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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION  
 
 
The process of mastering a foreign language (FL) in an instructional setting 
with limited input is a complex procedure. A key question in the field of 
instructed second language learning is what role different elements of 
instruction play when learning a foreign language in a classroom setting  
(DeKeyser, 2017; Kang, Sok, & Han, 2018; Loewen & Sato, 2017). The 
study presented in this dissertation is an effort to gain insight into the 
process of instructed foreign language learning for young adolescent 
learners. It is the result of an initiative to contribute to educational progress 
and to strengthen the interaction between research findings and teaching 
practice in the classroom. As such, this study brought a practical and 
academic need together. For both research and practice, classroom studies 
that evaluate language learning from a multi-componential view and that 
follow language development over a longer period of time are necessary. 
Especially to be able to evaluate pedagogical approaches in instructed 
language learning. However, studies meeting the above requirements are 
scarce. For a literature review DeKeyser and Botana (2019) searched for 
instructed second language acquisition studies in the period between mid 
2012 to mid 2017 in the leading journals of second language acquisition 
(SLA). The search resulted in 194 articles that qualified as instructed second 
language acquisition studies of which 84 were categorised as classroom 
experiments. This number of studies carried out in actual classrooms might 
appear as a reasonable sum considering the difficulties that classroom 
studies bring with them, like the inability to control for external influences, 
administrative requirements, ethics etc. However, of these studies only a 
handful were longitudinal and even fewer included young language learners 
in either primary or secondary education. It appears that longitudinal 
classroom studies with young adolescent learners are too much 
outnumbered in the field of instructed second language acquisition, 
especially considering that language learners often encounter their first 
foreign language at a young age in an instructional setting in primary or 
secondary education. In this chapter we will describe the process that 
brought us to the present study and how a practical and academic need 
came together.  

1.1 Practical Objective 
 
The motivation behind the present study initially stems from a practical need 
for research in order to successfully implement a different language teaching 
approach in a mainstream English classroom. Over ten years ago, the 
English department at the RSG Tromp Meesters in Steenwijk the 
Netherlands, decided to drastically reduce the amount of explicit form-
focused instruction (FFI) concerning grammar rules and practice in the first 
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two years of secondary education. They decided to change the curriculum 
by including more language reading, listening, writing and speaking skill 
tests and reducing the focus on accuracy in language production and 
grammar tests. A while after its implementation the English department 
received criticism about this approach because a few parents were unhappy 
about the grades their child had received for English and believed that the 
classes did not contain enough formal instruction. Especially as the English 
classes fell out of tone with the other foreign languages (French and 
German) where grammar was central in language learning and testing. 
These parents and students believed that if the English teachers had 
provided and explained more (grammar) rules, such as common in French 
and German classes, their child would have performed better. Also the 
students and parents were uncertain about how to prepare for a language 
skill test. The problem with this new curriculum was that it lacked the 
opportunity to provide learner security: “the security of knowing what is right, 
which they [students and parents] believe rules give them” (Larsen-
Freeman, 2015, p. 271). Especially in the first two years of secondary 
education parents try to help their child with their schoolwork. Knowing 
exactly what you have to study to do well on a test is considered very 
important. Providing such security when preparing for a reading or listening 
test was not possible, which in turn led to disappointment and complaints 
from parents whose child performed poorly. The English department had to 
defend their curricular (long-term) objectives to students, parents, school 
managers and private tutors who wanted short-term results for their efforts.  
 
Defending the teachers’ objectives would have been easier if there had been 
empirical evidence indicating that reducing grammar instruction in a 
mainstream FL classroom had its merits in the long run. Instead, the 
teachers found several meta-analyses and review studies reporting the 
opposite (De Graaff & Housen, 2009; Goo, Granena, Yucel, & Novella, 
2015; Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010). In most cases formal 
(explicit) instruction had a significantly stronger effect than instruction where 
the focus was more on language skills. Unfortunately, the studies included in 
these meta-analyses and review studies mainly investigated effectiveness of 
pedagogical approaches on the development of L2 grammar and accuracy, 
without including measures of other language characteristics such as 
complexity and fluency or the development of receptive skills.  
 
In the end the teachers of the English department tried to explain, defend 
and support their objectives, but eventually complied to go back to a more 
formal and explicit grammar oriented teaching approach. 
 

1.2 Theoretical Objective 
 
The failure of reducing the amount of formal instruction concerning grammar 
in the English classes at the RSG Tromp Meesters caused the English 
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teachers to question why there was so much debate about FL learning (with 
and without formal instruction) yet so few longitudinal studies evaluating 
language development from a broader perspective moving beyond grammar 
and accuracy. A possible explanation lies in the debate about the role of 
awareness and instruction in FL learning when there is limited input to the 
target language.  
 
Over the past century research and debate about FL learning has resembled 
a pendulum swing between the dichotomy of natural/communicative 
language learning and prescribed learning of separate language units 
(Hulshof, Kwakernaak, & Wilhelm, 2015; Spada, 2015). Likewise, many 
theories of L2 acquisition can be categorized according to the level of 
awareness during the process of language learning. Acquiring knowledge 
about a complex, rule-governed system without being aware of the 
knowledge being acquired was first described as implicit learning by Arthur 
Reber (1967). On the opposite side is explicit learning, where learning is 
conscious and there are high levels of awareness of what is being learned 
(see for an overview: Rebuschat, 2015). Language production is believed to 
be a complex behaviour that mainly relies on the presence of implicit 
knowledge, knowledge of which the user is unaware of having and applying. 
Already from an elementary level of L2 development, language learners are 
able to produce complex linguistic and syntactic combinations without the 
explanation of the underlying rule system. The question is how this implicit 
knowledge is formed and retrieved and what role instruction can play.  
 
Many language-learning theories are based on the existence or non-
existence of an interaction between explicit and implicit knowledge. There 
are three positions in which theories of L2 acquisition are commonly 
categorized: 1) a non-interface position: these theories claim that explicit 
knowledge in formal instruction cannot be converted directly into implicit 
knowledge. An example of this position is the monitor theory or natural 
approach (Krashen, 1982; Krashen & Terrell, 1995); 2) a weak-interface 
position: these theories acknowledge a disassociation between explicit and 
implicit knowledge but suggest that explicit knowledge plays a role in the 
processes involved in implicit learning in a way that it contributes indirectly to 
the development of implicit knowledge such as in the input processing theory 
(VanPatten, 2004); and 3) a strong-interface position: these theories claim 
that explicit knowledge can transform or proceduralise into implicit 
knowledge such as the noticing hypothesis and skill-acquisition theory 
(DeKeyser, 2017; Schmidt, 1992; Schmidt, 2012).  
 
Besides language learning theories also language teaching approaches can 
be categorised by the level of implicit or explicit awareness and attention that 
is drawn to linguistic form. A popular description of three different teaching 
approaches along this line was introduced by Long (1991). He distinguished 
between: Focus on Meaning, Focus on Form and Focus on FormS. Focus 
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on Meaning is an approach that emphasises incidental and implicit language 
learning in for instance bilingual immersion programs. In Focus on Form, 
students’ attention would overtly be drawn to linguistic elements that arise 
incidentally in lessons but the main focus remains meaning and 
communication. Focus on FormS, on the other hand involves traditional 
language teaching with the presentation and practice of (grammatical) items 
and usually involves metalinguistic information.  
 
Theories and teaching approaches in line with the non-interface and Focus 
on Meaning position were enthusiastically received, especially among 
teachers, but have had little impact in actual mainstream classroom 
practices (Larsen-Freeman, 2015). There is little doubt that a lot of language 
learning occurs incidentally and that comprehensible input is important, but 
only few believe it is sufficient in low input environments like the FL 
classroom. Learning a language might primarily be an activity that relies on 
implicit processes, but learning an L2 implicitly is believed to be limited in its 
success (N. C. Ellis, 2015), especially in the case of FL learning where the 
target language is not spoken outside of the classroom. In an instructed 
setting it might be possible to attain an intermediate level of language 
proficiency without any metalinguistic learning, but it is believed that “for 
implicit learning to accomplish that enterprise it would probably require 
extremely long periods of input and practice” (Hulstijn, 2015. pp. 39). In a FL 
classroom setting the limitations of an implicit teaching approach could be 
related to frequency of occurrence through the amount of input. To be able 
to develop language competence the mind has to abstract regularities from 
the language input. If the input is not rich or frequent enough then language 
input would not always result in language intake (Schmidt, 2012), as 
becoming part of memory that can be retrieved when communicating. 
Explicitly drawing the attention of a FL learner to certain language features 
might increase the chance of input being noticed and therefore increase the 
rate and ultimate attainment of L2 development (Badger, 2018; N. C. Ellis, 
2015; Schmidt, 1992).  
 
When working in a FL classroom environment it is common to draw attention 
to form. For language teachers it would probably feel unnatural not to. Pure 
forms of implicit language learning where there is no attention drawn or 
directed to language form are unlikely in mainstream FL classes. They are 
however present in for instance bilingual educational streams. In these 
bilingual types of education subject matter is taught using the target 
language. In these cases the subject teacher speaks the target language but 
rarely draws attention to language form (Dale, Oostdam, & Verspoor, 2018; 
De Graaff, Jan Koopman, Anikina, & Westhoff, 2007; Koopman, Skeet, & de 
Graaff, 2014). In the FL classroom, on the other hand, language teachers 
are used to providing instruction on language form. Through instruction 
teachers draw or direct the attention to the feature they wish the learners to 
notice. Consequently, in mainstream language classrooms some type of FFI 
seems natural. Like Long’s distinction between Focus on Form and Focus 
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on FormS, we can also make a distinction for implicit and explicit FFI in the 
way attention to form is drawn.   
 
