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ABSTRACT 
 
This entry discusses the Interaction Hypothesis and how input, output, feedback, and 

attention are believed to facilitate the acquisition of second language (L2) grammar. 

Following a brief overview of the central tenets of the approach, this entry addresses 

recent research on the role of interaction, including negotiation for meaning and 

corrective feedback, and how empirical findings might be practically applied in the L2 

grammar classroom.  

 
 
MAIN TEXT 
 
Framing the issue 



Interaction between learners and native or non-native speakers is thought to be one 

of the most supportive environments for the development of learners’ second language 

(L2) grammar. According to Long’s (1996) Interaction Hypothesis, interaction is 

beneficial for L2 development for several reasons. First of all, the input can be tailored to 

meet the L2 learner’s communicative needs. In other words, if an L2 learner does not 

understand a particular utterance, s/he can request assistance through a clarification 

request (e.g., “Could you repeat that?”) or comprehension check (e.g., “Did you say 

…?”). Sensing a comprehension problem, the learner’s interlocutor may also strive to 

simplify the input through grammatical restructuring, lexical substitutions, or repetitions. 

All of these conversational adjustments, collectively known as negotiation for meaning, 

have the potential to make the input more comprehensible to learners, which may in turn 

facilitate L2 development.  

Interaction also provides opportunities for learner output, which, according to 

Swain’s (2005) Output Hypothesis, can positively impact L2 development by providing 

opportunities for learners to practice L2 forms and to test their hypotheses about the 

language. Output also forces learners to process the target language syntactically rather 

than just semantically, as they must crucially consider the form of the language in order 

to produce comprehensible utterances (as opposed to during listening when focusing on 

meaning can suffice).  

Output can also provide opportunities for feedback, or information about the 

incorrectness of a learner’s original utterance. This negative evidence, which is believed 

to be one of the key beneficial features of interaction (Long, 1996; Mackey & Goo, 

2007), varies along several dimensions, including (1) degree of explicitness; (2) whether 



the discourse move prompts the learner to modify h/er output; and (3) whether positive 

evidence (a targetlike model) is provided. For example, informing a learner who says “I 

goed to the store” that “You used the incorrect form of the past tense” (a metalinguistic 

correction) would be considered explicit feedback because it clearly signals to the learner 

that an error has been made. As it may also encourage the learner to rephrase h/er original 

utterance, the correction would be considered to be output-prompting. Adding “You need 

to say ‘went’ instead of ‘goed’” would provide positive evidence (a targetlike model 

containing information about what is possible in the L2). Alternatively, responding to the 

learner’s statement with “What did you say?” (a clarification request) would be 

considered an implicit form of feedback as it does not clearly signal that a linguistic error 

has been made; it does, however, prompt the learner to modify h/er output. Another form 

of implicit feedback is the recast, defined as a more targetlike reformulation of a learner’s 

erroneous utterance (e.g., “You went to the store?,” or, more explicitly with stress and 

intonation, “You went to the store?”). Collectively, these feedback moves are believed to 

help learners notice the gap, or notice discrepancies between their own and others’ more 

targetlike utterances, something that is believed to facilitate L2 acquisition (e.g., Schmidt, 

1990).  

Sociocognitive and sociocultural approaches can also be taken to explain the value 

of interaction in second language acquisition (e.g., Philp & Mackey, 2010). According to 

these approaches, interacting with a more proficient interlocutor, whether that individual 

be a native or non-native speaker, provides the learner with assistance, or scaffolding, in 

the form of models, simplifications, affective support, and general guidance on 



completing the task at hand. With this support, the learner is able to accomplish more in 

collaboration than s/he would otherwise be capable of alone.  

 

Making the case 

The Interaction Hypothesis, and its components of input, output, and feedback, has 

been the subject of over a hundred empirical studies since the early 1980s. These studies, 

as well as recent meta-analyses (e.g., Keck, Iberri-Shea, Tracy-Ventura & Wa-Mbaleka, 

2006; Li, 2010; Lyster & Saito, 2010; Mackey & Goo, 2007; Russell & Spada, 2006; 

Ziegler, 2013), have provided evidence for a robust connection between interaction and 

L2 learning outcomes for a range of grammatical features, including articles, past tense, 

plurals, questions, relative clauses and the English that-trace, among others (for recent 

overviews, see García Mayo & Alcón Soler, 2013; Mackey, Abbuhl, & Gass, 2012; 

Mackey & Goo, 2013; Pica, 2013).  

