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Abstract: 

This paper revisits again Krashen’s hypothesis, making a special emphasis on 

the Input Hypothesis, his implications for the classroom and the criticisms to his 

hypothesis. After reviewing some of the literature dealing with Krashen, and 

recognising its pedagogical value, we establish the role of input according to cognitive 

research and then turn to propose a set of mechanisms to make input comprehensible, 

showing at the end an example of a teacher trying to make himself understood. This 

sample, taken in the classroom while the teacher told a story to his students, is then 

analysed following the list of mechanisms previously mentioned.    

 

Key words: Comprehensible input, FLA, SLA, Krashen’s hypotheses, foreign 

language comprehension 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 When Krashen (1985) hypotheses came to be known not only by researchers 

but also by teachers, the learning of languages changed to an approach based on 

comprehensible oral input, imitating the process of little children learning their first 

language. Following Krashen’s hypotheses implied being a knowledgeable teacher, 

and also being able to make the flow of conversation comprehensible to students 

without using the mother tongue.  

 

IMPLICATIONS OF KRASHEN’S  HYPOTHESES 

  

Krashen’s (1985) distinguished two mechanisms: learning and acquisition, as 

two separate mechanisms, the first one related to explicit teaching in the classroom and 

the second process related to the way children learn their mother tongue. He claimed 

that only acquisition in natural contexts would be effective for successfully learning 

(used in broad terms) a language. From his second hypothesis, that of the Natural 

Order, it followed that explicit teaching of grammar rules would have a null effect on 

learners, as the way they acquired the language was innately pre-established. The third 

hypothesis, that of the Monitor, implied that fostering –in excess- conscious processes 

for learning would impede natural acquisition. The fourth hypothesis, that of the Input, 

and the nucleus of Krashen’s theory, explained that the acquisition of language took 

place through processing input slightly beyond the learners’ competence level and 

made comprehensible through visual help, mime, contextual cues and the like. 

Krashen’s fifth hypothesis (The Affective Filter Hypothesis) suggested that the 

teaching situation should be relaxed and motivating so as not to raise their affective 

filter, impeding acquisition.  
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As a result, teachers made learning more enjoyable, increased input and 

communication time rather than grammar time, promoted meaning rather than form, 

downplayed the role of error correction and fostered the use of unconscious processes. 

For the first time, teachers were able to focus on helping their students to know the 

language rather than to know about the language. 

 

Despite their positive points, Krashen’s hypotheses received a lot of criticisms 

(Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991), for example, how can we quantify input slightly 

beyond the learner’s level? Why conscious learning always relates to teaching about 

language and immersion with acquisition of language? Why should understanding 

input imply its immediate acquisition? Is there a role for output and interaction?  

Some proposals arose in answer to the criticisms, such as the Product 

Hypothesis, that claimed that production, and not only comprehension, facilitates 

learning (Swain, 1995), and the Incomprehensible Input Hypothesis, that expanded the 

notion that students must notice incomprehensible forms in the input for reorganising 

their current level of interlanguage and subsequently incorporate the new forms 

(White, 1987).  

 

THE ROLE OF INPUT ACCORDING TO COGNITIVE/APPLIED RESEARCH 

In Krashen’s terms, if input was made comprehensible, acquisition would take 

place. However, later research (Van Patten, 1996; Skehan, 1998) has shown that in 

order to turn input into intake and ultimately learning students need not only to 

understand but control the attention they attach to particular parts of the input they hear 

and understand. Teachers can be the ones to draw attention towards noticing relevant 

cues in the incoming information, so that it is not only meaning but form that students 

are able to perceive (Van Patten, 1996). This process of recognition of new forms 

would subsequently lead to a change in the students’ interlanguage. This change has to 

be enduring for learning to take place (Skehan, 1998), and for such change a pre-
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condition is that input has to be understood, as Krashen said, and also processed in 

such a way that students become aware or notice some of the new forms. Still, 

comprehension has to be guaranteed, and here we show some cues for improving 

comprehension and an example of a teacher trying to be understood. In other words,  

how can teachers make input comprehensible? 

 

MAKING INPUT COMPREHENSIBLE 

 There are a series of resources to make input comprehensible. Following 

Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991), input can be made comprehensible by making it 

non-grammatical, by modifying its grammar, elaborating or simplifying it, or by 

making conversational adjustments (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991:125-126).  

