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Abstr act
This paper explorestherole of i nput and output in second language acquisition SLA by employing Lev

S Wygotsky s 1896 1934 sociocultural theory Krashen sinput hypothesis 1982 1985 and Swains out put
hypothesis 1985 1993 hold different and so mewhat contradictory viewpoints on the roles of input and
outputin SLA The difference mght be solved by applying Vygotsky s sociocultural theory which clai nms
human higher mental functioningisconstructedinasocial cultural historical andinstitutional context This
context isa web woven by social interactions a dialectic unity of input and output Therefore accordingto
Vygotsky s approach to the understanding of learning theinteractions bet ween input and out put give riseto
second language devel op nent
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1 Introduction

Second | anguage researchers have not reached an agreement about the roles of i nput and output in
second language acquisition SLA although both have been w dely studi ed respectively and separately
Krashen 1989 Sole 1994 Constantino 1995 Krashen 1997 Swain  Lapkin 1995 |zum et al 1999
lzum  Bigelow 2000 Feng Huang 2004  Studies on the role of input mainly used Krashen s input
hypothesis 1982 1985 as their theoretical frameworks whereas studies on that of output typically
based t heir research on Swain s out put hypothesis 1985 1993 These t wo hypot heses however hold
different viewpoints about the roles of i nput and output in SLA Krashen 1982 1985 clai medthat only
comprehensible i nput causes | anguage acquisition while Swain 1985 1993 proposed that through
out put eit her speaking or witing language acquisition mght occur too Their discrepant views about t he
rol es of i nput and out put leave |anguage teachers and learnersin a dilemma Should teachers maxi mze
comprehensibleinput by providing students withlectures reading prograns andlistening opportunities
as Krashen suggested or to arrange considerabl e speaking and witing opportunities for students to
practice as Swaini mplied Theti meinclassor theti meforlearning anewlanguageisli mted and more

ti me and effort oninput meanslessti me on output

Some resear chers clai mthat bothinput and output are essential inlanguagelearning However their
clai m cannot find support from relevant SLA theories If they cite Krashens 1982 1985 point to
support them they cannot use Swains output hypothesis 1985 1993 because l|ogically one cannot
beli eve that out put does not cause acquisition and out put leadsto acquisition at the sameti me

This paper tentatively applies the sociocultural theory of Wygotsky 1896 1934 one of the most
influential philosophers and psychologists in the 20th century and a representative of social
constructivism to explorethe roles of input and outputin SLA As aninter discipline SLA has constantly
been nourished by theoriesinthefields of philosophy psychol ogy andsociology as well aslinguistics
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Inthe foll owing sections Krashen s input hypot hesis and Swains output hypothesis are introduced
and a discrepant and so mewhat contradictory clai mabout therol e of i nput and out put isrevealed Inthe
fourth section Vygotsky s sociocultural theory is presented and his concept of social interactions is
elucidated followed by an analysis of how VWygotsky s theory mght throwlight onthe understandi ng of
theroles of input and output in SLA In the closing section i mplications for the language class are
discussed

2 Krashen sInput Hypothesis and the Relative Role of Input and Qut put

In Krashensview “ humans acquirelanguagein only one way — by understanding messages or by
receiving comprehensibleinput that contains structures at our next‘ stagé —structuresthat are a
bit beyond our current level of competence” 1985 2 Krashen | abel ed an individual s current second
|anguage competencei andthe next stagei 1 For second|anguage acquisitionto happen “ input must
containsi 1" 1982 21

Krashen s strong clai mof therole of* comprehensibleinput” insecondlanguage acquisitioni mplies a
nearly null role of output In deed Krashen believed that speaking or output plays no direct rolein
acquisition and the benefit that output mght bringisto elicit additional comprehensibleinput Qutput
does not |ead directlytolanguage acquisition but viathe functioning of comprehensibleinput Therefore
input plays an essential and direct roleinlanguage acquisition while output mght exhibit anindirect and
complementary influence Krashensclaimof thetrivial role of output runs contrarytothe common sense
andto the practice of either languages teachers or learners It is widely believed that practice makes
perfect and a language classroom with input only is al most i mpossible to find nowadays Language
researchers who discredited Krashens hypothesis are not rare Gegg 1984 and M Laughlin 1987 are
t wo strong representatives Language teachers are not satisfied wth Krashens clai m of the essential
enough role of input and thetrivial unnecessary role of output Language researchers and researchers
constantly find support fromand confort in Swains output hypothesis Inthe foll owi ng section output
hypothesis and itsi mplication of therelativerole of input and output wll be exam ned