Explicit FFI is commonly predetermined and planned, directing attention to a 
target form in isolation often with metalinguistic information, and implicit FFI 
commonly attracts attention to form but is generally spontaneous, 
communication-oriented, unobtrusive and without use of metalinguistic 
language. Housen and Pierrard (2005) summarized contrasting attributes 
associated with implicit and explicit forms of activities (see Table 1). 
 

Table 1 Implicit and explicit forms of form-focused instruction, Housen and 
Pierrard (2005) 

Implicit FFI Explicit FFI  

� attracts attention to target form � directs attention to target form 

� is delivered spontaneously (e.g. in 
an otherwise communication-oriented 
activity) 

� is predetermined and planned (e.g. 
as the main focus and goal of a 
teaching activity) 

� is unobtrusive (minimal interruption 
of communication of meaning) 

� is obtrusive (interruption of 
communication of meaning) 

� presents target forms in context � presents target forms in isolation 

� makes no use of metalanguage  � uses metalinguistic terminology (e.g. 
rule explanation) 

� encourages free use of target form � involves controlled practice of target 
form 

 
 
Both types of FFI are generally present in FL classrooms but activities 
involving explicit FFI and grammar rules are commonly most dominant (Ur, 
2011; Verspoor, De Bot, & Van Rein, 2011; West & Verspoor, 2016), yet 
many teachers, teacher educators and linguists believe classroom practices 
should and could focus less explicitly on form  (De Bot & Maljers, 2009; 
Long, 2014; Westhoff, 2007). 
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1.2.1 Implementation of implicit approaches 
 
Presently, a common critique towards mainstream FL classrooms is that 
after years of instruction students are still lacking sufficient oral skills to 
effectively and fluently engage in a conversation in the foreign language. 
After a new European Survey on Language, the European Commission has 
been stressing the importance of second language development for young 
(adolescent) learners (European Commission, 2012). Member states should 
make teaching and learning foreign languages significantly more effective by 
actions along the line of quantity (more hours of teaching and learning) and 
quality (innovative methods such as Content and Language Integrated 
Learning and Task Based Language Teaching). Teaching practices should 
not aim at an unrealistic native speaker level but focus on language skills 
that will enable students to perform tasks they are likely to face in further 
education and real life situations. These proposed actions could perhaps be 
more easily realised if explicit FFI was reduced and less time was spent on 
this formal instruction in mainstream FL classes. In many different types of 
bilingual education, where there is little formal instruction and more input, the 
gains in language learning primarily appear to be in reading comprehension, 
fluency, willingness to communicate and communicative effectiveness (Ruiz 
de Zarobe, 2015). But it is not clear if a more implicit approach, like in 
bilingual streams, would show the same favourable results without increased 
exposure to the target language.   
  
Besides the lack of increased input opportunities in mainstream FL classes, 
several other reasons are offered as to why implicit practices have not 
emerged in the mainstream FL classroom and why formal instruction 
including grammar rules is still prominent. First the reasons are often of 
practical value, like the learner security where there is a need for clear and 
discernible units of progression that can be studied and learned to provide 
the security of success. Also the common course book materials that are 
available for language teachers often have a prominent role for grammar. 
The course book is then commonly used to determine the curriculum, which 
then results in grammar being the central focus (Hinkel, 2017; Maijala & 
Tammenga-Helmantel, 2017; McCarthy, 2016; Ur, 2017). Additionally, 
teachers’ and learners’ views and beliefs of the role of grammar in language 
learning contributes in choosing what language components are part of the 
language curriculum. Studies investigating students’ and teachers’ views 
and beliefs report that grammar is often perceived as “a necessary evil” 
(Jean & Simard, 2011b. pp. 478), and that there is a “marked preference for 
explicitly teaching declarative grammatical knowledge in a systematic 
manner, often relatively decontextualized and isolated from skills work or 
communicative tasks” (Graus & Coppen, 2016. pp. 658). Besides all of the 
aforementioned reasons why explicit grammar instruction holds a central 
position, it is also the fixation on accuracy as a measure to determine 
language proficiency that strongly facilitates the main presence of explicit 
grammar instruction. Even though accuracy is one of the least predictable 
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units of progression in language development, showing a lot of variation over 
time  (Verspoor, Lowie, & Van Dijk, 2008), it is one of the most transparent 
measures (Housen, Kuiken, & Vedder, 2012; Michel, 2017). A teacher can 
clearly indicate an error and most often can also explain why it is wrong. 
This is felt as a very satisfactory process, fulfilling the educational 
expectations of transmitting knowledge.  
 
Despite all of the practical advantages of explicit FFI, there are reasons to 
believe that reducing the amount of explicit FFI in the mainstream classroom 
could facilitate teaching approaches that stimulate fluent speech and the 
willingness to communicate. But any empirical support is still missing.  
 
1.2.2 Gap between research and practice  
 
Larsen-Freeman (2015) argues that there is still a gap between findings of 
grammar learning and teaching studies on the one hand, and the practice of 
FL teachers on the other hand. She advises researchers to conduct more 
ecological research that fosters a reciprocal relationship with teachers (p. 
274). Adopting a more natural research setting (in-class research), 
conducting longitudinal studies, and having teachers conduct their own 
research may all help to enhance the interaction between research and 
practice. She is not alone in her call for a different approach to research. In 
(2005) DeKeyser already pleads for much more empirical work that goes 
“beyond the simplistic question of whether explicit grammar teaching and 
systematic practice are useful for L2 grammar learning”. Again in 2013 
DeKeyser indicates it would be preferable to have more longitudinal data 
combining different types of information. Such longitudinal, large-scale 
research in naturalistic educational settings is needed to be able to move 
forward in debates on language development (DeKeyser, 2013; Lambert & 
Kormos, 2014; Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Rebuschat, 2015).  
 
The practical need for classroom research to be able to monitor and 
evaluate interventions combined with the academic need of longitudinal 
classroom research has made the present study possible. In the 
Netherlands funds have become available to bring together theory and 
practice by providing teacher practitioners the opportunity to do research in 
their own classroom setting. The Dudoc–Alfa Sustainable Humanities 
program is an example of such an effort. It is a joint program of the Faculties 
of Humanities and Arts of eight Dutch research universities (University of 
Groningen, University of Amsterdam, VU University Amsterdam, Leiden 
University, Utrecht University, Tilburg University, Radboud University 
Nijmegen, and the Open University of the Netherlands), sponsored by the 
Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science. These efforts have 
already contributed to several longitudinal large-scale classroom studies in 
ecologically valid settings (e.g.: Gombert, Keijzer, & Verspoor, forthcoming; 
Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2012, Dönszelman, 2019; Graus, 2018) and 
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hopefully many more to follow. This study was one of 14 dissertational 
projects that were supported by Dudoc Alfa in 2014. Our main research 
question was: What are the effects of drastically reducing the amount of 
explicit FFI over two years of EFL in secondary education on students’ 
receptive and productive language skills? 

1.3 Research Methodology  
 
With the support of the Dudoc Alfa Sustainable Humanities program the 
English teachers at the RSG Tromp Meesters decided to try implementing a 
more implicit approach again. In collaboration with University of Utrecht they 
would empirically study the differences between an explicit and an implicit 
FFI curriculum. Participating in this research project guaranteed that the 
students’ language development would be carefully monitored and this 
provided the English teachers and the school board with the confidence that 
this attempt was theoretically supported and that any possible problems in 
language development would be detected.  
 
1.3.1 Dutch educational system 
 
The participating school; the RSG Tromp Meesters, is a school providing 
secondary education to 1270 students, from all different educational levels. 
The Dutch educational system divides students into different educational 
streams according to scholastic ability levels. From lower to higher level, the 
different streams are named VMBO, HAVO and VWO. Primary schools 
commonly use tests from National testing institutes like CITO (Van Til & Van 
Boxtel, 2015) to provide insight into a students’ general scholastic aptitude. 
These test results together with an advice from the teachers of the primary 
school determines in which stream a student will start. For each stream a 
specific competency level must be acquired for all school subjects (Nuffic, 
2018). 
 
For the foreign languages in secondary education the final recommended 
competency levels per educational stream are based on the Common 
European Framework of Reference (CEFR). Different levels are targeted per 
stream and also per language skill (see Table 2). 
 
Table 2 Overview of English proficiency level guidelines per language skill 
and educational stream (source www.erk.nl) 
 Reading Listening Speaking Writing 
VMBO 4 Years A2 A2 A2 A1 
HAVO 5 Years B2 B1 B1+ B1 
VWO 6 Years C1 B2 B2 B2 
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1.3.2 Timeline and general set-up  
 
The present study followed and compared language development of two 
different cohorts of students in the first two years of secondary education. 
The students in each cohort had a different teaching approach in their 
English classes. The first cohort started in September 2014 and included all 
of the first-year students (N = 222) in the participating school. The second 
cohort started in September 2015 and included all of the first-year students 
of that year (N = 241). The first cohort received explicit FFI and the second 
cohort received implicit FFI. Both cohorts included students from all of the 
different levels of education. In the first year both cohorts were divided over 
10 different classes and in the second year over 9 different classes. Their 
English language development was followed for two subsequent years (see 
Figure 1). Throughout these two years several data on language proficiency 
and cognitive and affective variables were collected.  
 
Forming two groups from two different cohorts as opposed to selecting 
students from the same cohort or two different schools gave the opportunity 
to control for possible school, socio-demographic and teacher differences 
and made it possible for students to be unaware of any specific intervention 
as all their peers were exposed to the same teaching procedure and testing.   
 
Figure 1 Research timeline  
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In essence the curriculum in the implicit and explicit cohort were similar. All 
of the data collected for this study was also used for the regular curriculum. 
So, the reading, listening, speaking and writing tests were used for analysis 
for this study and also graded by the teachers as part of the regular 
curriculum.  
 
