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Abstract: Based on Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis, this study systematically explores the influence mechanism of 
affective factors (anxiety, inhibition, lack of motivation, etc.) on language acquisition, using classroom silence in middle school 
English classes as the entry point. The research finds that classroom silence is a typical manifestation of a high affective filter. 
Its causes encompass three aspects: students’ psychological defense mechanisms, an imbalanced classroom power structure, and 
inappropriate teacher questioning design, all of which collectively hinder the absorption of comprehensible input. Accordingly, 
the study proposes a three-dimensional strategy framework: affective adjustment, power equalization, and pedagogical 
reconstruction. Specific strategies include building psychologically safe environments, optimizing task design, and transforming 
teacher-student power relationships. These aim to reduce the intensity of the affective filter, facilitate the transformation of 
language input into “intake,” and provide a theoretical basis for resolving the dilemma of silence. 
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1. Introduction 
Foreign language teaching philosophy has shifted from the 

traditional teacher-centered approach to a learner-centered 
one, with significant attention paid to textbook and 
methodology innovation. However, the affective dimension 
within classroom teaching has long been insufficiently 
emphasized[12]. Wang Chuming (2001) points out that affect 
and the mother tongue are the most significant factors 
influencing foreign language learning[8]. Psychological 
research indicates that affective states deeply constrain 
cognitive efficiency. Negative affect significantly diminishes 
learning efficiency and can even block cognitive processes; 
conversely, positive affect can stimulate motivation, enhance 
responsibility and cooperative spirit, and foster active 
learning [8] [12] . Lu Jiamei (2000) further states that the 
essence of foreign language teaching is an interpersonal 
process dynamically interwoven with rationality and 
emotion[5], whose effectiveness is constrained by multiple 
factors including student individual traits (personality, 
motivation), classroom environment atmosphere (teacher 
attitude, style), teacher-student emotional interaction, and 
affective feedback from learning outcomes [6]. 

China’s basic education reform also places affective 
cultivation at its core. The Compulsory Education English 
Curriculum Standards explicitly lists affective attitudes as the 
foundation of the subject’s core competencies, emphasizing 
the development of students’ sound personality, positive 
psychological qualities, and cross-cultural communication 
awareness through language learning. It particularly 
highlights the foundational role of non-intellectual factors, 
including learning interest, self-confidence, autonomy, and 
cooperative spirit in lifelong development. This orientation 
underscores the critical role of affective factors in achieving 
the educational goal of cultivating virtue and nurturing talents. 

Against this backdrop, Krashen’s Affective Filter 

Hypothesis provides a key framework for analyzing the 
relationship between affect and language acquisition. Middle 
school students are undergoing profound physical and 
psychological changes. The prevalent silence phenomenon in 
foreign language classrooms manifested as avoiding 
interaction, passive responses, or collective muteness is 
precisely a typical indicator of an elevated affective filter, 
behind which lie complex sources of anxiety, psychological 
inhibition mechanisms, and motivational deficiencies. 

Therefore, this study focuses on the phenomenon of 
classroom silence in middle school English classes. Using the 
Affective Filter Hypothesis as a theoretical lens, it 
systematically investigates the intrinsic mechanisms through 
affective factors, including anxiety, inhibition, motivation, 
self-efficacy, etc, which influence students’ language 
participation. It aims to provide empirical evidence for 
teachers to identify affective barriers and design low-filter 
teaching strategies, like creating psychologically safe 
environments, strengthening positive feedback and 
optimizing task design, thereby helping to resolve the 
dilemma of classroom silence and facilitate students’ shift 
from passive reception to active construction. 

2. Theoretical Foundation 
The Affective Filter Hypothesis was formally proposed by 

American linguist Stephen Krashen in the 1980s and is a core 
component of his five hypotheses on second language 
acquisition [3]. The conceptual prototype of this hypothesis 
can be traced back to the research of Dulay and Burt (1977), 
who first defined the affective filter as “an internal processing 
system that subconsciously screens out language input on the 
basis of affect” [1]. Krashen deepened the theory, 
emphasizing that the affective filter is “a mental block that 
prevents acquirers from fully utilizing the comprehensible 
input they receive. The filter is said to be ‘up’ when the 
acquirer lacks confidence, is anxious, or on the defensive” [3]. 
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The Affective Filter Hypothesis highlights the crucial 
constraining role of affective factors on the absorption of 
language input [14]. 