 

 Besides actually modifying the linguistic input, we can also use 

communication strategies and visual materials. Communication strategiesi involve 

making additional linguistic or conversational adjustments, apart from those mentioned 

by Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991). Some examples of strategies are (Tarone, 1981; 

Chesterfield and Chesterfield, 1985): approximation, language switch, literal 

translation, topic avoidance, message abandonment, word coinageii, circumlocution, 

appeal for assistanceiii, mime, repetition, memorisationiv, formulaic expressionsv, 

elaborationvi, or monitoring.  

The visual materials involve blackboard drawing, blackboard writing, pictures, 

either taken from magazines or designed by the teacher or students, flashcards, or even 

realia. 

How can we make input comprehensible? 

Here we show a list of some of the linguistic, conversational, strategic and 

visual adjustments that a teacher can do to make the input he produces comprehensible 

to his students. The elements included here do not coincide exactly with Larsen-

Freeman and Long classification (1991), that of Tarone (1981) or Chesterfield and 
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Chesterfield (1985), either because two different authors have considered the same 

example (i.e. repetitions, in interactional adjustments and in communication strategies; 

elaborations, considered communication strategies but very similar to expansions, 

within conversational adjustments), or because they should not be used by teachersvii 

(i.e. word-coinage, message abandonment or topic avoidance).  

 

Linguistic adjustments 
• Slower rate of delivery 
• Use of pauses 
• Clauses:     

 Well-formed   
 Shorter  
 Less complex  
 Canonical word-order 
 Retention of optional constituents 
 Avoidance of contractions 
 Fewer opaque forms (full NPs, less pronouns, less dummy verbs) 
 Verbs marked for present 

• Questions: more use in general  
 Yes-no questions 

• Fewer idiomatic expressions 
• Higher lexical frequency of nouns and verbs 
• Higher proportion of copulas to verbs 

 
Conversational adjustments 

• Here-and-now orientation 
• Briefer and predictable treatment of topics 
• More abrupt topic-shifts 
• Relinquishment of topic-choice to interlocutor 
• Acceptance of unintentional topic-switches 
• Use of questions for topic initiating moves 
• Repetitions 
• Comprehension checks 
• Confirmation checks 
• Expansions 
• Question-and-answer strings 
• Decomposition 
 
Communication Strategies 
• Circumlocutionviii 
• Language Switch 
• Mime 
• Formulaic Expressions 
• Monitoring 

 
Visual Cues 

• Blackboard drawing 
• Blackboard writing 
• Pictures 
• Flashcards 
• Realia 
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AN EXAMPLE OF ‘COMPREHENSIBLE INPUT’: A TEACHER STRUGGLING TO BE 

UNDERSTOOD 

 Here we show an analysis of the sample of a teacher’s production –input- (see 

Appendix 1) following the previous list of facilitating elements. In a secondary 

classroom with 25 students (ages between 12 and 14) a teacher told a storyix three 

consecutive times in the normal allotted classroom period (50 minutes, approximately).  

The step-by-step session can be seen in the Appendix 1. The comprehension of 

participants was then tested reviewing their answers in the Comprehension sheet 

(Appendix 2), which sometimes were in their first language, as they were only 

expected to understand the oral story. Only an 8 per cent of the students did not 

understand all the parts in the story, usually the final ones; that is to say, 92 per cent of 

the participants answered correctly all the questions in the comprehension sheet.  

 

 Insert Table 1 here 

We can see in the sample that the teacher does not use some of the 

adjustments, sometimes because comprehension was guaranteed by other means and 

some other times because the input provided was a story –monologue-, which did not 

naturally lead students to participate. In fact, what determines the amount of 

negotiation –in this case the lack of it- is, according to Larsen-Freeman and Long 

(1991), is the relationship between the participants (in this case a teacher vs. twenty-

five students), their age (very different), the nature of the task (a monologue) and the 

structure of the conversation.   

This is just a very brief example of some modifications that a teacher has 

actually done on the input to make it comprehensible. Perhaps it is not an ideal 

example, some other resources or even some of the mentioned adjustments could have 

been carried out following a better procedure, but analysing one’s production can 
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constitute an invaluable tool for improving comprehension and guaranteeing that this 

pre-condition for learning is fulfilled.   