Given the central role of feedback in the Interaction Hypothesis, most recent 

research has focused on illuminating the relationship between negative evidence and L2 

learning outcomes, taking into account the linguistic target (e.g., grammar or lexis), 

feedback type, and individual learner difference variables (such as working memory). 

With respect to the linguistic target of the feedback, there is mounting evidence 

that negative evidence is beneficial for both lexis and grammar. However, the timing of 

the effects may vary. For example, in Mackey and Goo’s (2007) meta-analysis, they 

found that interactional feedback was more beneficial for lexis than for grammar in the 

short-term; however, in the long-term, the feedback resulted in greater effects for 



grammar (suggesting a delayed effect for feedback on grammar). It has also been 

proposed that the saliency and communicative value of the grammatical target may 

mediate the effect of the feedback provided, with the more salient and less complex 

features being the most amenable to feedback (e.g., Mackey et al., 2012).  

Another common research strand has involved comparing the effects of different 

types of negative evidence. Recasts (of varying degrees of explicitness), for example, are 

commonly compared to other feedback types, such as metalinguistic explanations. 

Although debate continues in this area, there is a growing consensus that the relationship 

between feedback type and learning outcomes is a complex one, with such variables as 

the developmental readiness of the learner (e.g., Ammar & Spada, 2006), the linguistic 

target of the feedback (e.g., Ellis, 2007; Leeman, 2003), the characteristics of the recasts 

themselves (e.g., length and number of changes; Philp, 2003), context (e.g., face-to-face 

versus computer-mediated; Sauro, 2009; Yilmaz & Yuksel, 2011), and individual learner 

difference variables such as working memory and anxiety (e.g., Goo, 2012; Sagarra & 

Abbuhl, 2013; Sheen, 2008; Trofimovich, Ammar & Gatbonton, 2007), all playing 

important mediating roles.  

In addition to examining these mediating variables, research has investigated the 

role of educational setting, with findings indicating that interactional feedback positively 

impacts L2 development in both laboratory and classroom contexts. Although concerns 

have been raised in the past as to whether the results of laboratory studies on interaction 

are generalizable to classroom contexts (e.g., Foster, 1998), a solid body of literature has 

emerged providing evidence that interaction is beneficial in both second and foreign 

language classrooms. Lyster and Saito’s (2010) meta-analysis of 15 classroom-based 



studies, for example, found significant effects for a variety of corrective feedback types, 

including recasts, prompts, and explicit correction; Mackey and Goo’s (2007) meta-

analysis (which included 10 classroom-based studies) reported large effect sizes for 

short- and longer-term delayed posttests in studies investigating intact classes. In a direct 

comparison of the two contexts, Gass, Mackey, and Ross-Feldman (2005) found that 

interactional processes did not differ significantly between the two settings, a finding 

supported by Russell and Spada’s (2006) meta-analysis, which found no significant 

differences between the two settings. 

 

Pedagogical implications 

Overall, research suggests a facilitative role for interaction-based pedagogical 

activities, as they help draw learners’ attention to form through engagement in 

meaningful tasks. This is the foundation of task-based learning, a type of communicative 

language teaching that emphasizes the importance of giving learners ample opportunities 

to use the target language in meaningful and goal-driven ways with interlocutors in the 

classroom (Mackey et al., 2012).  

Tasks may be distinguished in part by the type of interaction they require (see, for 

example, Robinson, 2011).  In one-way tasks, one learner possesses all of the 

information, and is responsible for conveying that information to a partner. A traditional 

example of this type of task is the picture description task, where one learner holds a 

picture of, say, a room (which h/er partner cannot see) and then describes that room in 

detail so that the partner can recreate it on a sheet of paper. In a two-way (also known as 

jigsaw) task, multiple learners hold different pieces of information, and they must convey 



that information to each other in order to reach a specified outcome. For instance, in a 

spot-the-difference task, each learner has in h/er possession a picture of a room (for 

example), and each room differs slightly as to the location of objects (e.g., the table, 

bookcase, etc.). The learners are informed that there is a specific number of differences 

between their pictures and that they have to determine what those differences are by 

talking with each other (and by refraining from showing each other their pictures). Map 

tasks (where learners hold similar but non-identical maps) are also considered two-way, 

as learners must ask their partner for the locations of a specified number of businesses or 

landmarks. All these, of course, are examples: the basic principle is to create a 

meaningful context for learners to exchange information.  

