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Abstract 
 
In recent years, the move toward blended and hybrid forms of language learning has led many 
teachers to re-evaluate their digital toolsets. Language teachers in particular need not only a 
reliable set of tools but also a solid pedagogical framework within which these tools can be put 
to use. Renowned linguist Paul Nation (1996, 2007) argues that a well-balanced language course 
should consist of “Four Strands”: meaning-focused input, meaning-focused output, language-
focused learning, and fluency development. This paper aims to evaluate the effectiveness of 
ZenGengo (www.zengengo.com), a web-based language teaching and learning platform, in 
creating activities that correspond to Nation's (1996, 2007) Four Strands. 

近年、言語学習形態のミックス化やハイブリッド化が進む中で、多くの教師がデジタ

ルツールの見直しを行っている。特に語学教師にとっては、信頼性のあるツールが必

要であるだけでなく、それらのツールを活用できるしっかりとした教育学的フレーム

ワークが必須である。著名な言語学者であるポール・ネーションは、バランスの取れ

た語学コースには、意味にフォーカスしたインプットおよびアウトプット、言語にフ

ォーカスした学習、流暢さの発達の 4 つの柱が必要だと唱えている。本論文は、ネー

ションの 4 つの柱 (Four Strands: 1996 年、 2007 年) に対応したアクティビティを

作成する際に、Web ベースの言語教育/学習プラットフォーム ZenGengo 

(www.zengengo.com) を使用する有効性を評価することを目的としている。 

Introduction 
 
Since the advent of the Personal Computer in the late 1970s, educators around the world have 
been transitioning from traditional to digital teaching and learning tools and materials (McIsaac, 
1979). Sometimes this transition has been gradual and piecemeal, and other times sudden and all-
encompassing. Most recently, in 2019, the COVID pandemic brought about a shift to online 
teaching and learning, sometimes referred to as Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) (Ferri et al, 
2020). Thousands of teachers found themselves having to design, develop, and deliver both 
asynchronous on-demand and synchronous live lessons to learners who were unable to attend a 
physical campus (Oliveira et al, 2021). Many English language teachers around the world 
reported experiencing stress and pressure during the mandatory online teaching periods of the 
COVID pandemic (Moorhouse & Kohnke, 2021).  
 
Since early 2022, COVID-19 has gradually been brought under control, and most educational 
institutions around the world have returned to face-to-face lessons. However, many teachers are 



continuing to use a range of digital tools and materials to develop and deliver their lessons 
(Lockee, 2021). The decision to retain some of the technological innovations adopted during the 
pandemic is prudent considering that there may be a resurgence of the COVID pandemic (or 
another pandemic). Digital materials have numerous advantages over paper-based ones, even in 
face-to-face teaching contexts. They can be copied, edited, transmitted, collaborated on, revised, 
duplicated, and converted into different formats much more efficiently and easily than traditional 
paper-based materials. They also offer affordances, such as multimodality and interactivity, that 
are simply not available with paper-based materials. 
 
English language teachers need to ensure not only that the tools they use are convenient and 
efficient, but also that they are based on solid pedagogical principles of language teaching. In 
this paper, Nation’s (1996, 2007) “Four Strands” – a well-established and widely adopted 
framework for Second Language Acquisition (SLA) – is offered as the basis for developing and 
delivering digital language lessons. More specifically, the web-based language teaching and 
learning platform ZenGengo (Raine, 2022) is evaluated and assessed in relation to the “Four 
Strands” framework (Nation, 1996; Nation, 2007).  

Nation’s “Four Strands” 
 
Paul Nation initially proposed his “Four Strands” framework in a 1996 paper titled “The Four 
Strands of a Language Course” (Nation, 1996) and revisited it in a 2007 paper titled “The Four 
Strands” (Nation, 2007). In the latter paper, he starts by giving a “common sense” justification 
for the Four Strands, explaining that in order to become good at doing something, we have to do 
it a lot.  
 
Nation asserts that because each of the four skills of listening, reading, writing, and speaking are 
uniquely different, each should be given individual attention in any formal course of language 
learning. He then goes on to delineate and exemplify the Four Strands, giving them the following 
labels: meaning-focused input, meaning-focused output, language-focused learning, and fluency 
development (Figure 1).  
 