3 Swains Qutput Hypothesis andthe Relative Role of I nput and Qut put

Swain 1985 proposed that through producing language either spoken or witten |anguage
acquisition learning mght occur Contraryto Krashensinput Swains output hypothesis believed output
maght lead directly tolanguage acquisition Swain 1993 also specified four waysin which output mght
play aroleinthe process of secondlanguagelearning a to developfluency andautomaticityinlanguage
use b tolet learners notice what they do not know or know only partially ¢ to give learners
opportunity totry out new expressions and d to generate feedback which canleadl|earnersto modify
t heir output

At hough she stressed the role of output Swain wote “ Just speaking and witing arent enough”
1993 158 whichi mpliedthei mportance of inputin SLA However she did not further elucidatethe
relative role of output andinput

Onthe one hand Krashen clai med that comprehensible i nput plays an i ndispensable and essenti al
role while output does not directly lead to SLA On the other hand Swain proposed that | anguage
acquisition mght arisein output The decadal disagreement bet ween the two hypotheses has chall enging
SL A researchers and teachersto conduct further studies and to seek newtheories

4 \ygotsky s Sociocultural Theory

As a preemnent figure of socio constructivism Lev S Wygotsky 1896 1934 clai med that higher
human mental functioning e g learning thinking voluntary attention and logic memory is
“inherently situated in a social interactional cultural institutional and historical context”  VMdrtsch
1991 86 James Wrtsch used the ter m* sociocultural theory” or* sociocultural approachto mnd” to
refer to VWygotsky s thoughts Traditionally psychological research often assumed individuals mght be
removed fromtheir social or cultural settings On the contrary Vygotsky laid emphasis upon examning
t he social and cultural context in which research subjects stay In hisview social and cultural study of
individuals behavior is not an auxiliary or complementary met hod but a fundamental and essential way
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Vygotsky 1978 65 Either the origin or the mental development of human mental functioningis
embedded in social and cultural interactions VMrtsch elaborated on Vygotsky s main tenet using three
interwoventhemes a areliance on genetic or developmental analysis b aclai mthat higher mental
functioningintheindividual derives from social interactions and c¢ a claimthat human activity on
both the social andindividual planes is mediated by tools and signs 1991 87 Inthefolow ng parts
the elaborationis focused on the first two themes since they are more closely related to thetopicin
questi on

4 1 Cenetic and Developnental Analysis

Genetic and developmental method constitutes Vygotsky s basic met hod of studying human mental
devel op ment  Vygotsky believed” it is possibleto understand many aspects of mental processes only by
understanding their origin and the transitions they undergo”  Wdrtsch 1991 87 CGenetic analysis
emphasizesthe needto examnethe originand history of mental functions not onlythestatic products of
development |t stressestheinterconnectedness bet ween various stages of mental development not only
t he static products For instance when studying asecondlanguagelearner sinter |anguagelevel we may
understandthe difference bet ween the personsinter |language and target |language deeper if we examne
t hel earner s mot her tongue and his or her for mer | ear ni ng setting

Theter m* genetic” is not usedinits biologicsense but referstothe origins of psychol ogical processes
and transfor mationst hese processes have experienced

Wil ethefirsttheme of VWygotsky ssociocultural theory e mphasizesthe needto examnethe origin of
human mental functioning the second theme analyzes the characteristics of the origin and mental
devel op mental context

4 2 Social Interactions —the Qigin of Hgher Mental Functioninginthe Individual

Accordingto VWygotsky higher mental functioningis embedded in social interactions which weave
the social cultural and historical context in which the individual exists |Individuals know edge and
ability are constructed during the social interactions with people around them Duringthe early age of
oneslife individuals mental development is mainly constructed by interactions with their parents
siblings relatives and friends During ones school years their mental function is often devel oped
throughinteractions with their teachers classmates and friends out of class Simlarly in oneslater
years ones know edge ways of thinking and means of actions are shaped through social interactions
withthe peoplethey work with friends andfamly members As \WWgotsky wote

H gher mental functions composition genetic structure and means of action —in a word their
whole nature —is social Even when we turnto mental i e internal processes their nature
remains quasisocial Intheir privatesphere human beingsretainthe function of social i nteracti ons
1981 164