 
 
1.3.3 Consent 
 
All students entering the first school year in September 2014 were part of the 
explicit group and all students entering the first school year in September 
2015 were part of the implicit group. Parents could not exclude their child 
from being in either group, but they were given the option to exclude their 
child from sharing the language test data with Utrecht University for analyses 
in this study. For this the parents received an informed consent letter at the 
beginning of the first year. The parents from the 2nd cohort were informed 
about the change to a more implicit language teaching approach the same 
way other educational changes are communicated to parents; during open 
house presentations, parent-teacher meetings and curriculum overviews.  
 
1.3.4 Implicit vs explicit approach 
 
The difference between implicit and explicit FFI can be described by a fairly 
clear set of contrasting attributes in teaching activities as illustrated in Table 
1. In classroom practices however, defining an entire pedagogical approach 
as being either implicit or explicit is too dichotomous. In practice the 
mainstream FL classroom includes both implicit and explicit teaching 
activities. A critique of common FL classrooms over the years has been that 
they are too much centred on explicit FFI, with an abundance of 
metalinguistic information and grammar rules; the traditional formal 
instruction (De Bot & Maljers, 2009; Richards & Rodgers, 2014; Ur, 2011; 
West & Verspoor, 2016). Removing the explicit teaching element of 
predetermined presentation of grammatical forms with metalinguistic 
information is a fairly obvious way of making a pedagogical approach more 
implicit. Beyond this attribute the differences between implicit and explicit 
FFI become less distinct.  
Probably the clearest description of implicit FFI could be that the focus on 
form is reactive and brief (Long, 2014) and not predetermined and planned. 
For our distinction of the implicit and explicit group we have isolated the one 
teaching activity that is most clearly distinguishable as explicit FFI, namely 
the predetermined and planned presentation and practice of grammatical 
features in isolation with use of metalanguage. This element was removed 
from the implicit cohort’s curriculum and classroom activities by simply 
ripping the grammar pages out of the course book materials and instructing 
the teachers to refrain from any grammar instruction and metalinguistic 
information. The data collected throughout the two years of education in both 
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the implicit and explicit cohort were compared to answer our main research 
question. 
 

1.4 Outline of Dissertation 
 
This dissertation has eight chapters, each of which presents the processes 
and outcomes of an implicit and an explicit FFI approach on different 
aspects of language proficiency. Every chapter was written as a stand-alone 
article because the finalisation of the dissertation coincided with preparing 
articles for submission to academic journals. Consequently the chapters can 
be read separately and include all the necessary background, method and 
procedure information. Those readers who wish to read the entire 
dissertation, may encounter some overlap in several parts of the introduction 
and method sections. However, as each chapter targets a different aspect of 
language proficiency, the information in each background section was 
oriented on providing specific information of importance for that chapter.  
 
In Chapter 2 the results of the teaching evaluation are discussed. The 
participating teachers were interviewed and observed in their classroom 
practices to gain insight into their implementation of the implicit FFI approach 
and into their attitude towards explicit and implicit FFI.  
 
Chapter 3 presents the longitudinal data on the receptive skills (listening and 
reading) and the impact of English outside of the classroom.  Chapters 4 and 
5 present the data on productive skills: speaking and writing.   
 
Chapter 6 focuses on cognitive and affective variables such as L1 
development, scholastic aptitude, motivation, anxiety etc. The analyses in 
this chapter set out to determine if there were differences in the impact the 
cognitive and affective variables had on the outcome measures between the 
implicit and explicit group in the previous chapters.  
 
In Chapter 7 we discuss the performance on a traditional grammar test 
before and after the implicit group had received a short grammar course with 
explicit FFI at the end of the second educational year. The performance of 
the explicit and the implicit group is compared at three timepoints:  before 
the implicit group received any explicit FFI, after the implicit group received a 
short grammar course, and again in the third year of education.  
 
Finally, Chapter 8 summarises the main findings and discusses certain 
relationships and interactions as well as the implications these could have 
for the FL classroom. 



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 

	



	
 

Chapter 2  
 
Implementation of an Implicit Approach and 
Teachers’ Attitudes Towards Grammar 
 
Abstract  
 
In this chapter we evaluate treatment fidelity and the implementation of an 
implicit form-focused approach in mainstream secondary education when 
teaching English as a foreign language. The participating teachers (N = 7) 
were interviewed and observed during the two-year study comparing an 
explicit and implicit form-focused approach. They were asked to fill in a 
questionnaire in the first and second year of implementation to gain insight in 
how they executed and experienced working with and without explicit form-
focused instruction (FFI). This questionnaire was followed by an interview to 
determine what the differences were between the implicit and explicit 
teaching approaches and how the teachers coped with specific classroom 
situations. The teachers were also observed while teaching the implicit 
classes. The observation instrument focused on feedback instances to 
determine how teachers responded to students’ errors in classroom 
language production. Additionally the teachers filled in a Likert-scale 
questionnaire to determine their views on and beliefs about grammar 
teaching. 
 
Evaluation of the data shows the teachers indicated clear differences 
between the implicit and explicit teaching approach in which explicit FFI of 
grammar and grammar practice was primarily replaced by vocabulary 
exercises during reading, listening, speaking and writing activities in the 
implicit group. The observations confirmed that even during feedback 
instances, teachers succeeded in avoiding explicit FFI with metalinguistic 
information and grammar rules. The Likert-scale questionnaire showed that 
the majority of the teachers held a positive view towards implicit teaching 
principles. The few explicitly oriented statements that were highly valued by 
the teachers were related to improving accuracy.  
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2.1 Introduction  
 
The teacher is a crucial character in classroom intervention studies. 
Whereas studies in laboratory environments can be scripted and controlled, 
classrooms are not so easily directed and the teacher must attend to several 
facets influencing the intervention setting. A common observation in 
language acquisition research is that laboratory studies yield greater effect 
sizes than classroom studies (Kang et al., 2018) and that moving an 
intervention from a laboratory to an authentic classroom setting can 
significantly influence the outcomes (Hulleman & Cordray, 2009). Evaluating 
treatment fidelity, especially in classroom settings, is necessary to monitor 
and enhance the accuracy and consistency of an intervention (Smith, 
Daunic, & Taylor, 2007).  
 
In longitudinal classroom studies, like the present study, the intervention 
requires multiple teachers to adapt their teaching practices over longer 
periods of time. Evaluating certain teacher traits and practices that could 
possibly influence the treatment outcome is necessary to ensure that the 
intervention is implemented as planned and to assess if each component is 
delivered in a comparable manner to all participants over time. In this 
chapter we will give a qualitative description of several teacher 
questionnaires, interviews and observations that were collected throughout 
two years of intervention. The main goal was to evaluate if the intended 
intervention of the classroom teaching approach occurred as planned.  
 

2.2 Background 
 
In this study a distinction is made between an implicit and explicit form-
focused instruction (FFI) approach. The term Focus on Form was first 
introduced by Long (1991) to refer to an approach where learners’ attention 
is attracted but not directed to linguistic form as they engage in the 
performance of tasks. Spada refers to this as “any pedagogical effort which 
is used to draw the learners’ attention to language form..” (1997, p. 73).  
Later R. Ellis (2016) proposed that it should not be seen as an approach but 
rather as a set of activities where:  

… meaning is primary but attempts are made to attract attention to 
form. Thus it is not an approach but rather a set of techniques 
deployed in a communicative context by the teacher and/or the 
learners to draw attention implicitly or explicitly and often briefly to 
linguistic forms that are problematic for the learners. (2016, p. 7).  

 
FFI can be executed along the continuum of implicit to explicit FFI. Housen 
and Pierrard (2005) summarize contrasting attributes associated with implicit 
and explicit forms of activities (see Chapter 1, Table 1). Explicit FFI is 
commonly predetermined and planned, directing attention to a target form in 
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isolation often with metalinguistic information, and implicit FFI commonly 
attracts attention to form but is generally spontaneous, communication-
oriented, unobtrusive and without use of metalinguistic language. Especially 
the use of metalinguistic terminology while presenting target forms in 
isolation and controlled practice of these target forms are clear features that 
mainly outline the distinction between learning conditions of the implicit and 
the explicit FFI setting in the present study.  
 
Grammar instruction with metalinguistic terminology and controlled practice 
of distinct features is still very common in the foreign language (FL) 
classroom (De Bot & Maljers, 2009; Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Ur, 2017). An 
elaborate historical review of language education in the Netherlands 
(Hulshof, Kwakernaak, & Wilhelm, 2015) describes the main trends of 
approaches and dilemmas in FL education as a pendulum swing of  
“development without progress” (p. 415) where the tension seems to involve 
the degree to which explicit FFI is or is not present.  
 
Larsen-Freeman (2015) starts her review about the impact that applied 
linguistic research has had on teaching practice by stating that: “Grammar 
instruction has been relatively unaltered by research findings” (p. 263). 
Considering the large amount of applied linguistic research over the past 
thirty years and comparing that to the developments in FL classroom 
practices we can conclude that, especially when it comes to grammar, 
change does not come naturally.  
 
There are several reasons proposed as to why classroom practices 
(especially concerning grammar) have apparently remained unaltered 
throughout the years. One mentioned by both Larsen-Freeman (2015) and 
van den Branden (2016) is the lack of classroom-based (longitudinal) 
research evaluating true implementation of experimental teaching 
approaches over a period of at least a few semesters. Larsen-Freeman also 
mentions the authoritative value of transmittable knowledge. Explaining 
grammar fulfils an educational need not only for teachers but also for 
students and parents who believe rules will make sure they do it right.  
 