Nation suggests that each strand should be given “roughly equal amounts of time” (Nation, 2007, 
p.2) and claims that courses with a strong communicative focus are wrong to completely exclude 
any language focused learning activities, in the same way that courses with a strong focus on the 
formal features of language are wrong to completely exclude communicative or fluency building 
activities. For Nation (1996, 2007), it is all about getting the right balance of activities across all 
Four Strands of his proposed framework. Each of those Four Strands will be further discussed 
below. 
 
 



 
Figure 1: Nation’s (1996, 2007) “Four Strands” 

 
Meaning-focused input 
 
The first of Nation’s (1996, 2007) “Four Strands” is meaning-focused input. This is based on 
research conducted primarily by the likes of Krashen (1981, 1992) and Terrell (1982). This 
research has shown that language learners need to be exposed to a vast amount of 
Comprehensible Input (CI) – both in the form of speech and writing – in order to acquire a 
second or foreign language. Nation (1996, 2007) suggests that when engaging in listening or 
reading activities within the Meaning-focused input strand, learners must be already familiar 
with between 95-98% of the words appearing in the text. They must also be interested in the 
input and have a motivation or desire to understand it. Additionally, Nation (1996, 2007) rejects 
the hardline claim Krashen (1981, 1992) has stood by for many decades that “we acquire 
language by input, not output” (Wang, 2022). Nation’s rejection of this claim is made clear with 
the inclusion of the second of his Four Strands, meaning-focused output. 
 
Meaning-focused output 
 
According to Nation (1996, 2007) learners need not only to be exposed to vast amounts of CI in 
both written and spoken forms, but they also need to actually produce the target language in 
written and spoken forms. This comes back to his earlier “common sense” argument that in order 
to get better at doing something we have to do it a lot. It is also supported by research conducted 
by Merrill Swain (1985, 2005), who developed the “Output hypothesis” partly in reaction to 
Krashen’s “Input hypothesis”. The main principle of Swain’s (1985, 2005) “Output hypothesis” 
is that when speaking or writing in the target language, learners will “notice a gap” in their 
knowledge of the target language, and then go on to fill that gap either through trial and error, or 
by seeking out the correct linguistic forms from teachers, peers, or dictionaries (Swain, 2005; 
Nation, 2007). Spoken and written output is therefore a vital part of the SLA process, and 
accordingly is included as one of Nation’s (1996, 2007) Four Strands. 



 
Language-focused learning 
 
The third strand of Nation’s (1996, 2007) Four Strands framework requires the intentional and 
explicit study of the grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, and other aspects of the target 
language. Here it is important to understand Krashen’s (1981, 1992) distinction between 
“learning” and “acquisition”. Firstly, Krashen claims that language “acquisition” is a 
subconscious process and language “learning” is a conscious one. Secondly, he claims that it is 
subconscious “acquisition” – not conscious “learning” – that is responsible for making someone 
a fluent and accurate user of the target language. Finally, he claims that “learning” can never 
become “acquisition”. Krashen (1981, 1992) only allows for the intentional study of grammar 
and vocabulary to the extent that it enables learners to use such knowledge to “monitor” their 
output and consciously correct their utterances, but he maintains that the “monitor hypothesis” is 
of very limited use in practice. Nation (1996, 2007), on the other hand, is more positive about the 
role of conscious, intentional language learning as long as it is not the only thing the learners do. 
Nation also emphasizes that learners need to process language features in deep and thoughtful 
ways, and he advocates spaced and repeated exposure to such features. Finally, Nation suggests 
that intentionally learned language features should also be encountered in the other three strands 
of his framework. 
 