By emphasizingthe role of social interactions Wygotsky did not assume that mental functioningin
the individual is simply a copy of socially organized processes Instead \ygotsky asserted that the
psychol ogi cal internalizationtransfor ns and changes thestructure and functi on of social i nteractions but
thisinternalization happens as aresult of social interactions Accordingto Vygotsky mental devel op ment
“ first appears onthe social plane andthen onthe psychol ogical plane” 1981 163 Social interactions
bet ween people belong to interpsychological category while the internalization process goes to
intrapsychol ogical category In a word social interactions underlie all higher mental functions

H gher mental functionsrefer tosuch activities as memorizing thinking payingattention problem
solving and concept formation Any aspect of learning including second |anguage |earning
demonstratesthe for mof higher mental functioning Secondlanguagelearninginvolves memorizing new
words understandi nglistening and reading materials organizing onesthoughts and fi nding appropriate
oral or witten forns to express their ideas Therefore Vygotsky s sociocultural theory mght also be
applicabletothe understandi ng of individuals second language development Inthe following part the
concept of social interactions thecore of Vygotsky ssociocultural theory isemployedtoexploretherole
of input and output in SLA
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5 Social Interactions and Second Language Acquisition

Accordingto Vygotsky thelearning of a newlanguageis embeddedin social interactional cultural
institutional and historical context For the over whel mng majority of secondlanguagelearners |earning
a new | anguageissituatedinschool intheinteractions withtheir teachers classmates computer aided
learning prograns reading and listening materials and someti mes wth native speakers outside
classroons The process of learning cannot be independent from social interactions and relations
Learningis a mutual influential andinteractional process between |earners and their instructors peers
and | earning environment All activitiesinvolved in second |anguage learning such as teachers explaining
difficult pointstostudents discussingamongstudents students asking questions androle play activities exhibit
social interactional characteristics Secondlanguagelearningis embeddedin asocial interactional context

In VWygotlsy s view social interactions not only lay a context for second | anguage | earning but also
cause second| anguage development |t is social interactions neither isolatedinput nor isolated out put
t hat causes SLA becausein Vygotsky s world thereis no pureinput or output and they arelinks and
| oops of social interactions |nput and output cannot be separated but are mutually dependent Before
teachers giveinput tolearners teachers often first assesslearners present |anguage competence by their
output OQutput may demonstrate in the form of speaking witing or test taking On the basis of
|earners present output teachers also anticipate their potential in order to plan and modify tasks and
instructions accordingly Inthis way theinitial inputislinked wth out put

During the process of learning inputis often shaped by output Teachers often rephrase or modify
their instruction according to learners response |Input may be simplified if questions and
msunderstanding arise | nput may be escalated if meaning checking seldom occurs Simlarly outputis
influenced by input \WWat |learners perform in a learning activity is guided by input or teachers
instruction \WWienthey cannot fulfill alearningtask learners are often assisted and scaffolded by i nput
fromteachers or more advanced learners Mreover learners mstakes and trouble spots are usually
identified and pointed out by teachers and expert peers Learners may receive models or recasts from
theirinterlocutors and thusi mprove their output In Vygotskys view it is not comprehensibleinput or
out put but social interactionsthat contributetolanguage acquisition

However social interactions do not lead directly to second language development They are
transmtted byl earners psychol ogical processes Secondlanguagelearningfirst happens on asocial plane
or between learners and their interlocutors and then on a psychol ogical plane or wthin learners
Vygotsky did not elaborate on how individuals psychol ogical processes internalize and transmt social
interactions VWWat he did emphasizeisthe connection betweeninterpsychol ogical andintrapsychol ogical
functioning As W rtsch wote “ VWygotsky implies that different forns of interpsychol ogical
functioning giverisetorelated differencesin the for nms of intrapsychol ogical functioning” 1991 89
| ndividuals secondlanguage competenceis not a copy of all thesocial interactionsthey have experienced
but the way theytransmt the social interactionsis greatly shaped by everylearning activityin whichthey
have partici pat ed

The quality frequency and | evel of social interactions as well aslearners psychol ogical processes
deter mne the result of learners second language development \WWat are the characteristics of high
quality social interactions According to \Wygotsky |earning happens in learners zone of proxi mal
development ZPD The ZPD s one of the key concepts proposed by Vygotsky Heter medthe ZPD as
the region bet ween what an individual s“ actual developmental |evel as deter mned by independent
probl emsolving” andthe higher level of“ potential development as deter mned t hrough problem solving
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” 1978 86 In other words the ZPD
Is an area between what one can perfor m on ones own and what one can perform wth assistance
Therefore the ZPDsthe next stage of learning andit i mpliesthe areathat students abilityisreadyto
develop Inordertolearn theinteractions bet weenthelearner andtheir interlocutors should be wthin
learners ZPD Social interactions of high quality are those interactions in which i nput does not over
challenge or under challenge learners but is based on continuous assessment of learners output and
out put is scaffolded by appropriate input The ZPD is constantly changing wth the devel op ment of
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second language Newinput shoul d be escalatedto anot her |evel and adaptedto newy constructed ZPD n
order to promotethe quality of interactions