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 When input is not understood, it is elaborated, repeating the message, using a 

paraphrase or a synonym, or it is simplified, using less complex grammatical structures 

or more lexical terms. These modifications improve the comprehension of the input, 

provided that that input is not elaborated in excess (Parker and Chaudron, 1987; Ellis, 

1995). In general grammatical modifications seem to be less effective for 

comprehension than elaborating the input, making it redundant and providing an 

explicit topic structure (Parker and Chaudron, 1987), although these modifications 

benefit comprehension only when the linguistic difficulty of the input is not very high 

(Ellis, 1995). However, guaranteeing comprehension is not the same as guaranteeing 

learning. There might be a threshold level of comprehension below which learning 

cannot take place (Loschky, 1994), but beyond which differences in comprehension 

have little effect on final acquisition. Negative feedback seems to be another pre-

condition for learning to take place (White, 1987; Swain, 1995). It would appear, then, 

that comprehension and acquisition are different mechanisms, but later research 

coming from the cognitive area (Van Patten and Oikkenon, 1996; Ortega, 2000) seems 

to suggest that external modifications, that is to say, explicit modifications carried out 

by the speaker or teacher, when learners are processing –understanding- the input 

determine what the learner will ultimately learn. So in fact it seems that Krashen, at an 

intuitive level, was not mistaken in his assertions.    

 

In this case we have tried to explicitly exemplify the modifications a teacher 

carried out when trying to make himself understood, including, in broad terms, a 

constant monitoring of his production, and, in more particular terms: (1) speech 

modifications such as a slower rate of delivery and frequent use of pauses; (2) 
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grammatical modifications regarding the complexity of clauses, including avoidance of 

contractions, opaque forms, and idiomatic expressions and less use of content verbs in 

favour of copulas; (3) discourse strategies such as a here-and-now orientation rather 

than a there-and-then framework, which would have been more typical of a story; (4) 

speaking strategies such as repetitions, comprehension checks, confirmation checks, 

expansions, question-and-answer strings, circumlocutions, language switch, mime and 

formulaic expressions; (5) visual help in the form of blackboard writing and pictures. 

In fact, few possible further modifications could have been carried out by the teacher 

unless he had changed his mode of discourse from monologue to dialogue. Then we 

would have been talking about negotiation of meaning rather than 

simplification/elaboration of input. 

 

The conclusion, obviously, is that we must guarantee comprehension in the 

classroom. And even though not every teacher has the time or the personality for using 

some of the resources included in this example, they are still optimal modifications that 

should be kept in mind if teachers want to facilitate the process of input comprehension 

(and perhaps, intake and hopefully learning).  
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 APPENDIX 1 

           
1st Task: Discussion:  what you would do with the money you earn?  

 
2nd Task: order pictures before listening to story 

 
TEACHER: She is a teenager teenager -between thirteen and 
nineteen (teacher writes numbers on blackboard) do you know what 
is a teenager?  
 

Participants: A person between thirteen and nineteen 
 
So you are teenagers ¿no? how old are you? 
 

13/14/15 
 
¿Cómo se dice eso en español?x

 
Entre 13 y 19 / adolescente 

 
She is English (picture 1) - she is a teenager and her father is a 
policeman - she is a teenager - let’s say she’s eighteen and her father 
is a policeman - this is a story this is a story I saw in a Newspaper - 
this is a real story - it is not once upon a time it is a real story of a 
Newspaper - and she - the protagonist was a teenager and she 
worked she worked in a cafeteria - she worked in a cafetería (picture 
2) this is where she worked but one day she lost her job she - they 
told her to - not to work anymore - she lost her job - she did not work 
anymore - she stopped working - they expelled her from her job but 
she was afraid of her father (with gesture of being afraid) because 
her father was a policeman - her father was very strict (with closed 
fist) he was very hard so every day she had no job but everyday - she 
was silent she kept silent (with gesture of being silent) - but she went  
in the morning to her job (picture 3) and came back in the evening 
from the job (picture 4) - but she had no job but she didn’t want to 
tell her father yes? she did not tell her father that she had lost her job 
so in the morning at nine o’clock she ‘’went’’ (gesture representing 
“) to her job but she had no job (with gesture of negation) and in the 
evening seven more or less she returned - she went back from job - 
she had not told her father she - her father thought (gesture of 
thinking) that she had a job so one day her father asked for the rent 
for her money (picture 5) she had no money because she was not 
working so she stole it (gesture of stealing something and putting it 
into the pocket) (picture 6) she robbed the money - she stole the 
money - this is her hand (pointing at the picture) as there was a 
robbery the police investigated (picture 7)  the police investigated the 
robbery and the police discovered that she was the person who had 
robbed the money so the police told the father - well - the private 
investigators told her father and her father expelled her (picture 8) - 
her father threw her out of the house ‘GO!’ he told her daughter to 
go from the house (with gesture of going) because she had robbed. 
 