Tasks may also be distinguished by whether the learners must reach a consensus 

or not. In a convergent task (also known as consensus task), learners must all agree on a 

specific outcome.  A classic example is the NASA task, where participants must agree 

upon 10 items to bring onto a spaceship with limited storage. Another example is the 

story-completion task, which involves giving learners different parts of a story (either in 

pictures or in writing) that they must sequence in order to form a coherent narrative. In a 

divergent task, such as a debate or class discussion, learners are not required to reach any 

kind of consensus and are encouraged to share their opinions (see Long, 2014; Mackey, 

2012 for additional examples and discussion).  

Teachers interested in promoting interaction in their classrooms are encouraged to 

experiment with these and other types of tasks, to discover which ones best suit their 

learners’ developmental needs and interests. Many teacher- and student-friendly 

resources are available on tasks, including Nunan (1989) and Willis and Willis (2007), as 



well as online resources such as the University of Texas at Austin’s “Foreign Language 

Teaching Methods” at http://coerll.utexas.edu/methods/modules/speaking/03/.  

Another area worthy of discussion is the type of feedback that teachers can 

provide in the classroom. As noted above, there are many corrective strategies available 

to teachers, including recasts, metalinguistic explanations, and prompts, and we 

encourage teachers to experiment with multiple strategies to support learners’ 

grammatical development. One factor teachers may wish to consider is the proficiency 

level of their learners. For example, there is some evidence that less proficient learners 

may particularly benefit from explicit corrective strategies that clearly identify the nature 

and location of an error (e.g., metalinguistic explanations), while more proficient learners 

may find implicit strategies (such as recasts) sufficient (e.g., Ammar & Spada, 2006). 

When using recasts, teachers are advised to keep the recasts short, with only one or two 

changes, so as to facilitate learners’ noticing of the discrepancy between their utterance 

and the correction. In addition, it is recommended that teachers not aim to correct every 

error in the classroom (which may inhibit willingness to communicate), but rather to 

focus on a limited number of errors that have been the focus of recent instruction. For 

example, if learners have recently received instruction on the comparative, it would make 

sense to provide feedback on errors with this target structure. Similarly, it is often 

suggested that teachers keep a mental note of errors during a lesson, and then, at the end 

of the lesson, provide feedback to the class as a whole on particular errors, rather than 

singling out individual learners for correction. For example, the teacher who recently 

taught the comparative could inform the class that s/he heard several errors with that 

structure during the lesson and then go over how to correct the errors as a group. 



Teachers may also wish to experiment with technology in their lessons, as there is 

increasing evidence that the benefits of interaction extend to synchronous computer-

mediated communication (see, for example, González-Lloret & Ortega, 2014 and Ziegler, 

2013). Recent techniques in the teaching of grammar include the use of real-time text- or 

video-chat activities, which provide learners with the same learning opportunities, 

including negotiation for meaning, corrective feedback, and output, found in traditional 

face to face interaction. Computer-mediated environments are also hypothesized to 

promote increased participation (e.g. Chun, 1994) and reduce anxiety (e.g. Abrams, 

2003), suggesting that computer-mediated communication may be successfully used 

independently or as a supplement within a traditional classroom. In addition, due to the 

multi-modal nature of many of these technologies (for example, chat functions), learners 

may experience additional benefits due to the written modality, including increased time 

for processing input and generating output and the ability to review previous 

contributions to the conversation, which in turn may facilitate noticing of corrective 

feedback.  Due to the rapidly evolving nature of technology, educators are able to 

experiment with new and emerging media, including multi-player games, virtual worlds, 

online collaborations, social media tools, and other user-driven technologies. Web 2.0 

tools, such as social networking eTandem sites, may be particularly appealing as they 

encourage language learning through interaction.  Through the use of video, audio, or text 

chat, users are able to learn the target language as well as teach their first language to 

another user, providing authentic conversational interaction with native speakers that 

might otherwise only be available to learners visiting or living in the target language 

country.  



 

CROSS-REFERENCES 

See also: CALL (Computer-Assisted Language Learning) and Feedback;  Collaborative 

Learning; Communicative  Grammar Tasks;  Consciousness-Raising Tasks; Corrective 

Feedback; Direct Versus Indirect Grammar Feedback; Focused Versus Unfocused Tasks; 

Form-Focused Instruction;  Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) 
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