
ARTICLES

 TESL Ontario | CONTACT Magazine  |  March 2026–42–

Best practices for supporting rapid language 
acquisition
By Elena Kapshutar, Canada 

Introduction

Rapid progress in additional or foreign language learning, especially among adult learners, is often 

portrayed as rare or even accidental (Birdsong, 1999; Lengyel & Singleton, 1995). Some individuals appear 

to acquire a new language with surprising ease, while others struggle despite equal or greater effort. From 

a teaching perspective, however, this phenomenon is neither mysterious nor dependent on innate talent. 

Rapid acquisition occurs when learners engage with language in consistent, structured, and cognitively 

challenging ways, in other words, in conditions that educators can design and sustain.

Over fifteen years of working with adult learners, international students, professional language users, and 

teacher trainees, I have observed recurring patterns that accelerate progress. Six interconnected practices 

appear consistently effective: balancing extensive and intensive input; encouraging output with structured, 

delayed feedback; integrating technology for deliberate practice; creating short-term intensive study cycles; 

applying the input +1 principle; and recycling errors systematically.

Each of these can be embedded into classroom and program contexts to help learners achieve measurable, 

lasting gains.

Practice 1: Balancing extensive and intensive input

One of the fundamental conditions for accelerated learning is sustained exposure to meaningful input or 

language that is heard or read in authentic contexts (Krashen, 1985, 1994). Not all input serves the same 

function, however. Extensive input refers to broad exposure: reading books or online media, listening to 

podcasts, or watching films without detailed analysis. Intensive input, by contrast, involves close reading 

or listening with focused examination of language features, such as vocabulary, collocations, or grammar. 

Both types of input are essential. Extensive input builds tolerance for ambiguity and develops a natural sense 

of discourse, while intensive input consolidates accuracy and deepens lexical and grammatical awareness. 
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In practice, teachers can combine these modes effectively, for instance, by asking learners to listen once to 

a news clip for gist, then again with a transcript to underline key expressions, and finally once more without 

text to gauge improvement. This layered approach demonstrates that partial understanding is a valid stage 

toward mastery.

In adult ESL programs such as LINC, extensive listening may involve following CBC Radio or podcasts, while 

intensive work can focus on parsing transcripts of interviews. At the college level, extensive reading may include 

scanning authentic articles, while intensive analysis might target cohesive devices within one paragraph.   

Teachers who balance these two forms of input foster both fluency and precision—creating the ideal 

conditions for rapid, sustainable growth.

Practice 2: Encouraging output with structured feedback

Another consistent accelerator of progress is early and sustained output, or productive language use. 

Speaking and writing are not merely the outcomes of learning but its catalysts (Pannell et al., 2017). When 

learners attempt to produce language, they test hypotheses, strengthen memory, and expose gaps in 

knowledge that guide future learning.

Feedback delivery, however, is crucial. Constant interruption during speaking activities can inhibit fluency 

and confidence. Structured, delayed feedback, where the teacher notes common errors and addresses them 

after the task, preserves communication flow while still targeting accuracy. 

A possible framework includes the following stages:

•	 Allow uninterrupted production during fluency tasks 

•	 Note common errors while learners speak or write

•	 Provide collective and individual feedback after completion

To put it differently, as the feedback golden rule reminds us, the tighter the practice, the tighter the control 

(Cambridge Assessment English, 2021; Harmer, 2015; Scrivener, 2011;). 

In practice, an adult ESL instructor might let learners role-play workplace scenarios, record common issues 

(tense consistency, politeness markers, pronunciation, etc.), and review them collectively. Learners leave 

confident in having communicated meaningfully, with clear next steps for improvement.

This approach empowers learners to produce more, not less. Freed from constant correction, they build 

fluency, while structured reflection ensures accuracy develops steadily alongside it.
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Practice 3: Integrating technology for deliberate practice

Technology extends deliberate practice beyond the classroom. It provides repetition, feedback, and 

opportunities for self-correction, which are essential for rapid acquisition. While human interaction remains 

central, digital tools can reinforce form-focused work efficiently.