 

3rd Task: Students check their pictures’ order and answer the two first questions in Appendix 
2. 

 
This is a story I read // this is a story I read in a Newspaper // this is 
a real story // it’s a story of a teenager // she is blonde - more or less 
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happy - at her house // she worked in a cafeteria - but the problem is 
that she lost her job- she worked in a cafeteria // she lost her job // 
she did not work anymore // she stopped working (with gesture of 
stopping: fingers in the form of scissors closing) // they expelled her 
from the job but her father was a policeman // the teenager’s father 
was a policeman // she was afraid of her father because her father 
was a very strict person- a very hard person (with gesture) // she did 
not - she hushed – (with gesture) she did not tell her father that she 
had lost her job so she continued - she kept on going to work in the 
morning and coming back from job in the evening // as if she still had 
a job // in the morning she went to her job but she had no job - but 
she still went in the morning and returned in the evening // but she 
had no job // she had a job? she lost her job // she stopped working // 
she did not work anymore but she did not tell her father she did not 
tell her father because her father was very strict so -disimulando- she 
kept on pretending and she went in the morning and returned in the 
afternoon // but she had no job // so one day as every month her 
father asked for the rent (with gesture of hand asking for money) - 
for the money her father asked for the money - the money of her job 
and she did not have any money- she stole the money // what’s this? 
 

A room 
 
And what’s this? 

Pearls 
 
And what’s this? a hand robbing it (with gesture)// all right? so she 
had no …’ 
 
The story is finished following a monologue structure. 

 
 4th Task: Students answer the rest of the questions. After that they are asked if the 

father was right in acting like that. A discussion followed. 
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 APPENDIX 2  
 
  
 1. Order story 
 
 2. Order story again 
 
 3. Answer: 
 
 Where did the teenager work? 
 
 What was her father’s job? 
 
 
 ¿Qué pasó con el trabajo?xi

 
 ¿Qué hizo después? ¿se lo dijo a alguien?xii

 
 ¿Quién se quedaba el dinero del trabajo?xiii

 
 
 4. ¿Qué pasó al final?xiv

 
 ¿Te parece un final lógico?xv
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 Yes No Examplexvi

Slower rate of delivery 4  Fifty minutes for telling the input appearing in 
Appendix 1 

Use of pauses 4  Every time the sign ‘–‘ or the sign ‘//’is written in the 
sample (Appendix 1)  

Clauses: well formed 4  ‘This is a real story’ ‘She lost her job’ 

Shorter 4  ‘She is English’ ‘She is a teenager’ ‘This is a real 
story’...average words per clause: 4/5 

Less complex 4  

Very infrequent subordination: ‘she did not tell her 
father that she had lost her job’ 

Most complex clauses are coordinated by ‘and’: ‘She 
went in the morning to her work and came back in 

the evening from the job’   

Canonical word-order 4  See previous examples (Noun phrase + Verb Phrase 
+Noun Phrase)  

Retention opt. Const. 4  -but she went in the morning to her job and came 
back in the evening from the job-‘ 

Fewer contractions 4  ‘She did not work anymore’ ’She had no money 
because she was not working’ 

Fewer opaque forms 4  ‘the teenager’s father was a policeman’ 

Verbs marked present   Only for introduction of characters and places: ‘She 
is English –She is a teenager and her father is a 

policeman’ 

Questions: more use   (Not frequent because of type of input: story) but, as 
example: ‘how old are you’ 

More yes-no questions   (As previous resource. The only one was: ‘Do you 
know what is a teenager?’)  

Less idiomatic exp. 4   

Frequ. of nouns+verbs   The first four lines of the story (for example) contain 
only two pronouns, several nouns and verbs: ‘is’’say’ 

and ‘saw’. No adverbs, and few functional words. 