I n conclusion according to Vygotsky social interactions bet ween |learners and their |anguage teachers
mor e advanced peers and peopl e outside classroons giverisetolearners secondlanguage devel opnment Social
interactions are a dial ectic and organi c conmbi nati on bet ween | anguage i nput and out put

6 Vygotsky s Sociocultural Theory and SLA Theories and Research

Vygotsky s view about SLA is compatible with and embodies Krashens input hypothesis By
review ng Krashens research designs 1989 1997 readingis atypical type of input In \Wygotskys
eyes Krashensinputisalsosocialinteractions Accordingto Vygotsky s genetic analysis Wrtsch 1991
87 thereading material results fromsocial interactions andthe reading activity wll result inlearners
changed form of further social interaction Furthermore the action of reading is itself a dialogue
bet ween a reader and the charactersin a book |In fact according to Vygotsky all things are social

Schallert Martin 2003 34  Vygotsky s view about SLA is not in disagreement with Swains output
hypothesis either Any output inthe form of speaking or witing arisesfrom or servesthe purpose of
social interactions Therefore output activitiesin the eyes of Swain share the characteristics of social
interactions By employing Wygotsky stheory the contradictory clai mabout therole of i nput and out put
in SLA coul d be solved

The decadal discrepant hypot heses about therole of i nput and out put revealstheli mtedness of classic
science approach to investigation and i mplies the prospect of embracing modern phil osophical and
psychol ogi cal approachesin SLA research Dunn and Lantolf 1998 wrotethat Krashens model bel ongs
t o classic and hard science approach whose ai misto reduce complex phenomenato basic elements or
bundles of variables andtoconstruct abstract schemato explainits object of study while Wygotsky hol ds
a dialectic and monistic orientation that theorizes people as unified selfinterpreting cultural agents

1998 7 Quided by classic scientific method Krashen and Swain separated input from out put
whereas from Vygotsky s perspective input and output establish a dial ectic unity or social interaction

Many ot her SLA researchers have conducted studiesfrominteractive perspectives e g FHliset al
1994 Pica 1994 Pica 1996 Poio Gass 1998 Long et al 1998 W©Mackey  Philp 1998 Gass et al
1998 Buckwalter 2001 As Gasset al wrotethe exploration of the connection bet weeninteracti on and
|anguage acquisition has represented a major researchlinesincethe early 1980s 1998 299 However
interactionsinthesestudiesrefer tofaceto face conversational exchanges bet ween |anguage | ear ners and
theirinterlocutors parents friends teachers nativespeakers classmates The construct of interaction
usedin these studies differs from social interactions as used by Wygotsky In Wygotskys view social
interactionsrefer toindividuals interactions wth people and environment aroundthem including direct
conversati onal interactions andindirect interacti ons

7 Conclusion and I mplications

Employing WVygotsky s sociocultural theory this paper proposes that social interactions a
combi nati on of i nput and output causessecondl|anguage development Inthelanguagelearning context
Input and out put do not existintheirisolated kingdomns but within a dialectic unity in which output gives
infor mation on thelearner s ZPD and setsthelevel of input andinput lays down the pathway for the
furt her development of thelearner s ZPD Wygotsky s notion of social interactions mght be employedto
represent the mutually dependent constructs of input and output Social interactions in which higher
human mental functioning arises accordingto Vygotsky leadtolearners secondlanguage devel op ment
Mobreover this paper has discussedthe diff erence bet ween Vygotsky s notion of social interaction andthe
same concept used by researchers who utilize classic scientific approach to investigation The for mer
embodies Krashens input and Swains output as well as the utterance exchange bet ween |anguage
|earners and their teachers their peers and native speakers whereasthelatter referstothelast type

The interactions between |anguage learners and teachers constitute the major form of social
interactions during second languagelearning Thisi mplies|anguage teachers should put the e mphasis on
the quality of classroom interactions Gving most of the time in class for students to practice does not
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necessarily promse efficient language learning Students output should be carefully guided monitored and
assisted by teachers Neither [anguageinput nor students output activities cannot be exaggerated They shoul d
fulfill the purpose of promotinginteractions bet ween|earners and teachers or among |earners
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