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The Forgotten Roles and New Roles of Output in Second Language
Acquisition

Jin-Suk Byun’
ABSTRACT

For the past two and a half decades the roles of output in second language acquisition (SLA) have been discussed in
many ways in the framework of the output hypothesis proposed by Swain (1985). However, some roles of output proposed
in the early version of output hypothesis have not been investigated enough though they may play important roles in SLA.
In addition, recent literature in SLA suggests that there may be some roles of output that have not been investigated so far.
Therefore, this paper overviews the roles of output proposed in the early and the recent versions of output hypothesis and

discusses the roles that need to be revisited and those that need to be investigated in the current SLA.
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| . Introduction

It seems that currently studies in SLA need to pay
more attention on roles of output for a few reasons.
First,

some roles in the framework of output hypothesis
need to be revisited. In a series of papers (Swain,
1985, 1993,

1995, 1998, 2000; Swain & Lapkin, 1982, 1995,
1998), Swain and her colleagues have argued that
output has important roles in SLA. They have
discussed various roles of output in SLA in the
framework of the output hypothesis proposed by
Swain (1985). However, it seems that some of the
roles that were discussed in the early version of
output hypothesis have been overlooked in the
recent version of output hypothesis. Consequently,
those overlooked roles have been excluded from the
Iist of hot topics for empirical studies even though
they may have important roles in SLA. Secondly, not
only are there roles that have been overlooked, but
there are also roles that need to be newly
investigated in current SLA. Recent literature (Byun,
2009; Swain, 1995, 2000; Shedadeh,2001; Shonerd,
1994) on output suggests that output plays important
roles such as “auto-input’ and initiation role that have
not been investigated seriously in SLA so far. Lastly,
current debate on the
structured-input and output-based instruction (Byun,
2007; Erlam, 2003) directs current SLA to pay more

attention on roles of output because more thorough

effectiveness  of

investigation of roles of output may solve the issue
on the effectiveness of structured-input vs.
output-based instruction. Therefore, this paper

overviews the roles of output proposed in the early

and the recent versions of output hypothesis and
discusses the roles that need to be revisited and the
roles that need to be newly investigated in the
current SLA.

[1. Output Hypothesis

The output hypothesis was formed based on
empirical observations and analyses of French
immersion education. To evaluate the French
immersion programs, Swain (1985) compared 69
sixth grade French immersion students with 10 sixth
grade native speakers of French in a unilingual
French school in Montreal. She examined the three
traits of competence —grammatical, discourse, and
sociolinguistic competence — through oral
production, multiplechoice, and written production
tasks for each trait. The results showed that the
native speakers of French performed significantly
better than immersion students in terms of
grammatical competence and some aspects of
sociolinguistic competence, whereas they scored
Further
examination of the findings on sociolinguistic

similarly on discourse competence.
competence showed that the immersion students
tended to perform as well as native speakers when
the aspects of sociolinguistic competence allow
formulaic politeness terms. However, when the task
involved the aspects of sociolinguistic competence
related to grammatical knowledge, native speakers
performed better than immersion students. In other
words, immersion students did not show native-like
language competence in the grammatical domain

whereas they developed native-like abilities in other
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domains.

Swain (1985) concluded that there was
something missing in French immersion education. It
could not be comprehensible input because
immersion students were provided with enough
in the

curriculum. Also, the missing element could not be

comprehensible  input content-based
‘interaction’ because interaction, namely negotiation
of meaning, could be achieved even through
grammatically deviant forms. Swain (1985) argued
that for a language learner to acquire a
native-speaker competence, the usual meaning of
“negotiating meaning” was not enough but needed
to be modified to include something beyond simply
“getting one’s message across” because speakers can
and do achieve the goal of simply getting one’s
message across with  ungrammatical and
sociolinguistically inappropriate language (p. 248).
As for this issue, Swain and Lapkin (1982) stated
that though the eighth grade immersion students of
an early total immersion program had not acquired
native-like speaking and writing skills, they could
“convey the meaning of what they want to say (p.
54).” This shows that in addition to simply ‘getting
the message across’ the negotiation of meaning
should include the conveying of message in a
precise, coherent, and appropriate way. Therefore,
Swain (1985) speculated that immersion students
might have needed to be “pushed in output” (p. 249)
to be fluent speakers or writers of French and

proposed the ‘output hypothesis.’