More copulas than v. 4  First telling of story: 21 copulas and 44 verbs (in 
proportion, very high use of copulas) 

    

Here-and-now orient. 4  ‘This is where she worked’ 

Brief. Treat. of topics  4 Not exactly, because there is a lot of repetition 

Abrupt topic shifts  4 As previous file: not exactly, as there is repetition 

Relinquishment...  4 Not in this case, as the teacher is not keeping a 
conversation, but rather, a monologue 

Acceptance of topic...  4 Not in this case, as teacher decides on topic and 
keeps explaining it. 

Quest.for initiating moves   Only beginning lines: ‘Do you know what is a 
teenager’ ‘How old are you?’ ‘ 

Repetitions 4  ‘She is English’ ‘She is a teenager and her father is a 
policeman –she is a teenager –let’s say she’s 

eighteen and her father is a policeman’ 

Comprehension checks 4  ‘¿Cómo se dice eso en español?xvii’  
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Confirmation checks 4  ‘So you are teenagers, ¿no?’ ‘all right?’ ’She had a 
job?’ 

Expansions 4  ‘she is a teenager teenager –between thirteen and 
nineteen’ ‘she lost her job// she did not work 

anymore’ 

Question-and-answ.String 4  First interaction, before story begins 

Decomposition   
‘And she –the protagonist was a teenager’ ’so one 

day as every month her father asked for the rent –for 
the money her father asked for the money –the money 

of her job and ...’ 

    

Circumlocution 4  ‘her father expelled her –her father threw her out of 
the house ‘GO’   

Language switch 4  ‘her father was very strict so –disimulandoxviii- she 
kept on’ (This is the only case) 

Mime 4  See Appendix 1, within parentheses (for example, 
closed fist for meaning of word ‘strict’) 

Formulaic Expressions 4  ‘It’s not once upon a time it is a real story of a 
Newspaper’ 

Monitoring 4  (As the teacher was not native speaker: ‘they told her 
to – not to work anymore’)  

    

Blackboard drawing  4 The pictures were enough for comprehension, 
according to the teacher. 

Blackboard writing 4  At the beginning, explaining the age of ‘teenager’, 
the teacher wrote down the numbers. 

Pictures 4   

Flashcards  4 See explanation on Blackboard drawing 

Realia  4 See explanation on Blackboard drawing 

Table 1: list of input modifications and examples taken from corpus in Appendix 1  

 
                                                           
i Some communication strategies might disrupt the process of ultimate learning (Skehan, 1998; 
Ortega, 2000), because they solve immediate communication problems but do not help revise 
the level of interlanguage. However, we will consider all those strategies that according to our 
view do help guarantee comprehension in the students without making input non-grammatical. 
ii All these strategies marked in italics improve comprehension, but they are not appropriate for 
improving proficiency. They are used to compensate for lack of knowledge, which should not 
be applicable to teachers. In fact, their overuse would lead to a very marked version of 
interlanguage. 
iii This strategy will not be included in the classification, as it would imply that the teacher is 
asking for help to his students. 
iv Which would be fostered by use of repetitions 
v Weinert (1995) characterizes these expressions formed by more than one word as having an 
idiosyncratic use, usually beyond the current grammatical level of the learner and uttered 
without pauses or doubting phenomena. According to Skehan (1998) they are also used by 
native speakers, and in general they give processing time for more creative word-for-word rule-
generated language. That is why it is so important to provide examples which students may later 
memorise. Besides, as they tend to be associated to particular contexts, it is easy to understand 
their meaning. 
vi Very similar to what Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991:126) call ‘expansions’, in the interactional 
adjustments. 
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vii There is an exception regarding the latter case, which is language-switch, a strategy which 
many teachers use when no other option is available. If overused, it might lead students to pay 
attention only to units uttered in their L1. However, if used with care, it may be good for 
improving comprehension, or at least for facilitating the processing load of students.    
viii In this case not because the teacher does not know the word, as the definition by Chesterfield and 
Chesterfield (1985) implies, but to facilitate comprehension. 
ix Story taken from Morgan and Rinvolucri (1989:106) 
x How do you say that in Spanish? 
xi What happened with her work?. 
xii What did she do afterwards? Did she tell somebody? 
xiii Who kept her work’s salary? 
xiv What happened in the end? 
xv Is it a logical ending? 
xvi We will be using only one example of each adjustment on grounds of space.   
xvii How do you say that in Spanish? 
xviii Pretending 
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