Another reason put forward as to why the traditional explicit FFI remains so 
prominent is that teachers are bound to shape educational approaches to 
their own hand in classroom implementation, taking with them their 
educational beliefs and views on language learning. Jean and Simmard 
(2011a) conclude in their study on beliefs and perceptions of grammar 
instruction in an L2 class that both the high school students and the teachers 
believe grammar instruction to be necessary and effective. On the other 
hand the same students mentioned grammar instruction to be the reason for 
their lack of interest or motivation to learn the language and in some cases 
even withdrawal from the language course. Graus and Coppen (2017) have 
evaluated views and beliefs of under- and postgraduate student teachers in 
the Netherlands to investigate cognitions on grammar instruction. They also 
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concluded that their participants “showed a marked preference for explicitly 
teaching declarative grammatical knowledge in a systematic manner, often 
relatively decontextualized and isolated from skills work or communicative 
tasks” (p. 658). Several other studies investigating views and beliefs have 
drawn similar conclusions (Barnard & Scampton, 2008; Jean & Simard, 
2011b; Loewen, 2009). In these studies the language learners’ beliefs are 
also described as being grammar oriented. They indicate that teachers are 
inclined to take the learners’ wishes and beliefs into account in their 
decision-making around grammar teaching (Borg, 1998; Burgess & 
Etherington, 2002). With both teachers and language learners attributing 
value to grammar instruction in the process of language learning it seems 
unsurprising that it plays a prominent role in the FL classroom.   
 
Besides a predetermined and planned approach of explaining a grammar 
rule, another common way of (explicitly) focussing on form is through 
responding to the language output with corrective feedback. In providing 
feedback a distinction can also be made between implicit and explicit types 
of feedback. The main distinction between the two is the amount of attention 
and awareness that is drawn to the error.  In practice implicit types of 
feedback such as recasts have been observed more frequently in natural 
classroom settings (Lyster, Saito, & Sato, 2013; Sheen, 2004), whereas 
experimental studies have concluded explicit corrective feedback to be more 
effective in subsequent language output (see for an overview: Nassaji, 
2016). The amount and type of corrective feedback that takes place in actual 
classrooms also seems to be related to the teachers’ views and beliefs and 
teaching style (Nassaji, 2016). This is mainly concluded from the observation 
that teacher corrective feedback is often inconsistent, which could imply that 
it is done intuitively (R. Ellis, 2009). 
 
In order to implement an intervention in which explicit FFI concerning 
grammar rules and practice is omitted, it is important to acknowledge that 
each teacher is unique and that their teaching style depends on their views 
and beliefs. Changing subject matter will not ensure that certain habits of 
explaining grammar are completely absent. Often a teacher’s actions are 
intuitive, habitual and part of their teaching style. Therefore, this chapter is 
centred on evaluating the way the participating teachers implemented the 
intended implicit approach and their views on and beliefs about grammar.  
 
We aim to answer the following research questions:  

1. What were the differences in classroom activities between the 
implicit and explicit approaches according to teachers’ self-report? 

2. How did the teachers teaching the implicit group experience working 
without explicit FFI of grammar and the accompanying exercises?  

3. How did the teachers teaching the implicit group respond to 
students’ language output? 

4. What are the participating teachers’ attitudes towards grammar? 
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2.3 Method 
 
2.3.1 Participants 
 
In total eight teachers taught the classes participating in this study. One 
teacher was excluded from this chapter because she was on leave during 
the period in which questionnaires and observations took place. Table 3 
shows an overview of the years of experience and the number of classes the 
participating teachers taught throughout the entire study. The teachers 
taught English to students in two different cohorts in the first and second 
year of secondary education. One cohort (the explicit group) started in 2014 
(N = 216), and the other cohort (the implicit group) started in 2015 (N = 200). 
The average age at entry was 12;6, for both groups. In both cohorts, the 
students were divided over 10 different classes in the first year receiving four 
50-minute English classes a week and in the second year they were divided 
over 9 different classes with three 50-minute English classes a week. The 
participating school was located in the Netherlands and for all students 
Dutch was their L1 or their dominant language. According to school protocol, 
parents received a curriculum and testing overview at the beginning of each 
school year. Parents were given the option to exclude their child from 
sharing data for analyses through a letter of informed consent.  
 
2.3.2 Intervention  
 
The intervention was to omit any explicit FFI about grammar rules and any 
exercises in which grammar was the main focus, until the last seven weeks 
of the second school year.  
The explicit group received explicit FFI, which consisted of extensive 
grammar instruction including metalinguistic information. According to 
teachers’ self-reported estimates, which are more elaborately discussed 
below, 37% of the classroom time was spent on explicit FFI of grammar 
rules and grammar exercises. After two school years this totalled up to 
approximately 86 hours of explicit FFI spent on grammar teaching and 
practice, out of a total 233 hours of English classroom time. The rest of the 
classroom time (63%) was spent on reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- 
and vocabulary exercises.  
 
The implicit group had the same number of classroom hours and the same 
course book materials except for the explicit grammar exercises that 
required explicit FFI. These exercises were removed from the course book 
materials and teachers were instructed to avoid explaining grammar rules or 
using metalinguistic language. Instead they spent classroom time 
predominantly on the reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- and vocabulary 
exercises that focused on meaning and implicitly on form. For instance, the 
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reading and listening exercises could be about what happened yesterday 
and attention would be drawn to the past tense in the comprehension 
questions that accompanied the listening and reading exercises. For both 
the explicit and implicit group these implicit form-focused exercises were the 
same. The teachers were encouraged to use any type of pedagogical 
approach in their lessons they felt comfortable with as long as it did not 
involve explicit FFI with grammar rules.  
 
In the last seven weeks of the second school year the students in the implicit 
group received a grammar crash course that involved all of the grammatical 
subjects that had initially been removed from the course book materials (see 
Chapter 7). One of the three classes a week was spent on these 
grammatical subjects and included grammar rules. Over two years the 
implicit group spent approximately 6 hours out of the total 233 hours 
classroom time on explicit FFI and grammar exercises (2.5% of classroom 
time). 

 
2.4 Instruments and Procedures 
 
2.4.1 Interview: Classroom activities 
 
In Year 1 and Year 2 of the implicit cohort a semi-structured interview of 
approximately 30 minutes was conducted with each of the teachers (N=7). 
The interview guide can be found in Appendix A. Semi-structured interviews 
allow for examples and explanations, but still create a standardised situation.  
 
The interview consisted of 14 questions in Dutch, 12 of which were 
supported by multiple-choice answer options with the option to elaborate on 
their selected response. The first part of the interview consisted of questions 
about classroom activities where the teachers had to make estimates on 
how much time they spent on grammar, reading, listening, speaking, and 
writing. In the second year the questions about classroom activities were 
slightly adapted by adding the category vocabulary to the categories 
grammar, reading, listening, speaking, writing. This was done because in 
Year 1 the teachers commented that a lot of time that they normally spent on 
grammar practice was now dedicated to vocabulary practice. The questions 
were used to gain insight in the classroom practices in the implicit group in 
comparison to what the teachers were used to doing in the explicit group in 
the year before. Therefore the estimates for the explicit group’s classroom 
activities were in retrospect.  
This part of the interview answered our first research question: What were 
the differences in classroom activities between the implicit and explicit group 
according to teachers’ self-report? 
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2.4.2 Interview: Evaluation of intervention  
 
The second part of the interview consisted of questions about materials used 
in the implicit group’s classes, how teachers dealt with questions from 
students about the absence of grammar and how teachers responded to 
grammatical mistakes (see Appendix A). These questions were asked to 
address our second research question: How did the participating teachers 
experience working without the Explicit FFI of grammar and the 
accompanying exercises? Three research assistants conducted the 
interviews. All interviews were recorded and transcribed.  
 
2.4.3 Classroom observations  
 
In Year 1 and Year 2 the teachers who taught the implicit classes were 
observed to answer the third research question: How did the teachers in the 
implicit group respond to students’ language output? Removing grammar 
exercises and grammar tests from the implicit group’s curriculum was 
something we could control externally but we could not control how teachers 
responded to their students’ language output. During feedback moments it 
could occur that teachers unintentionally fall back on their common practice 
of using metalinguistic explanations to make clear why language use is 
grammatically incorrect. To gain insight in this issue our observation form 
was specifically aimed at feedback strategies based on the feedback types 
as described in Tedick and de Gortari (1998) and Lyster et al. (2013). 
Feedback is a way to integrate focus on form in a communicative context. 
When feedback is given while students are communicating their meaning, it 
is provided at the point where meaning and form are being processed and 
therefore it provides students with opportunities to develop form-meaning 
mapping (Nassaji, 2016). Two research assistants completed the 
observations following this observation form (see Appendix B). 
 
Classes were randomly selected from the participating teachers. Not all of 
the teachers taught the implicit classes in both the first and second year; 
therefore the number of observations could not be evenly spread over all of 
the participating teachers (see Table 4).  Both in Year 1 and in Year 2 ten 
classes were observed; two observation moments in Year 1 were excluded 
due to unexpected classroom proceedings where other matters had to be 

Table 4 Number of observed classes per teacher and year 
Teacher Implicit classes 

Year 1 
Implicit classes 
Year 2 

Teacher 1  - 1 
Teacher 2  2 2 
Teacher 3  1 - 
Teacher 4  1 1 
Teacher 5* - - 
Teacher 6  2 2 
Teacher 7  - 4 
Teacher 8  2 - 
 * not included   
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discussed in class that were not related to the English lesson. Because of 
privacy and consent issues the lessons were not recorded. The teachers 
were informed in advance that their lesson would be observed but were free 
to decide what they would be doing during that lesson. They were not aware 
of the research assistants’ focus on feedback, but were informed that the 
assistants would evaluate the implementation of an implicit approach. 
 