2.1 The Roles of Output in Swain's Early
Version of Output Hypothesis
In her early version of the output hypothesis

Swain (1985, 1993) suggested that output serves four
functions in SLA—to provide opportunities for
meaningful use in context, to test out hypotheses
about the target language, to move the learner froma
semantic processing mode to a syntactic processing
mode, and to provide the learner with
feedback-generating opportunities. She argued that
the first function of output, the meaningful use of
linguistic resources in context, involved fluency and
automaticity. Learners use language production as
an opportunity for meaningful practice of their
linguistic resources, developing automaticity in their
use. Though strictly speaking automaticity and
fluency are not the same, Swain (1985,1993) stated
that fluency of a second language increases when the
learners use it as frequently as possible. Therefore, in
an immersion situation if students were not provided
with enough opportunities to use the target
language, they were not able to develop as much
automaticity as native speakers of French.

The second role of output in the early version is
the hypothesis-testing function. Swain (1985, 1993)
maintained that through output learners tested out
their interlanguage linguistic resources and checked
if they worked. In other words, learners, whether
they are aware of it or not, test the grammar of their
interlanguage by producing utterances or sentences
generated by their possibly incomplete interlanguage
grammar. When they get external feedback from the
interlocutor in response to their speech or when they
get internal feedback, they confirm or reject their
hypotheses. This is called hypothesis-testing and it
has been maintained in the recent version of the
output hypothesis (Swain, 1995, 1998, 2000).

The third role of output Swain (1985) suggested in
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her early version of the output hypothesis was its
role in moving learners from semantic processing to
syntactic processing. For comprehension, learners
just need to understand linguistic data given to them
by comparing it with their already existing linguistic
resources (semantic processing). For production,
however, they need to combine their linguistic
resources to produce oral or written speech in an
organized way (syntactic processing). Therefore,
when learners comprehend speech, they may not pay
as much attention to syntactic features as when they
produce speech. For example, learners may
comprehend a verb in an utterance without knowing
its syntactic properties such as subcategorization
information. However, when they produce speech,
they should know the syntactic features of the verb
because they must combine the verb with other
elements which precede or follow the verb.

Finally, Swain (1993) added to her early
version of output hypothesis one more function, a
feedback-generating function, which might be
implied in the argument for the hypothesis testing
function. She claimed that producing output may
lead native speakers, in response to the learners’
speech, to feedback about the

comprehensibility or well-formedness of the

provide

learners’ utterances and this feedback, in turn, may

help learners to modify or reprocess their output.

2.2 The Roles of Output in Swain’s Recent
Version of Output Hypothesis

In the recent version of the output hypothesis,

Swain (1995, 1998, 2000, 2005) has argued that output

plays three major functions: the hypothesis testing

function, the noticing or triggering function and the

metalinguistic (reflective) function. The hypothesis
testing function that was suggested in the early
version of the output hypothesis has been
maintained to the recent version of the output
hypothesis (Swain, 1995, 1998, 2000, 2005). Also, as
mentioned  earlier, it may include the
feedback-generating function because feedback may
be considered to be provided as a part of
hypothesis-testing process. Swain (1995) argued that
testing a hypothesis requires learners to do
something and one way of doing this is to produce
oral or written speech. By doing this, learners may
test new language forms and structures to check
what works and what does not as they develop their
interlanguage to meet communicative needs (Swain,
1998).

Swain (1995) argued that the hypothesis testing
function of output was supported by the study of
modified output following feedback. For example, in
a study of how learners make modified output in
response to native speakers’ different signal types
and different communication tasks, Pica, Holliday,
Lewis, and Morgenthaler (1989) tested 10 Japanese
speakers of English with low-intermediate and
mid-intermediate proficiency levels and 10 native
speakers of English. They used three tasks— an
information-gap task, a jigsaw task, and a discussion
—for 10 NNS-NS dyads each. The results showed
that in conversation between native and non-native
speakers, native speakers’ demands such as
clarification requests and confirmation checks
pushed learners to modify their output. More
specifically, signals  of

communication break-down induced either semantic

native  speakers’

or morphosyntactic modification in over one-third of
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learners’ utterances

Swain (1995) argued that learners’ modified
output following feedback showed that they had
been involved in a hypothesis-testing process. She
noticed that the subjects in the study of Pica et al.
(1989) did not modify all of their utterances but only
approximately one-third of their utterances. She
maintained that this showed that the learners had
been testing some but not others. In other words, the
process of modifying output was guided by
learner-generated hypotheses with selective focts on
the linguistic elements in need at that moment
according to the learners’ developmental stage. Of
course, in this case the learner-generated hypothesis
testing seems to be done usually at the unconscious
level though it may also be possible for the process to
occur at the conscious level.

