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Definition

• ”[…] a talent which is specific to language learning […]” (Saville-Troike & 
Barto 2017: 90)

• ”[…] predicts […] success in [language learning and] L2 acquisition [in both] 
naturalistic contexts and formal classroom instruction.” (2017: 91)

• Oxford dictionary (2021):
• Aptitude = ”natural ability or skill at doing something”

• Aptitude test = ”one designed to show whether somebody has the natural ability 
for a particular job or course of education”



Aptitude

• Four components underlying this talent according to J.B. Carroll (Saville-
Troike & Barto 2017: 90)

1. Phonemic coding ability

2. Inductive language learning ability

3. Grammatical sensitivity

4. Associative memory capacity



Aptitude

• Hypothesis: ”[…] possessing various degrees of […] [aptitude components] 
predicts correlated degrees of success in L2 acquisition.” (Saville-Troike & 
Barto 2017: 92)

• Research by Skehan (1998) concluding that individual ability may vary by 
factor (2017: 92)

à talent in all factors is not a requirement for success in L2 learning (2017: 92)



1. Phonemic coding ability

• ”[…] the capacity to process auditory input into segments which can be 
stored and retrieved.” (Saville-Troike & Barto 2017: 91)

• Important at early stages of learning (2017: 91)

• ”[…] concerned with the extent to which the input which impinges on the 
learner can become input that is worth processing, as opposed to input 
which may simply be an auditory blur or alternatively only partially 
processed” (2017: 91)

à ”[…] if the hearer cannot analyse input into phonemes in order to 
recognize morphemes, input will not become intake.” (2017: 91)



2. Inductive language learning ability
&

3. grammatical sensitivity

• Concerned with central processing à restructuring (Saville-Troike & Barto
2017: 92)

• ”[…] processing of the segmented auditory input by the brain to infer 
structure, identify patterns, make generalizations, recognize the 
grammatical function of elements, and formulate rules.” (2017: 92)



4. Associative memory capacity

• ”[…] concerned with how linguistic items are stored, and how they are 
recalled and used in output. ” (Saville-Troike & Barto 2017: 92)

• Determines appropriate selection from the stored L2 elements (2017: 92)

• Determines speaker fluency (2017: 92)



Language-Learning 
Aptitude tests

• Most of these tests based on four shown components by J.B. Carroll 
(Saville-Troike & Barto 2017: 90)

• Aptitude tests vary but many include evaluation of ability to manage sounds, 
grammatical structures, infer rules, and memory. (2017: 90)

• Formal aptitude tests like the MLAT by J.B. Carroll and S. Sapon try predict 
the degree of success the candidate will have with a new language (McGuire 
& Scott 2005: 96)



MLAT (Carroll & Sapon 2002)

• Modern language aptitude test (MLAT)

• May show ”[…] how easily an individual may learn a foreign language […] [and| [...] 
determine which individuals will experience the most difficulty in language learning.”
(LLTF 2021)

• Use of MLAT (LLTF 2021):
• Selection

• Placement

• Diagnosis of Learning abilities

• Security

Copyright: Molly Edmons (2010)



MLAT (University of Oxford 2021)

Copyright: University of Oxford (2021) 

Copyright: University of Oxford (2021) 



Application to teaching

• Role of aptitude in our future classrooms

• Help students identify their preferences for learning - learner styles (British Council 
2021)

• Develop learner autonomy by teaching how to study effectively - learner strategies 
(British Council 2021)

• Individual diagnosis

• Learning aptitude tests can be used in conjunction with other forms of evidence 
(McGuire & Scott 2005: 100-104)

• Diagnosis of Learning Abilities (Carroll 1959: 158)

• Individual scores on different parts indicate learning styles 

àOpportunity to adjust didactical method (Oxford 2003: 6)



Conclusion

„Learners differ in capacity to discriminate and process auditory input, to
identify patterns and make generalizations, and to store linguistic elements in
memory. We may conclude that aptitude is an important predictor of
differential success in L2 learning, but it is not completely deterministic.“
(Saville-Troike & Barto 2017: 188).
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