2.4.4 Questionnaire: Attitudes towards grammar   
 
To address our fourth research question What are the teachers’ attitudes 
towards grammar?, the teachers were asked to fill in a questionnaire about 
their attitudes towards grammar. The questionnaire was filled in twice, once 
in the implicit group’s final semester of Year 1 and again in the final 
semester of the implicit group’s Year 2. The questionnaire was developed by 
Burgess and Etherington (2002) to gain insight into classroom 
implementation of grammar teaching principles. For this study we only used 
the questionnaire’s first section, which focuses specifically on attitudes 
towards grammar. It consists of 24 statements in English that were rated on 
a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 corresponded to total disagreement and 5 
corresponded to total agreement (see Appendix C).  
 
For the evaluation of the teachers’ response, the questionnaire was divided 
into two constructs. One construct focused on the attitudes towards 
grammar in general (questions 1a, 1b, 1c, 1d), while the other construct 
consisted of specific statements about grammar teaching. We made a 
distinction between statements that can be seen as the foundations of either 
implicit or explicit teaching approaches. Although the authors of the 
questionnaire did not initially make this distinction between explicit and 
implicit statements, the division was apparent and gave us the opportunity to 
determine where on the continuum of implicit and explicit a teacher’s views 
and beliefs were. The internal consistency of these two constructs was 
calculated using Cronbach’s Alpha. The internal consistency was high, with 
a Cronbach’s Alpha of .839 for the explicit construct and .776 for the implicit 
construct.  

 
2.5 Evaluation of Results 
 
Since the aim of this chapter is to describe the implementation of the implicit 
FFI approach according to the participating teachers’ perceptions and 
practices, the collected data was analysed qualitatively. In the remainder of 
this chapter, the teacher interviews are discussed first, followed by the 
classroom observations. Finally the teachers’ views towards grammar 
instruction according to the questionnaire responses are presented. For 
these Likert-scale responses, means and standard deviations are presented. 
Differences between responses on implicitly vs. explicitly oriented 
items were not tested for significance, due to the low number of participants 
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(N = 7) and because a possible division between implicit and explicit 
constructs had not been validated. 
 
2.5.1 Interview: Classroom practices 
 
During the first part of the interview the teachers were asked to give 
estimates on how much total time per week they spent on the different 
language components. They were given the questionnaire in advance to be 
able to consider their answers before the actual interview. After the interview 
in the first year, teachers indicated that in the implicit group a lot of time was 
spent on vocabulary. Therefore, in the second year this option was added to 
the questionnaire. The teachers’ estimates did not always add up to 100% 
because they found it difficult to spread their estimates over the categories 
offered. For instance they indicated that they would focus on specific 
vocabulary and do that through a writing assignment.  
Table 5 presents the means and standard deviation of the teachers’ 
estimated percentage of time spent on the different language skills in class.   
 

 
In the explicit group the teachers spent approximately 37 % of classroom 
time per week on explicit FFI and the accompanying grammar exercises. In 
the implicit group the time was spread over the different language skills. In 
the first year it appeared that especially writing practice increased most but 
teachers later commented that they included vocabulary practice as writing 
practice. In the second year vocabulary was added as a separate category 
and then we see that writing becomes less prominent. Then only reading 
seemed to show slight differences with the explicit group and attention to 
vocabulary appeared to have taken the place of grammar.  
 
 

	

Table 5 Mean and standard deviations of the teachers’ estimated 
percentage of time spent on different classroom activities in the implicit and 
explicit group  
 
 

 
Explicit Classes 
Year1  

 
Implicit Classes 
Year 1  

 
Implicit Classes 
Year 2 

 
Reading 

 
18%  (5.5)  

 
27% (6.8) 

 
23% (7.0) 

Listening 16%  (6.0) 25% (5.5) 15% (6.5) 
Speaking 16%  (6.2) 23% (4.2) 17% (8.1) 
Writing 11%  (4.5) 23% (7.6) 11% (4.5) 
Grammar 37% (13.3) 0% 1% (1.9) 
Vocabulary - - 33% (10.7) 
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2.5.2 Interview: Evaluation of the intervention  
 
In the next part of the interview, teachers were asked about different aspects 
of teaching the implicit group. For this part a qualitative analysis was done in 
two rounds. In the first round of analysis, relevant selections of text from the 
transcriptions were sorted and given a suitable general label. For the second 
round, the text-selections per general label were scanned again and more 
specific theme labels were assigned.  
 
The four resulting theme labels were: 

1. Use of other materials 
2. Absence of explicit grammar instruction 
3. Impressions of implicit teaching 
4. Attitudes towards explicit grammar instruction 

We will discuss the questionnaire responses per theme label. 
 

1. Use of other materials. 
All of the teachers mentioned that the absence of the grammar exercises in 
their lessons left a fair amount of time to fill. Some teachers saw this as an 
advantage as they now had time to try out new (interactive) materials or to 
select tasks in the course book material that they would have normally 
skipped because of a lack of time. Other teachers experienced the extra 
time as a gap in their teaching routine. They found it difficult to come up with 
new materials and activities or they indicated that the lessons felt less 
structured as grammar was a basis around which they built their lessons. 
Without the grammar instruction and practice the teachers indicated that 
they had to switch a lot between the brief skills exercises provided in the 
course book materials. In their experience this made their lessons more 
chaotic and somewhat harder to keep the focus of the students, which in 
effect made teaching more demanding and exhausting for the teachers.  
 

2. Absence of explicit grammar instruction 
For the implicit group in Year 1 and Year 2 the teachers indicated that the 
pupils asked only few questions about the absence of grammar. Especially 
in the first year very few questions were asked. The questions that did arise 
were from external factors, such as parents or a private tutor. The questions 
that students sometimes asked in class mostly took one of these forms: How 
do I say this/ Is this the right way to say this?, What is the difference 
between much and many?, Why is it she walks, but I walk?. The teacher 
then provided the correct form and either provided similar examples 
(chunks), made a comparison with the student’s native language (L1), told 
the student that s/he would learn that next year, or used his/her authority by 
saying: That’s just how it goes in English. The students were easily satisfied 
by the teachers’ answers. 
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Even in the second year most teachers indicated that very few questions 
were asked about the absence of grammar. Only one teacher indicated she 
received around 2-3 questions a month. A possible explanation provided by 
the teacher was the fact that some students had private English tutors who 
were not informed about the implicit teaching approach, and therefore 
practiced grammar with the students outside of school. 
 
If questions were asked, the teachers either told the students about the 
longitudinal study or avoided the questions indicating it was not important for 
the time being. The teachers name loyalty to the study as a factor which 
made them try not to explain grammatical aspects. 
 

3. Impressions of implicit teaching 
The teachers were asked how they reacted to grammatical mistakes when 
teaching the implicit group. Most teachers named (frequent) recasting as a 
way of responding to learner language output. Another common correcting 
strategy was making a comparison with students’ L1. Five of seven teachers 
reported that they often did not respond to mistakes to avoid interrupting the 
communicative context. In the first year they also mentioned that they did not 
want to weaken the student’s already fragile self-confidence in speaking 
English. They did tend to correct the grammatical forms that were the 
(implicit) focus in a certain chapter more than other mistakes. For instance, if 
the focus of a chapter was the past tense then most teachers would correct 
the students in their use of this tense but would ignore other errors. One 
teacher also named individual differences and the complexity of a structure 
as a feedback factor. In this case the students’ aptitude and abilities and the 
complexity of a structure were taken into account in how much the teacher 
would correct. In the second year correcting written work started to become 
more of an issue. Several teachers indicated that they would sometimes 
underline the mistakes without paying any further attention to them, or they 
would provide the student with the correct form. Sometimes the teachers 
would choose not to underline a student’s error, because the error would not 
have been significant enough to disrupt the message.  
 
When asked if there were moments in which the teacher would have rather 
just explained a grammar rule, four of the seven teachers responded that 
they did not encounter such moments in Year 1. The teachers that did 
encounter difficulties pointed out that these were minor. They expressed 
concerns about recurrent mistakes in the students’ grammar, since not 
explaining the rule or not explicitly correcting these mistakes could result in 
some persistent flaws after the intervention period. In Year 2 five of the 
teachers commented that they were very content about not having to explain 
grammar explicitly. Two teachers indicated that they did not experience 
moments in class where they felt restricted. Another teacher, however, did 
have that feeling. This teacher explained that she would like to explain 
grammar when students start to give the use of the English grammar a 
personal twist. When such a moment occurred, she would have preferred to 
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explain what the exact rule was. Two other teachers said it was difficult to 
refrain from explaining grammar rules when the students were doing written 
assignments. 
 

4. Attitudes towards explicit grammar instruction 
All teachers, both after Year 1 and after Year 2, shared the opinion that 
grammar should play a less significant role in the curriculum. In the second 
year the teachers were more positive about the ‘extra’ time that was 
available by omitting explicit FFI and the accompanying grammar exercises. 
The teachers mentioned that compared to the explicit group, the absence of 
grammar did not result in students performing worse. However, they also 
indicated that some grammatical explanations would have been helpful for 
students that were less linguistically skilled and less prone to picking up 
generalizations from the input.  
 
In general, the teachers seemed to miss explicit FFI in the first year only for 
its practical convenience and needed a while to adapt to an approach 
without explicit FFI and grammar practice. Removing explicit FFI meant a 
change concerning classroom management and planning. After two years 
teachers had overcome these issues and were more positive towards an 
implicit approach. Most of the teachers were only able to mention a few 
moments in which it would have been easier to just explain a bit of grammar. 
The majority of the students, on the other hand, were completely oblivious 
as to the absence of grammar instruction. 
 