In relation to learner-generated hypothesis testing,
Swain (2000) also described her observation of two
immersion students. She stated that the errors and
corrections learners made in their written or spoken
production also showed that they were involved in
hypothesis testing about how the target language
system worked. In the task of reproducing the text
they had just heard, the two students in her study
worked together and produced written text, in which
they modified the form of the partitive immediately
preceding a plural adjective. They crossed out des
and replaced it with de, which was the correct form
in the given context. On the basis of the written
work, Swain argued that the modified output
represented the students’ current hypothesis about
the form a partitive should take in front of an
adjective.

In addition to the hypothesis-testing function, as

mentioned earlier, Swain (1995, 2005) proposed two
additional functions in her recent version of the
output hypothesis: a noticing or triggering function,
and a metalinguistic (reflective) function. As for the
noticing function, Swain (1995) argued that by
producing output “learners may notice a gap
between what they want to say, and what they can
say, leading them to recognize what they do not
know or know only partially” (pp. 125-126). This is
different from Schmidt and Frota's (1986) noticing.’
Schmidt and Frota stated that for a target-like form to
be incorporated into second language learners’
interlanguage system, it should be present in the
form of comprehensible input and noticed or
consciously identified. Here Schmidt and Frota's
notice the gap principle focuses on the noticing of
input necessary for interlanguage development.
However, Swain's noticing function of output
focuses on the noticing of a gap in a speaker’s output
ability or linguistic knowledge. In other words, “the
activity of producing the target language may
prompt second language learners to consciously
recognize some of their linguistic problems; it may
make them aware of something they need to find out
about their L2” (Swain, 1995, p. 129). This may lead
the learners to pay attention implicitly or explicitly to
something, possibly in future relevant input, that
they need to solve the problems or may lead the
learners to refer to a dictionary or a grammar book,
or to ask their peers or teachers (Swain, 1998, 2000).
The final role of output in Swain’s recent version
of the output hypothesis is a metalinguistic role,
which is “conscious reflection about language” or
“negotiation about form” (Swain, 1995, p. 132). She
stated that though learners’ hypotheses were not
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stated explicitly, under certain language tasks the
learners’” hypothesis testing process was expressed
through learners” output. This is when the learners
reflect on and discuss explicitly the target language
using language usually related to grammatical terms.
In this case, output is playing a metalinguistic role. In
other words, learners communicate about language,
negotiating the form of the target language in
meaningful interaction.

To examine the metalinguistic role of output,
Swain analyzed language-related episodes (LREs)
(Swain, 1995, 1998; Swain and Lapkin, 1995, 1998),
which were learners’ conversations about their target
language. For example, using dictogloss tasks, Swain
(1998) tested two eighth grade classes in early French
immersion education. Her research questions were
whether the modeling of metatalk by the teacher
influenced the students’ use of metatalk and whether
there was a relationship between metatalk and
second language learning. Forty-eight students from
different schools within the same school district were
assigned to the two classes, one of which was a
metalinguistic group and the other of which was a
comparison group. In the modeling session, the
metalinguistic group was drawn to pay attention to
grammatical forms and given explanation for them
using grammatical terms. However, though the
attention of the comparison group was also drawn to
grammatical forms, they were not given explanations
for them. Both group’s interactions were
tape-recorded and their LREs were analyzed.

The results showed that the metalinguistic group
had had much more conversation about their target
language than the comparison group (by two and
half times in terms of the average number of LREs).

Swain (1998) argued that the explicit statement of
rules and the use of metalinguistic terminology led
learners to pay more attention to their own language
use. Also when subjects solved the problems
correctly in the experimental session, they had a
strong tendency to perform accurately on the
relevant posttest questions. However, when they
solved the problems incorrectly in the experimental
session, they tended to perform inaccurately on the
Televant posttest questions. Swain stated that the
results strongly suggested that the LREs, where
students consciously reflected on their own
production, might have functioned as a source of
language learning. This suggests that there may be a
strong relationship between metatalk and second
language learning.

This metalinguistic function of output has been
discussed from many different theoretical
perspectives (Swain, 1995, 1998, 2000; Swain and
Lapkin, 1995, 1998). However, currently Swain
mainly focuses on ‘collaborative work” in which the
metalinguistic function occurs. More specifically,
Swain (2000) emphasizes the importance of
collaborative work in SLA in the framework of
Vygotskyan sociocultural theory, which states that
the human mind is mediated and meaningful social
interaction plays a fundamental role in transforming
the second language from interpsychological
functioning to intrapsychological functioning
(Lantolf, 2000; Ohta, 2000).

According to Ohta (2000), in this approach the
distinction between ‘speaker’ and ‘hearer’ becomes
blurred and the concepts of ‘speaker’ and ‘hearer’
converge in the sense that both speakers and hearers

collaboratively produce utterances which are jointly
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