Krashen (1985) viewed the affective filter as a non-

intellectual barrier between the learner and the environment, 
acting as a valve controlling the passage of comprehensible 
input to the brain’s Language Acquisition Device (LAD) [11]. 
Its operational mechanism is illustrated as follows: 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Mechanism of Affective Filter 

 
When the affective filter is weak, the valve opens, allowing 

input to smoothly enter the Language Acquisition Device, 
where it is transformed into intake, thereby promoting 
language acquisition. Conversely, when the affective filter is 
strong, the valve closes, input is blocked and cannot be 
absorbed, leading to failure in language acquisition [2]. This 
implies that the greater the resistance from affective factors, 
the lower the acquired language competence, as language 
input struggles to access the Language Acquisition Device 
[11]. As Krashen (1982) noted, a strong affective filter 
triggers increased activity in the autonomic nervous system, 
creating barriers in the brain that impede language acquisition. 
Furthermore, the strength of the affective filter varies among 
individuals, leading to different acquisition outcomes even 
under identical input conditions; negative attitudes can cause 
learners not to actively seek input, and even if understood, 
input may not be acquired [2]. 

Therefore, comprehensible input is a necessary but 
insufficient condition for language acquisition, while the 
affective filter is a limiting condition[9] [11]. Successful 
language acquisition requires both sufficient comprehensible 
input and a weak affective filter [3]. 

The strength of the affective filter depends on three key 
affective variables of the learner: motivation, self-confidence, 
and anxiety levels. Krashen collectively termed these the 
affective filter factors. Krashen (1985) stated that the filter is 
up when the acquirer lacks confidence, is anxious, and on the 
defensive. This indicates that when learners possess strong 
motivation, high self-confidence, and low anxiety, the 
affective filter is down, allowing comprehensible input to 
pass smoothly into the Language Acquisition Device (LAD) 
and be transformed into language competence. Conversely, 
when learners lack motivation, have low self-confidence, or 
experience excessive anxiety, the filter is up, and even 
comprehensible input cannot be effectively absorbed [3]. 
Thus, reducing the affective filter necessitates creating a 
learning environment characterized by “low anxiety, high 
motivation, and high self-confidence.” 

3. A Systematic Interpretation of 
Multidimensional Interlocking 
Barriers 

Within the theoretical framework of Krashen’s (1982) 
Affective Filter Hypothesis, classroom silence among middle 
school students in English instructional contexts transcends 
mere behavioral absence. It constitutes an externalized 
manifestation of a high-intensity psychological blocking 
mechanism arising from the profound interweaving of 
affective, cognitive, and socio-structural factors. Its essence 
can be defined as a multidimensional interlocking barrier. A 

psycho-social impediment constructed through the 
synergistic interaction of affective variables such as anxiety, 
inhibition, and motivational deficits, which obstructs the 
effective assimilation of comprehensible language input [12]. 
The genesis of this barrier is not the result of linear causation 
by a single variable, but rather a complex product of multiple 
inducing factors dynamically coupling and mutually 
reinforcing within specific educational fields. From a genetic 
perspective, the formation mechanism of silence presents a 
three-layered nested structure, characterized by significant 
causal recursivity and effect amplification between layers. 

(1) the Hyperactivation of the Learner’s Psychological 
Defense System 

The primary causation is deeply rooted in the 
hyperactivation of the learner’s psychological defense system. 
When students anticipate that language output may elicit 
negative social evaluation, such as phonetic errors provoking 
peer ridicule or grammatical mistakes leading to downgraded 
academic assessment, their cognitive systems trigger a stress 
response known as glossophobia[10]. This fear is essentially 
a variant of social anxiety, stemming from an instinctive 
avoidance of face-threatening acts. Empirical research reveals 
that over 50% of middle school students actively withdraw 
from classroom discourse interactions due to deficient 
linguistic self-efficacy and public image preservation needs 
[10]. Its neurocognitive mechanism lies in anxiety-induced 
hyperexcitability of the amygdala, which inhibits the 
prefrontal cortex’s processing efficiency for linguistic 
information. This results in a sharp reduction in working 
memory capacity and disruption of metacognitive monitoring 
functions [12]. This neuro-cognitive blocking effect entraps 
learners in a paradoxical state of expression-
intention/execution disjunction, where even with 
communicative intent, their language production mechanism 
remains forcibly locked by the affective filter. 