2.5.3 Classroom observations  
 
Research assistants observed eight implicit classes in Year 1 and ten 
implicit classes in Year 2. In their report they included a short description of 
the classroom proceedings and the number and types of feedback 
instances. They included as many examples as they could in their report so 
the first author could assess the different feedback types and their 
categorization. Table 6 shows the different feedback types observed during 
the classes together with a description (based on: Lyster et al., 2013) and an 
example from our dataset. 
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Figure 2 Distribution of the percentage of types of feedback from the total 
amount of feedback in Year 1 and Year 2 in the implicit classes  
 
  

Table 6  Examples of feedback used during the observations categorized by type 

Feedback 
type 

Description Example from dataset 

 
No-
response 

 
The teacher hears the students’ 
incorrect output, but decides not to 
respond to it for various didactic and/or 
pedagogical reasons. 
 

 
S: “Tomorrow I go to school”  
T: -  

Recast The teacher partly or completely 
reformulates the student’s incorrect 
utterance without repeating the error. 

S: “We went with the family picknicken..” 
T: “You had a picknick, okay..” 

Elicitation The teacher elicits a self-correction from 
the student, often in the form of a 
question. 

S: “Sandra and Tony are..” 
T: “Maar dat waren ze gisteren, wat zeggen we 
dan?” [But they were yesterday, how do we say 
that?] 
S: “Oh, were?” 

Repetition The teacher repeats the students’ L2 
output, often with adjusted intonation to 
highlight the error. 

S: “Where was you..”  
T: “Where was you?  

Explicit 
correction 

The teacher explicitly tells the student 
his/her output is incorrect and provides 
the student with the correct output. 

S: “I wake up on 9 o’clock..” 
T: “No, kloktijden at en niet on. Anders sta jij op 
de klok.” [No, clock times at, not on. Otherwise 
you would be standing on the clock] 

Metalinguist
ic clues 
(Meta-L 
clues) 

The teacher provides a brief 
metalinguistic statement aimed at 
eliciting a self-correction from the 
student. 

S: “I am went on vacation.” 
T: “I am went, zeg je dat in het Nederlands ook? 
Dat je twee keer een werkwoord voor de verleden tijd 
gebruikt? Ik ben ging? Ja dan wordt het dus ik ging ja.” 
[I am went, would you say that in Dutch? Using a verb 
twice when making the past tense? I am went? Yes, so 
it becomes I went, yes.]  

	

Year	1	 Year	2	
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During the observations a total of 149 feedback instances were reported.  
Figure 2 shows the distribution of the types of feedback per year.Recasts 
were the most common type of feedback provided by the teachers in the 
implicit classes, both in Year 1 as in Year 2. In the first year it was followed 
by no-responses and in Year 2 by elicitations. An explicit correction (without 
metalinguistic clues) was the third most common type of feedback. 
Metalinguistic clues, the only clear category of explicit FFI were provided in 
only 10 resp. 7% of observed feedback. 
 
Viewing the average number of feedback instances per teacher (see Figure 
3) reveals that Teacher 2 was very active in providing feedback, especially 
explicit corrections and recasts. The other teachers were more moderate in 
their responses. The observation report reveals that the classroom focus of 
this teacher was predominantly on speaking exercises, in which the teacher 
frequently corrected the students’ speech. Hence, the relatively high number 
of feedback instances in the lessons of Teacher 2 could be a specific 
teacher trait or it could be due to the focus of the lesson observed.   
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Average number of feedback occurrences per teacher per lesson 
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2.5.4 Questionnaire: Attitudes towards grammar  
 
For the questionnaire about attitudes towards grammar we will first discuss 
the response to the general statements in which all of the participating 
teachers rated four statements that started with Grammar is as ….. We will 
then move on to the statements 2-20 that are divided in implicit and explicit 
statements. Finally, we will evaluate the responses per teacher and discuss 
differences and similarities between the participating teachers.   
 
Table 7 shows the means and standard deviations of the first four general 
statements.  

 
The statement that received the highest score both in Year 1 and Year 2 is 
1c Grammar is something which is added on to language proficiency, 
refinement of more basic language knowledge. The variation between the 
teachers was relatively low (0.5), indicating that overall the teachers agreed 
on this statement.  
 
The statement with the lowest score was 1a Grammar is a framework for the 
rest of the language, a basic system to build everything else on. In the first 
year the variation between the teachers was relatively high (1.25), in the 
second year the average score declined and so did the variation (.96). In the 
second year there was a stronger disagreement with this statement.  

Table 7 Means and standard deviations of the teachers’ (N=7) responses to the 
general statements on attitudes towards grammar in the first semester of Year 1 
and Year 2 (scale: 1=total disagreement – 5 =total agreement) 

Question: Grammar is as … Year 1 Year 2 

1a: a framework for the rest of the 
language, a basic system to build 
everything else on 
 

 
2.71(1.25) 

 
2.54 (0.77) 

1b: The building blocks of language, which 
are combined to form a whole 
 

3.00 (1.16) 3.04 (0.69) 

1c: Something which is added on to 
language proficiency, refinement of more 
basic language knowledge 
 

4.29 (0.49) 3.71 (0.54) 

1d: An equal pillar in supporting language 
proficiency (other pillars could be 
knowledge about pronunciation, 
appropriacy or culture etc.) 

3.43 (0.54) 3.46 (0.76) 
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Table 8 presents the means and standard deviations of the responses to the 
statements 2-20 in Year 1 and Year 2. They are divided in implicit and 
explicit statements. 

Table 8 Means and standard deviations of the statements in Year 1 and Year 2 divided 
by implicit and explicit statements  (scale: 1=total disagreement – 5 =total agreement) 
 

Explicit statements Year 1 Year 2 

3. Formal instruction helps learners to produce grammatically 
correct language. 3.4 (.98) 3.9 (.69) 

5.  Students can improve their grammatical accuracy through 
frequent practice of structures. 

 
3.6 (.54) 3.9 (.69) 

6.  Students need a conscious knowledge of grammar in order 
to improve their language. 
 

2.9 (1.1) 2.7 (.76) 

9.  Students need to be consciously aware of a structure's 
form and its function before they can use it proficiently. 
 

2.0 (.82) 2.1 (.69) 

10.  The separation of work with a grammar focus from the 
rest of the language syllabus is useful for students. 
 

3.0 (.82) 2.4 (.79) 

11.  Decontextualised practice of structures has a place in 
language learning. 
 

2.4 (.79) 2.3 (1.1) 

12.  Productive practice of structures is a necessary part of the 
learning process. 
 

3.7 (.76) 4.1 (.38) 

17.  Comparison and contrast of individual structures is helpful 
for students learning grammar. 
 

3.1 (.69) 3.0 (.82) 

18.  Form-focused correction helps students to improve their 
grammatical performance. 
 

3.4 (.54) 3.3 (.76) 

19.  Grammar is best taught through a focus on individual 
structures. 
 

2.6 (.54) 2.6 (.54) 

20.  Explicit discussion of grammar rules is helpful for 
students.  2.9 (.69) 2.7 (.76) 

 
Implicit Statements   

2.  Students can learn grammar through exposure to language 
in natural use. 
 

4.0 (.82) 4.0 (1.0) 

4.  Student use of language does not involve conscious 
knowledge of the grammatical system and how it works. 
 

3.3 (1.1) 3.6 (.98) 
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The statements that describe more implicit approaches to language teaching 
often received higher scores from the teachers. Statement 13 about 
grammar best being taught through work that focuses on meaning showed 
little variation, implying that the teachers all more agreed than disagreed with 
this statement. The other statements showed larger variation. Generally, the 
explicit statements received lower scores.  
 
Statements that can be seen as the foundations of explicit teaching 
approaches that received the lowest scores were statements 9, 11 and 19 
(see Table 8). In general there was consensus in the low scores between 
teachers as the variation was relatively low. Teachers especially disagreed 
with statement 9, indicating that the teachers were of the opinion that 
conscious knowledge of a grammatical structure is not necessary for 
language production.  
 
Overall the statements related to implicit teaching approaches of grammar 
received the highest scores. The few statements favouring an explicit 
approach that received higher scores (statement 3, 5 and 12) were related to 
productive practice and improving accuracy.  
  
Table 9 shows the means and standard deviations of the responses to the 
explicit and implicit statements 2-20 per teacher.  
 
Only teacher 3 scored higher on the explicit statements than on the implicit 
statements. This was the teacher with the least years of experience. 
Teachers 2 and 8 have similar scores (around 3) for both the implicit and 
explicit statements. A closer look at their questionnaires reveals that they 
disagree more with statements about working in a decontextualized manner  

7.  Practice of structures must always be within a full, 
communicative context. 
 

3.9 (1.2) 3.7 (1.1) 

8.  Separate treatment of grammar fails to produce language 
knowledge which students can use in natural communication. 
 

3.4 (.98) 3.4 (.79) 

13.  Grammar is best taught through work which focuses on 
message. 
 

3.9 (.38) 3.7 (.49) 

14.  Participating in real-life tasks with language is the best 
way for students to develop their grammatical knowledge.
  
 

3.7 (.95) 3.3 (.49) 

15.  Students learn grammar more successfully if it is 
presented within a complete text. 
 

3.9 (.90) 4.0 (.58) 

16.  Teachers should only correct student errors of form which 
interfere with communication. 3.9 (1.1) 3.9 (1.3) 
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and being consciously aware of a structure’s form. Teacher 8 also disagreed 
with the statement that teachers should only correct errors that interfere with 
communication, but agreed with statements about productive practice being 
necessary and teaching grammar through focusing on meaning and in a full 
communicative setting. Teacher 4 strongly agrees with the statements that 
grammar can be learned through exposure and that formal instruction helps 
learners to be grammatically correct. The other teachers (1, 6 and 7) all 
clearly score higher on the implicit statements.  
  
