
 

 

 

 

 

LANGUAGE IS NOT 
SUBJECT MATTER 
TEACHING 

Language is not a 
collection of rules and 
structures.  
Language is an abstract, 
implicit, and complex 
mental representation. 
It cannot be taught and 
learned explicitly, as 
happens with regular 
“subject matter.” 

TEACHING 
COMMUNICATIVELY 
IMPLIES A DEFINITION OF 
COMMUNICATION  
The expression, 
interpretation, and 
sometimes negotiation of 
meaning in a given context. 
(Sandra Savignon)  

What is more, 
communication is also 
purposeful.  (BVP)
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Principles of SLA are 
universal regardless of 
ethnicity, age or level 

of education.

LANGUAGE ACQUISITION IS 
CONSTRAINED BY 
INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL 
FACTORS: 

Learners come to the task of 
acquisition with built-in 
mechanisms for the 
processing and storage of 
language. 
Communicative input is the 
essential external ingredient 
for language acquisition. 
Language acquisition 
cannot be “overcome” by 
instruction.

“We communicate for a 
reason. We don’t 

communicate to practice 
communicating.” 

~BVP

Year-long study by Patsy 
Lightbown revealed that 
drilling students on use of 
3rd person singular verbs in 
English resulted in them 
using the ’S’ on 3rd person 
sing. verbs more 
frequently–  but NOT 
correctly. Evidence that 
practice/drilling don’t work.
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INSTRUCTORS AND 
MATERIALS SHOULD 
PROVIDE APPROPRIATE 
LEVEL INPUT 

Input: the language that 
learners hear or see in a 
communicative context 

‣CI: language that learners 
not only hear or see, but 
also UNDERSTAND 
‣Mental Representation: how 

words sound, how  they 
work with each other and 
what they mean… to each 
individual learner 

ANY FOCUS ON FORM 
SHOULD BE INPUT 
ORIENTED AND MEANING 
BASED 
•Language is abstract and 

complex.  

•Acquisition is slow and 
piecemeal.  

•Acquisition is stage-like and 
ordered.

TASKS SHOULD FORM THE BACKBONE OF THE 
COMMUNICATIVE CURRICULUM 
• psycho-social: to establish and maintain relationships; 

team building and bridging cultural gaps; to grease the 
wheels of interactions (e.g., saying ‘hi’, asking how 
someone is doing, complimenting someone, to inquire 
about the family, to ask what plans someone has) 

• cognitive-informational: The information is needed to 
complete a task of some sort.

Natural Order of Acquisition 
(Stephen Krashen) 

Acquisition of grammatical 
structures follows a predictable 
order. 

 Order seems to be independent 
of the learners' age, L1 
background, conditions of 
exposure.

There were statistically significant 
similarities that reinforced the 
existence of a Natural Order of 
language acquisition. 

Implication is not that a language 
program syllabus should be based 
on the order found in the studies.

Because the linguistic system is implicit (unconscious), language can 
not be taught like subject matter. Language instruction must be 
centered on compelling comprehensible messages that are so 
interesting that focus remains on the message and not on the 
exercise of  learning the language. 

Level-appropriate input will require teachers to slow their rate of  
speech, shelter vocabulary, provide visual cues and simplify 
language.  

Authentic texts are those that are prepared by a native speaker for a 
native speaker. Logically, if  we are teaching non-native speakers at 
a novice level, it is highly likely that authentic texts will be IN-
comprehensible and therefore, not conducive for SLA.  

Grammar rules do not help speakers communicate. In fact, humans 
can communicate successfully with no conscious knowledge of  
grammar. Grammar can, however, help us communicate more 
accurately. (example: The mans are carry guns. vs. The men were 
carrying guns. The tree fall. vs. The tree fell.) 

Language acquisition is a slow, complex process and different for 
each person, thus expectations for proficiency should be different 
for each learner.  

Classroom “activities” should have a communicative purpose. A 
communicative purpose could be to get to know another person, 
gather information necessary to complete a task, or simply to be 
entertained. Conversely, “Skill-building” activities (Krashen) are 
activities conducted to practice a specific grammatical structure. 
Contrived exchanges (practice) do not constitute communication. 
Example: Going around the room and asking every student 
“What’s your name?” vs. Having students mingle with each other 
for the purpose of  truly meeting / getting to know each other.