(2) The Uneven Distribution of Symbolic Power 
A deeper structural crux resides in the uneven distribution 

of symbolic power within the classroom field. Bernstein’s 
code theory profoundly illuminates that students from 
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, due to the 
absence of elaborated code acquisition during early 
socialization, encounter systematic symbolic violence within 
standardized academic discourse systems. This cultural 
capital disparity is transformed into an inequitable 
distribution of classroom discursive power, prompting 
marginalized groups to seek psychological compensation 
through self-marginalization [4]. Its operational mechanism 
aligns with the spiral of silence model: when students 
perceive their viewpoints as belonging to a minority position, 
the fear of social isolation leads them to actively suppress 
expression, thereby reinforcing the hegemony of dominant 
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discourse and forming a self-perpetuating vicious cycle. More 
critically, the teacher’s often unconscious participation in 
power reproduction mechanisms-manifested through 
preferential questioning of academic elites and differential 
allocation of feedback resources, reconstructs the center-
periphery topological structure of classroom power at the 
micro-level [7]. This institutionalized interactional bias 
fosters epistemic legitimacy doubt among marginalized 
students, convincing them that their thought patterns and 
modes of expression are incongruent with academic 
normative value standards, ultimately resulting in the self-
annulment of discursive agency. 

(3) Architectural Deficiencies in the Input-output Synergy 
Mechanism  

The key pedagogical-level catalyst focuses on architectural 
deficiencies in the input-output synergy mechanism. Teacher 
question design frequently exhibits a tripartite disconnect. In 
the dimension of question typology, an overreliance on 
display questions confines cognitive demand to the level of 
memory retrieval, failing to activate the conceptual 
restructuring required for higher-order thinking. In the 
dimension of cognitive load, the misalignment between 
question difficulty and students “i+1” language 
developmental zone triggers scaffolding disjunction, 
particularly when teacher instructions contain semantic 
ambiguity, forcing learners to expend additional cognitive 
resources on intention decoding [13]. In the dimension of 
interaction mechanics, immediate error correction strategies 
disrupt the coherence of meaning expression, inducing a 
hyper-monitoring psychological state, while wait times of less 
than 3 seconds deprive learners of the essential cognitive 
incubation period [10]. These three factors collectively 
constitute an expression inhibition syndrome: students lack 
both the psychological security for safe output and the 
graduated ability ladder for progressive development, while 
simultaneously being deprived of the temporal container for 
deep thought. Consequently, silence emerges as the rational 
optimal solution. 

4. Coping Strategies from the Affective 
Filter Perspective 

The essence of classroom silence lies in the systemic 
obstruction of the language acquisition channel by the 
affective filter. Its resolution necessitates transcending 
fragmented tactics to establish an integrated intervention 
model synergizing three dimensions: affective mediation, 
discursive democratization, and pedagogical reconstruction. 
The core objective of this model is to transform the negative 
vacuum of silence into an active blank space conducive to 
deep learning through multi-layered filter-reduction 
mechanisms, ultimately achieving the dynamic equilibrium 
state of low affective filter - high language absorption 
theorized by Krashen. This transformation is not merely a 
technical adjustment but a paradigmatic reconstruction of the 
classroom ecology, demanding that the teacher’s role evolve 
from knowledge transmitter to cognitive ecosystem designer. 

(1) Affective Mediation 
The affective mediation dimension requires the 

construction of a psychological immune support system. Its 
core lies in deconstructing the psychological set of error 
phobia and reconstructing the value perception of linguistic 
trial-and-error. The delayed error correction strategy [10] 
needs upgrading into a phased feedback mechanism: 

employing implicit recasts during meaning negotiation 
phases to maintain communicative flow; utilizing 
metalinguistic clues during language focus phases to guide 
attention; and finally implementing negotiated repair during 
production phases. This error correction chrono-management 
decouples attention to linguistic form from meaning 
expression, significantly reducing the affective filter’s 
sensitivity. More innovatively, building an error-tolerant 
cultural ecology is crucial. Mechanisms such as anonymous 
digital response systems, dyadic rehearsal protocols, and 
group consensus reporting [15]create a risk-dispersed 
expressive environment. Within this ecology, language errors 
are redefined as necessary traces of cognitive development 
rather than negative indicators for normative evaluation, 
thereby granting students the psychological security to 
explore the zone of proximal development in their language 
competence. 