Fluency development 
 
The fourth and final strand of the Four Strands framework focuses on helping language learners 
become fluent users of the target language. Again, this claim is supported by the likes of Swain 
(1985, 2005) and rejected by Krashen (1981, 1992). Nation (1996, 2007) justifies his fourth 
strand by referring to studies that show fluency practice increases fluency (e.g., Kuhn & Stahl, 
2003). This claim is another invocation of the “common sense” argument outlined at the 
beginning of this section – that in order to get better at doing something we have to do it a lot. 
Nation (1996, 2007) rejects the oft-cited distinction between fluency and accuracy, noting that 
some of the activities he had designed for fluency practice also brought about significant 
improvements in accuracy (e.g., Arevart & Nation, 1991; Nation, 1989). Finally, Nation (2007) 
laments that there is not enough time spent on fluency building activities in most language 
courses because it does not involve exposing learners to new vocabulary and is therefore 
sometimes not considered to be “moving the learners forward in their knowledge of the 
language” (Nation, 2007, p.8). Nation (2007) rejects this claim, and advocates two major types 
of fluency activities: repeated production and reception of the same material, and conscious 
attempts to understand or produce the language at faster rate. 

The ZenGengo platform 
 
ZenGengo (www.zengengo.com) is a web-based language teaching and learning platform 
designed and developed by the author. It features 10 assignment types that can be used to create 
activities which cover all four skills of listening, reading, writing, and speaking, as well as 
language features such as grammar and vocabulary. It has a fully “responsive” design, in the 
sense that it will work well with any web-enabled device including desktops, laptops, tablets, and 
smartphones. As a web app, it works with all modern web browsers, including Google Chrome, 



Microsoft Edge, Mozilla Firefox, and both the desktop and mobile versions of Safari. There is no 
need for students or teachers to download an app from an App Store in order to use ZenGengo, 
they simply access the site in their web browser. It is important to note that ZenGengo is a 
commercial platform with a one-month trial period. As teachers or schools can subscribe to the 
service, it is best described as a Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) platform. 
 
Assignment Types 
 
ZenGengo offers 10 assignment types specifically designed for language teaching and learning. 
English, Spanish, French, and German are supported, but the majority of users are teaching or 
learning English. The 10 assignment types take advantage of the latest affordances of the web, 
including the ability to record audio and video via the web browser. They also allow teachers to 
present multi-modal learning materials in appealing and engaging ways. ZenGengo leverages the 
latest advances in AI technologies, including Text-To-Speech (TTS) and Automatic Speech 
Recognition (ASR). These technologies offer greater convenience to teachers when it comes to 
exposing students to spoken models of the target language, as well as allowing them to 
automatically assess the comprehensibility of learner speech.  

ZenGengo and the Four Strands 
 
Nation’s (1996, 2007) Four Strands form a solid, reliable and pedagogically principled approach 
to language teaching. In his 2007 paper, Nation gives several examples of activities that 
correspond with each of the Four Strands. In order to exemplify how ZenGengo can be used to 
implement these activities, a few of them will be discussed here.  
 
Meaning-focused input 
 
Among the different activity types recommended for the meaning-focused input strand are 
“watching videos” and “listening to stories” (Nation, 2007). It is worth noting that selected 
videos and stories should be comprehensible to the language learner, and feature language that is 
only slightly above the learner’s current level (Krashen, 1981; Krashen, 1992). 
 
Watching videos 
 
Watching videos is a good activity for language learners, but it is even better if the video is 
combined with comprehension check questions. These are questions that can only be answered if 
the learner has actually watched and understood the video. The ZenGengo “Multi Choice” 
assignment type allows teachers to combine videos with multiple choice comprehension quizzes. 
When a learner answers the questions, both the learner and the teacher can view immediate 
feedback on the learner’s performance. An example of a video with a multiple-choice quiz can 
be accessed at: https://a.ttd.ac/NKRQPE. Figure 2, below, shows the student experience of this 
activity. 
 



 
Figure 2: A ZenGengo “Multi Choice Quiz” assignment with a TED Talk video and 

comprehension check quiz 
 

Listening to stories 
 
The Text-to-Test assignment type provides a unique way for language learners to listen to 
stories. As well as listening, learners can read the text at the same time, study the vocabulary in 
context, and then be tested on the vocabulary out of context. In this respect, the Text-to-Test 
assignment type spans two of Nation’s (1996, 2007) Four Strands: meaning-focused input and 
language-focused learning. An example of a listening and reading text combined with 
vocabulary study can be accessed at: https://a.ttd.ac/ODYRQD. Figures 3 to 5, below, show 
the student experience of this activity. 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Reading and listening to a story with ZenGengo “Text-to-Test” assignment type 
 
 



 
Figure 4: Checking the meanings of words in-context with ZenGengo “Text-to-Test” 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Being tested on previously learned words in ZenGengo’s “Text-to-Test” 
 

Meaning-focused output 
 
Among the recommended activities in the meaning-focused output strand are “giving a speech” 
and “writing a letter”. Two ZenGengo assignment types, “Video Recording” and “Written 
Report” can be used to administer these two activities, respectively. 
 
