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Output Filter vs. Input Filter: What are They?
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Abstract

Inner and outer factors can act as positive facilitators or negative barriers 
when it comes to the language input we receive, as well as the language 
output we produce. This paper discusses the input filter, the output 
filter, and the different criteria for creating optimal language acquisition 
experiences for second language acquirers.
Keywords: affective filter, output filter, input filter, second language 
acquisition

Since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, the majority, if not all, of us 
have been wearing masks worldwide. Let us use masks as our metaphor 
for the input filter. The medical masks we wear basically provide a barrier 
to protect us from germs; therefore, they are “good” filters. However, 
there can also be some “bad” filters. What if we wore masks that were 
not medical and covered our entire faces and eyes instead? Perhaps the 
fabric would help minimally with germs, but we would not be able to 
easily breathe or watch our steps while walking with the possibility of 
regretful consequences. A similar concept can happen when it comes to 
language acquisition. 
The concept of the Language Acquisition Device or LAD in our brains 
was put forth by Chomsky (1964) referring to our innate mental capacity 
enabling us to acquire and produce our first languages. Krashen (1982, 
1985) later introduced the Input/Comprehension Hypothesis and 
the Affective Filter Hypothesis as part of the Acquisition-Learning 
Hypotheses. The Input Hypothesis discussed that understanding 
messages (either auditory/what we hear or written/what we read) is 
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the only way languages are acquired. The Affective Filter Hypothesis 
built on this concept further and described how our brain or LAD can 
block out input and hinder our acquisition if we are too anxious or 
are not confident/motivated to receive language input. On the other 
hand, there can also be “good” filters when our learning environment is 
calm, happy, stress-free, and we feel accepted/welcomed as a potential 
member of the group that speaks our target language (Smith, 1988). In 
other words, conscious or subconscious factors can act as “good” or 
“bad” filters when it comes to our true language development. 
There are also filters and barriers when it comes to our language 
production. The Output Hypothesis (Krashen,1997) examined how 
the language output we produce can be influenced and filtered both 
negatively and positively. Language Anxiety and Language Shyness 
are two prime examples of such phenomena. Language Anxiety is defined 
as “the feelings of worry and negative, fear-related emotions associated 
with learning or using a language that is not an individual’s mother 
tongue” (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012, p. 103). Language Shyness refers 
to negative reactions of native speakers (such as criticism, overcorrection, 
and ridicule) towards imperfect output and occasional errors produced 
by second language acquirers which may result in hindering their 
language development. Even though Language Shyness has mostly 
been used in heritage language contexts, it can also have a much broader 
connotation for all language acquirers in different languages (Ashtari, 
2014). 
Figure: Language Input and Output and Filters

As depicted in the figure above, in both cases of the input and output 
filter, inner and outer factors can act as positive facilitators or negative 
barriers to how we receive input and produce output in a language. The 
purpose of any effective language acquisition environment should be to 

Output Filter vs. Input Filter: What are They?	 121



Language and Language Teaching, Issue No. 25, January 2024	 ISSN: 2277-307X

create conditions that lead to lowering both the input and output filters. 
According to Smith (1971), there are 3 states of mind: (1) learning, (2) 
boredom, and (3) confusion. When it comes to language acquisition, we 
want to avoid negative states such as boredom and confusion. Other 
people’s negative reactions, such as criticism and overcorrection, can 
also lead to anxiety and lack of interest, and positive reactions, such 
as openness and acceptance, can accelerate the language acquisition 
process. Moreover, if the content or learning materials are too hard, then 
they can cause stress and annoyance. On the other hand, if they are 
too easy, then the learners become bored and uninterested. Therefore, 
creating optimal conditions for lowering the input and output filters of 
language acquirers will result in better chances of receiving input and 
producing output in their target languages.
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