(2) Discursive Democratization 
The discursive democratization pathway is dedicated to 

deconstructing the classroom’s centralized discourse topology. 
Teachers must transform from discourse monopolists into 
dialogue architects, redistributing participation opportunities 
through institutional design. Implementing learning 
community models must transcend the technical level and 
incorporate the principle of epistemic justice. Designing 
code-translation bridge tasks based on Bernstein’s theory, 
such as transforming academic concepts into life-situation 
role-plays, allowing both elaborated and restricted codes 
equal representation [4]. More critically, establishing a 
dynamic authority circulation mechanism is paramount, like 
implementing a talk token system to limit individual speaking 
time; enacting rotating chairperson roles to empower 
marginalized students with discursive leadership; designing 
balanced argumentation activities to compel multi-
perspective expression. These strategies essentially 
reconstruct the classroom’s symbolic power order, granting 
students from diverse cultural capital backgrounds 
recognition of their cognitive legitimacy, thereby 
fundamentally disrupting the generative logic of the spiral of 
silence. 

(3) Pedagogical Reconstruction 
The pedagogical reconstruction dimension necessitates 

achieving precise coupling of the input-output chain. 
Question design should adhere to the principle of cognitive 
ladder progression. The foundational layer employs factual 
questions to activate schema retrieval. The application layer 
utilizes scenario simulations to prompt strategic competence 
transfer; the innovation layer leverages open-ended dilemmas 
to drive critical reconstruction [13]. This three-tiered 
cognitive incubation model ensures students at all proficiency 
levels experience efficacy within their zone of proximal 
development [12]. Interaction optimization requires a dual-
track approach. On one hand, increasing the proportion of 
referential questions to over 70%, transforming form-focused 
interrogatives like “Is this correct?” into meaning-seeking 
inquiries like “What solution would you propose?” [10], on 
the other hand, implementing 5-7 seconds of silence after 
question posing to allow concept incubation, followed by 3-5 
seconds of pause after responses to guide precision 
refinement [13]. This triaxial model eliminates psychological 
inhibition through affective security foundation building, 
dismantles marginalization entrapments via democratization 
of power structures, and repairs the input-output channel 
through precision pedagogical design, ultimately generating a 
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synergistic effect for affective filter resistance reduction. 
When students no longer block input due to anxiety, no longer 
self-silence due to power disadvantage, and no longer 
experience expressive blockage due to cognitive overload, 
silence will naturally deconstruct into the blank space for 
deep thought, subsequently transforming into the prelude to 
emergent language competence. This transformation 
essentially operationalizes Krashen’s low filter - high 
absorption hypothesis into observable pedagogical practice, 
giving concrete, living form to second language acquisition 
theory within the classroom ecosystem. 

5. Conclusion 
Through the theoretical lens of the Affective Filter 

Hypothesis, this study has revealed the essence of classroom 
silence in middle school English classes: a high-intensity 
psychological barrier formed by multidimensional affective 
factors such as anxiety, inhibition, and lack of motivation. 
This barrier severely constrains language acquisition efficacy 
by blocking the absorption of comprehensible input. 
Empirical analysis indicates that the formation of silence 
originates from a triple interaction mechanism: psychological 
inhibition triggered by students’ fear of expression, self-
marginalization resulting from an imbalanced classroom 
power structure, and cognitive overload induced by 
inappropriate teacher question design. 

Addressing these mechanisms, the study proposes 
systematic solutions. In the affective dimension, it is 
necessary to construct low-anxiety environments through 
error-tolerant mechanisms like delayed correction and 
anonymous interaction. In the power dimension, the center-
periphery structure should be dismantled, using learning 
community models to foster equal dialogue. In the 
pedagogical dimension, it is essential to design laddered 
question chains based on the “i+1” principle, and increase 
referential questions and wait time to activate deep cognition. 
These strategies collectively aim to weaken the affective filter, 
transform negative silence into positive blank space,and 
ultimately realize the virtuous cycle of low filter - high 
absorption advocated by Krashen. 
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