Overall, the participating teachers seem to have agreed with a majority of 
statements that would promote an implicit approach to language teaching. 
Half of the teachers who completed this questionnaire agreed more with the 
statements that can be seen as the foundations of an implicit teaching 
approach. The remaining teachers had specific statements in both the 
implicit and explicit direction that they strongly disagreed or agreed with. 
Only one teacher scored higher on the statements that can be seen as the 
foundations for an explicit teaching approach.  

 
 
2.6 Discussion and Conclusion 
 
This chapter set out to evaluate several aspects of the implementation of an 
implicit FFI approach in the first two years of secondary education. In the 
interview we gained insight in classroom activities and issues concerning 
teaching without explicit FFI and the accompanying metalinguistic 
information and grammar exercises. In the observations we focused on 
feedback instances in teacher-learner interaction. These questions and 
observations were relevant to evaluate treatment fidelity and to determine if 

 
Table 9 Mean and standard deviation of the teachers’ response to the  
statements divided by the two constructs (implicit and explicit) 
 
 
Teacher 

Explicit 
Statements 
Year1 

Explicit 
Statements  
Year 2 

Implicit  
Statements 
Year 1 

Implicit  
Statements  
Year 2 

 
Teacher 1  

 
2.55 (.82) 

 
2.64 (.81) 

 
4.00 (.53) 

 
4.00 (.53) 

Teacher 2  3.00 (.77) 3.18 (.75) 3.13 (.83) 3.38 (.52) 
Teacher 3  3.55 (.82) 3.64 (.92) 3.25 (.89) 2.88 (.83) 
Teacher 4  3.45 (.82) 3.18 (.75) 3.50 (.93) 3.88 (.64) 
Teacher 5* - - - - 
Teacher 6  2.45 (1.0) 2.40 (1.0) 4.63 (.52) 4.25 (.71) 
Teacher 7  2.91 (.70) 2.73 (.90) 4.13 (.83) 4.25 (.89) 
Teacher 8  3.09 (.70) 3.09 (1.2) 3.50 (1.1) 3.25 (1.0) 

 
												*	not included in sample	
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the classroom proceedings were representative enough to resemble the 
intended implicit FFI and explicit FFI groups. Finally, we evaluated teachers’ 
views towards grammar. 
 
2.6.1 Research question 1: Difference in classroom practices  
 
From the interview with the teachers it became clear that in the explicit group 
explicit FFI and the accompanying exercises took up approximately 37% of 
classroom time per week. In the implicit group this time was relatively evenly 
spread among reading, listening, speaking and writing skills in Year 1 but 
when the teachers were offered the category vocabulary in the Year 2 
questionnaire it appeared that the explicit FFI on grammar had primarily 
been replaced by vocabulary exercises. Generally, the teachers would 
elaborate on the existing reading, listening, speaking and writing exercises 
by asking additional questions about vocabulary or adding elements to the 
assignments that required students to look up more words.  
 
The 37% of grammar focus in the explicit group corresponds with reviews 
that claim that grammar still holds a prominent position in most FL 
classrooms (Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Ur, 2011). This also becomes apparent 
when viewing the number of grammar sections in FL course book materials 
(Maijala & Tammenga-Helmantel, 2017; Ur, 2017). Teachers often centre 
their curriculum on what is offered in course book materials (McGrath, 2006; 
Richards, 2014) and course book materials generally include complete 
grammar curricula and expect teachers to select from them (Hinkel, 2017). 
In essence, simply removing the grammar sections from the course book 
was enough to achieve the implicit intervention. The observation that 
grammar was mainly replaced by vocabulary exercises illustrates the 
practical necessity for knowledge that is transparent and fulfils the need in 
education of transferring (explicit) knowledge (Larsen-Freeman, 2015; 
Richards & Rodgers, 2014).  
 
2.6.2 Research question 2: Evaluation of the intervention 
 
The second part of the interview concerned more specific questions about 
what teachers did in the classroom and how students responded to the 
implementation of the implicit approach. From the teacher responses it 
became clear that implementing a more implicit FL teaching approach 
showed challenges during the first year. Most teachers were positive and 
said it opened up opportunities to alternate from the standard curriculum but 
also mentioned difficulty in filling the void left by leaving out explicit FFI and 
grammar practice. In the second year the teachers seemed to cope better 
and overall the attitude towards explicit FFI was that it should have a less 
significant role in the future. Most teachers did not have any difficulty 
refraining from explicit FFI, although some did recall moments when 
explaining a rule would have made their work easier. In the second year 
checking written work without providing explicit FFI about the mistakes 
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presented some issues for the teachers. Most would underline mistakes and 
write the correct form but were uncertain about this approach. Apparently, 
adopting a more implicit approach to language teaching also requires a 
different kind of language evaluation. As mentioned in the previous section, 
explicit FFI of grammar rules satisfies the educational need to transfer and 
test knowledge (Graus & Coppen, 2017; Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Richards & 
Rodgers, 2014). The most obvious way to test language proficiency, 
specifically writing and speaking, is by focusing on errors that are made 
when conveying a message. Accuracy is one of the most transparent 
constructs of language performance and far more easily operationalized 
than other constructs such as complexity and fluency (Housen et al., 2012). 
Telling 12- to 14-year-old students they have a low grade because of their 
error rate is easier for them to grasp than explaining that their lexical 
diversity is low, textual coherence weak and that it lacks functional 
adequacy. In the daily classroom practices however, the teachers mentioned 
that overall students were satisfied by just receiving the correct word or 
sentence and barely ever asked why it was wrong.  
 
The students seemed to be unaware of the absence of grammar even 
though they did receive quite a lot of grammar for their parallel French and 
German classes. The few that did ask questions were usually prompted by 
external factors such as tutors and parents who were uncertain as to how to 
help their children prepare for a test. For them the lack of explicit rules to 
learn made the process of language development too vague, especially with 
a test coming up. The teachers answered these questions by explaining the 
rationale of the study or by stating that it is not important for now but that it 
would be included in later years.  
 
Overall we can conclude that the students easily adapted to the implicit 
intervention as did the teachers and that it was especially external factors 
that sporadically led to questions about the classroom approach.  
 
2.6.3 Research question 3: Response to language output 
 
The classroom observations gave us an impression of how the different 
teachers responded to the students’ language output in the implicit group. 
Feedback is described as an essentially intuitive reaction (R. Ellis, 2009) and 
it is likely that feedback depends on a lot of features concerning the type of 
assignment and the type of student. For instance a teacher can choose to 
not respond to all errors if an assignment is challenging or if it would 
interfere with communication too much. In this study, we hypothesized that 
the teachers might unintentionally fall back on their instinct of explaining why 
something is wrong, which would have compromised the implementation of 
the indented implicit approach. Therefore the observations focused 
specifically on feedback. 
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The most prominent type of feedback both in Year 1 and Year 2 in the 
implicit group were recasts. This corresponds with observations in other EFL 
an ESL classroom studies (Lyster et al., 2013; Sheen, 2004). In essence 
recasts can be seen as an implicit type of feedback, however it can also be 
made more explicit for instance if the teacher emphasizes specific elements 
of the recast to highlight the student’s error (Lyster et al., 2013). It is also 
regarded as a type of input-providing feedback because it offers the student 
target-like input (R. Ellis, 2009).  
 
Besides recasts the common types of corrective feedback given during the 
observed lessons were explicit correction, elicitations and no-response. In 
Year 1 no-responses were more frequent which would be appropriate at a 
lower level of proficiency where error toleration is often higher. Elicitation 
pushes learners to self-repair and can be seen as an explicit type of 
corrective feedback together with explicit correction. The corrective feedback 
therefore often was explicit in a way that the teacher indicated that part of an 
utterance was wrong. However as long as it did not involve metalinguistic 
information regarding why it was wrong, it fit within our intended 
implementation of the implicit FFI classroom setting. The type of corrective 
feedback we hoped not to encounter was metalinguistic clues, as this type of 
feedback includes metalinguistic information. Indeed, this type of corrective 
feedback was least encountered together with repetitions, but this does 
mean that they were still present in the classroom practices. Considering 
that all of the teachers appeared to be very committed to the study (based 
on the interviews) this seems to confirm that providing corrective feedback is 
an intuitive act (R. Ellis, 2009). This can also be concluded when viewing the 
differences per teacher in amount and type of feedback. Some teachers 
were very active in providing feedback whereas other only rarely provided 
feedback. These patterns are presumably a combination of teaching style 
and type of assignment. Taking a closer look at the types of metalinguistic 
clues as reported in the observation forms, we do see that teachers were 
trying to avoid giving grammar rules but that they wanted to indicate that 
something was incorrect and hint to why it was incorrect. For instance, in 
situations like (1 and 2): 
 

(1)  Student: What is your favourite subjects? 
Teacher: “Subjects” is plural so you have to change 
something in your sentence.  

 
(2) Teacher: in the first sentence you put the time it happened 

all the way at the back, you can do that in all of your 
sentences.  

 
Despite the fact that there was metalinguistic information in the teachers’ 
responses or hints towards grammar rules, it appears that the teachers were 
doing their best to avoid giving the appropriate grammar rule.  
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2.6.4 Research question 4: Attitudes towards grammar  
 
What can be concluded from the questionnaire is that most teachers’ attitude 
was more positive towards statements that favoured an implicit approach to 
grammar (6 out of the 7 teachers). The few explicit statements that received 
high scores from the teachers concerned grammatical accuracy through 
frequent practice and the necessity of the practice of structures for learning. 
In this case it is not so much the explicit FFI concerning grammar rules that 
some teachers find necessary but the accompanying assignments that offer 
repetitive and focused practice at sentence level. This is in line with results 
found by Jean and Simard (2011a) where both teachers and high school 
students agreed that it was important for students to practice grammar 
through specific grammar exercises rather than through speaking and 
writing.  
 