Conjugation apps, online exam simulators, and AI-based writing checkers allow learners to practise 

intensively between lessons. The teacher’s role is to curate and model effective use rather than merely 

suggest tools. For example:

•	 Spend five minutes daily on this conjugation app, focusing on past tense

•	 Record a 60-second response, check it with a transcription tool, and reflect on accuracy

•	 Run your short writing draft through AI feedback and bring both versions for class discussion

In Ontario contexts, learners might use free apps during commutes or submit AI-reviewed drafts before peer 

editing sessions—coupled, of course, with study of the mistakes and language successes as well. Technology 

amplifies deliberate practice, providing feedback loops that reinforce awareness and progress.

Practice 4: Creating intensive cycles of study

Language learning rarely progresses in a straight line; acceleration often happens in short bursts of focused 

effort. Short-term immersion, whether through intensive courses or teacher-designed study sprints, builds 

momentum and strengthens retention.

For instance, a two-week study sprint might include daily writing tasks, brief listening practice, and micro-

presentations. Framing such cycles as time-limited challenges motivates learners to push through effort 

and experience rapid, observable gains. 

In community ESL programs, these cycles can align with thematic units: employment, housing, or 

healthcare, combining authentic materials with frequent, small-scale tasks. In college programs, writing 

boot camps can serve the same function, emphasizing repetition and recycling over a compact timeframe.

By embedding concentrated effort into structured cycles, teachers help learners overcome plateaus and see 

progress as both visible and cumulative.

Practice 5: Applying the input +1 principle

Rapid acquisition flourishes when learners consistently engage with language just beyond their comfort 
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zone. The input +1 principle (Krashen, 1985), as vague as it remains in terms of what exactly +1 is, holds that 

progress depends on exposure to material slightly above the learner’s current level.

This might involve introducing authentic news articles to intermediate students or unscripted podcasts to 

upper-intermediate classes. Scaffolding through glossaries, guiding questions, and comprehension checks 

makes such input accessible without diluting its challenge. 

Encouraging learners to revisit the same material later reinforces the perception of growth: what was once 

difficult now feels manageable. This tangible sense of progress fuels motivation and persistence. 

ESL teachers might use local radio broadcasts or community newsletters, while academic instructors can 

scaffold debates or lectures through note-taking templates and prediction tasks.

Practice 6: Recycling and consolidating through error work

Errors are inevitable in learning, but without systematic revisiting they risk becoming fossilized. Teachers 

who recycle errors, intentionally returning to them until corrected forms are automatized, help learners 

achieve lasting accuracy (Li, 2016). 

A practical approach is maintaining individual error logs for recurring grammar, pronunciation, or word 

choice issues. Lessons can begin with short review activities targeting these patterns. For example, repeated 

omission of the third-person -s might lead to a brief oral drill at the start of each class, while confusing pairs 

such as borrow/lend or say/tell can be recycled through multiple contexts.

In adult newcomer programs, where study time often competes with work and family commitments, 

systematic recycling ensures that learning remains efficient and cumulative. It also reinforces learners’ 

sense of tangible improvement over time.

Conclusion

Rapid language acquisition is indeed neither mysterious nor unattainable. It emerges from consistent, 

research-informed classroom principles: balancing extensive and intensive input, promoting structured 

feedback, integrating technology for deliberate practice, organizing intensive study cycles, applying the 

input +1 principle, and systematically recycling errors. 

The implications for the classrooms are quite clear: teachers are not mere content deliverers but designers 

of environments where accelerated growth can occur. 
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For Ontario’s ESL, LINC, and college programs, these practices offer concrete strategies to help learners 

achieve more in less time. In a world where integration, employment, and academic advancement often 

hinge on linguistic competence, supporting rapid acquisition is not only desirable but essential.
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