Giving a speech 
 
Teachers can create speaking tasks for language learners using either the “Video Recording” or 
“Audio Recording” assignment types. Given that a speech usually includes a range of non-verbal 
features such as gesture and facial expression, the “Video Recording” assignment type is 
recommended for this particular activity. An example of a Video Recording assignment can be 
accessed at: https://a.ttd.ac/WKRDLD. Figure 6, below, shows the student experience of this 
activity. 
 



 
Figure 6: Video Recording assignment type in ZenGengo asking for the student to give a short 

speech. 
 

Writing a letter 
 
Written activities of all descriptions can be administered using the Written Report assignment 
type. Some of the special features of Written Report are the ability to prevent students from 
using the copy and paste or machine translation features of their web browser. An example of a 
Written Report assignment can be accessed at: https://a.ttd.ac/XRPEMQ. Figure 7, below, 
shows the student experience of this activity. 
 

 
Figure 7: Written Report assignment type in ZenGengo for writing letters  

 



Language-focused learning 
 
The third strand of Nation’s (1996, 2007) Four Strands framework requires students to 
intentionally study different aspects of the target language such as vocabulary, grammar, or 
pronunciation. In the case of pronunciation, the “Speaking Drill” assignment type can be used to 
ensure that students are pronouncing words and sentences in an intelligible way. An example of a 
Speaking Drill assignment can be accessed at: https://a.ttd.ac/YDWZNX. Figure 8, below, 
shows the student experience of this activity. 
 

 
Figure 8: The ZenGengo Speaking Drill assignment type can be used to give students immediate 

feedback on the intelligibility of their pronunciation. 
 
Fluency development 
 
Among the recommended activities for the fourth and final strand is a fluency development 
technique that Nation (2007) calls “4/3/2”. In this activity, a student talks about a familiar topic 
for four minutes, and then talks about the same topic for three minutes, and then two minutes. In 
research conducted by Nation, this activity has been shown to improve not only fluency but also 
accuracy (Arevart & Nation, 1991; Nation, 1989). The ZenGengo “Audio Recording” 
assignment type can be used to implement this activity. An example of an ZenGengo lesson 
using Audio Recording assignments in the 4/3/2 format can be accessed at: 
https://l.ttd.ac/LPNWR. Figures 9 and 10, below, shows the student experience of this lesson. 
 

 
Figure 9: ZenGengo “Lessons” can be used to combine multiple assignments into a single 

activity. 
 



 
Figure 10: The ZenGengo “Audio Recording” assignment type can be used to create fluency 

practice activities according to Nation’s (2007) 4/3/2 format 

Conclusion 
 
In recent years, teachers worldwide have been compelled to re-assess their methods for 
delivering lessons to students, as traditional paper-based materials and face-to-face techniques 
were not an option during the COVID pandemic. But even now that the pandemic is being 
brought under control, language teachers should not be too quick to revert to paper-based 
materials and traditional methods.  
 
Digital materials have many advantages over paper-based ones, even in face-to-face lessons. 
They can be copied, edited, transmitted, collaborated on, revised, duplicated, and converted into 
different formats. They also support interactivity and multimodality in a way that paper-based 
materials cannot. Perhaps most importantly, web-based digital materials provide greater 
flexibility and fallback options during uncertain times. As long as a student has a network 
connected device, such as a smartphone, tablet, or laptop, they can access such materials 
anywhere and at any time. Tools such as ZenGengo can help language teachers develop and 
distribute pedagogically sound digital materials to their learners, and to track learners’ 
engagement with such materials in a convenient way. 
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