The statements with the lowest scores were explicitly oriented statements 
about students having to be consciously aware of a structure's form and 
function and practicing in a decontextualized manner before being able to 
use it proficiently. This is different from what Graus and Coppen (2017) 
found in their study. They reported that the student teachers were of the 
opinion that instruction that solely focused on meaning, skills and 
communication was inadequate. The student teachers also believed that 
form-focused activities separated from other language skills and conscious 
knowledge of grammar was necessary for both receptive and productive 
language development. In Graus and Coppen’s (2017) study the participants 
were all student teachers with minimal teaching experience. In this case their 
findings are in line with the one participant in our study who had the least 
years of teaching experience. This teacher also scored higher on statements 
concerning explicit teaching of grammar.  
 
Most teachers agreed that grammar is something that is added on to 
language proficiency, as a refinement of more basic language knowledge. 
This is contrary to what the developers of the questionnaire, Burgess and 
Etherington (2002), found in their respondents, who clearly rejected this 
statement. The reason why the teachers in this study appear to be very 
much in favour of a more implicit approach to language teaching as opposed 
to the teachers in Graus and Coppen’s’ and Burgess and Etherington’s 
studies could be because of the differences between the participants. As 
mentioned above this could have been related to the years of experience. 
The more experienced teachers showed a higher preference for a more 
implicit approach whereas the inexperienced participants in Graus and 
Coppen’s study and our inexperienced teacher showed preference for 
explicit activities. In Burgess and Etherington’s study the participants were 
teachers of English for Academic Purposes who taught university students 
from all over the world in summer courses. At a higher level of proficiency 
and in academic settings, accuracy could be regarded more important, with 
grammar at the core of achieving accuracy. It is also likely that with 
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university students the wishes and beliefs of the learners are voiced and 
taken into account more than in a secondary school setting where students 
might be less critical about the classroom content and teachers less inclined 
to take a learner’s views and beliefs into consideration. Additionally, Burgess 
and Etherington mention the possibility of a volunteer bias, as it is likely that 
teachers interested in grammar teaching would have been more inclined to 
fill in the questionnaire as opposed to those who are not.  Finally, our 
teachers all voluntarily participated in implementing a more implicit approach 
in the language classroom. Even though some had doubts about removing 
certain elements of an explicit approach, all of the teachers supported the 
intervention.  Therefore, it is not surprising that the attitudes differ between 
this study and the other studies with different types of participants and 
classroom settings.  
 
Taking all of the data collected for this chapter into account we can conclude 
that the implementation of an implicit approach was largely executed as 
intended. The views and beliefs of the participating teachers were positive 
enough towards an implicit approach to support its implementation. Although 
there were instances of explicit corrective feedback in the implicit group in 
which teachers were hinting towards a grammar rule, they indicated that 
even then they did not provide it. The classroom observations confirm that 
they did their best to avoid metalinguistic information with grammar rules. 
Because of the teachers’ commitment to the study and the relatively 
straightforward guidelines to avoid metalinguistic information, this 
longitudinal implementation seems to have been successful in such a way 
that there were clear differences between the implicit an explicit group. We 
can conclude that if differences in language development occur, the teaching 
approach should be considered to have contributed to these differences.  

 
2.7 Limitations  
 
Initially the main goal that was set for this chapter was to ensure treatment 
fidelity. This was soon adapted to evaluating treatment fidelity, as ensuring 
would require far more elaborate and dense data. Observations should then 
have also been more frequent throughout the two years and preferably 
without the participating teachers being aware. As the intervention itself 
required high levels of teacher commitment, we had to be careful about 
requesting even more. We expected that the removal of grammar from the 
course books and curricula would be sufficient enough to ensure that the two 
different cohorts were far enough apart on the continuum of implicit to 
explicit FFI and that the pedagogical approaches could be considered to 
have contributed to differences in language development.   
 
The data collected about the classroom practices in the explicit group were 
based on the interviews with the teachers and their recollection of what they 
did the year(s) before the implementation of the implicit approach. Therefore 
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the information about the classroom practices in the explicit group was in 
retrospect and compared to what the teachers were doing at that moment in 
the implicit group. Preferably the estimates would have been validated by 
classroom observations.  
 
Finally, there are no guarantees that if we find differences in language 
development that these are the result of our intervention only. There are 
numerous other factors that could influence language development and 
controlling these is near to impossible in a naturalistic setting. Motivation, 
general aptitude, teacher-learner relationship and classroom atmosphere are 
only the most obvious factors that could influence language development 
(see Chapter 6). Nevertheless, we believe that with the implementation of 
the implicit intervention as described in this chapter, together with the large 
number of participants, the teaching approaches can be considered distinct 
when studying differences between groups. 



	
	

	

 
Chapter 3 Receptive Skills 
 
Effects of Reducing and Delaying Explicit 
Form-Focused Instruction on the 
Development of L2 Receptive Skills and the 
Role of Out-of-School Exposure 
	
	
	
 
Abstract 
 
In this chapter we report the results on the development of reading and 
listening skills in an explicit and an implicit form-focused instruction (FFI) 
setting and the effects of out-of-school exposure to the target language 
(English). Both groups completed reading and listening tests at the end of 
the first and second year of secondary education and filled in a 
questionnaire about their contact with English outside of school.  
 
Multilevel modelling showed significant differences in development for the 
reading skills, where the implicit group showed a steeper development. 
Listening comprehension also showed a significantly different development 
between the two groups. After one year of instruction the implicit group 
showed a steeper development whereas in the second year the explicit 
group showed a steeper development. Adding English outside of school to 
the model was statistically significant for both the implicit and explicit group 
and for both the reading and listening skills. English outside of school did not 
explain all of the variance, indicating that besides the amount of English 
outside of the classroom the different teaching approaches are likely to have 
contributed to the differences between groups. 
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3.1 Introduction  
 
Explicit form-focused instruction (FFI) in the foreign language (FL) classroom 
is common practice in many mainstream educational settings (Larsen-
Freeman, 2015; Phipps & Borg, 2009; Ur, 2011) and often includes the 
presentation and practice of isolated linguistic structures apart from any 
communicative need (Loewen, 2011; Long, 1991). This approach has 
proven to show significant short-term gains in language tests that focus on 
the accurate production or recognition of specific grammatical features, 
usually obtained from written and spoken language production or 
grammaticality judgement tasks (see for example in: Housen, Pierrard, & 
Van Daele, 2005; Nazari, 2013; Spada, Jessop, Tomita, Suzuki, & Valeo, 
2014). For tests evaluating reading and listening skills, however, there is 
uncertainty about the contribution of explicit grammar knowledge 
(MacCartty, 2000; Oh, 2016; Zhang, 2012). Taking into account that reading 
and listening are often prominent language components in national and 
international L2 language testing (Cambridge English Language Assessment 
2014; CVE, 2012), the relatively central position of explicit FFI concerning 
grammar rules in the FL classroom and the position of accuracy in language 
proficiency evaluation seems disproportionate.  

 
3.2 Background 
 
Many studies conducted in mainstream FL classrooms have investigated the 
effects of pedagogical approaches on the continuum of implicit and explicit 
FFI  (see: De Graaff & Housen, 2009; Goo, Granena, Yucel, & Novella, 
2015; Kang et al., 2018; Norris & Ortega, 2000). Explicit FFI is described as 
being predetermined and planned, directing attention to a target form in 
isolation often with metalinguistic information, whereas implicit FFI intends to 
attract attention to form but is mainly spontaneous, communication-oriented, 
unobtrusive and without use of metalinguistic language (Housen & Pierrard, 
2005; Long & Robinson, 2004). To our knowledge there are very few studies 
that have specifically addressed the effectiveness of a predominantly explicit 
FFI approach versus a more implicit FFI approach on receptive skills in a 
mainstream FL classroom setting. Many studies have investigated the 
effects of implicit and explicit FFI on productive language skills and 
grammaticality judgement tasks (for instance: Andringa, De Glopper, & 
Hacquebord, 2011; Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2018; Tammenga-
Helmantel, Arends, & Canrinus, 2014). Other studies have investigated how 
well or soon lexical and grammatical items are (incidentally) learned from 
listening and reading in different forms and settings (see for instance in: Dahl 
& Vulchanova, 2014; Denhovska, Serratrice, & Payne, 2016; Trofimovich, 
Lightbown, Halter, & Song, 2009; Van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013). Also, 
studies have investigated the correlation between metalinguistic/grammatical 
knowledge and reading and listening proficiency (Goh & Aryadoust, 2016; 
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Jeon & Yamashita, 2014; Mecartty, 2000; Shiotsu & Weir, 2007; Van 
Gelderen, Schoonen, Stoel, De Glopper, & Hulstijn, 2007; Van Zeeland & 
Schmitt, 2013; Vandergrift & Baker, 2015). But there are still few studies 
addressing the different classroom approaches along the line of explicit and 
implicit FFI and their effects on reading and listening proficiency 
development in a common FL classroom setting.  
 
A more explicit FFI approach has shown to lead to better performance on 
tests that presumably rely more on explicit knowledge (Godfroid, 2016; 
Lichtman, 2013; Morgan-Short, Steinhauer, Sanz, & Ullman, 2012) such as 
untimed grammaticality tests. However, is explicit knowledge of grammar 
also of value to reading and listening comprehension? In studies addressing 
this question it is found that vocabulary knowledge and grammar knowledge 
are often strong predictors in both reading (Jeon & Yamashita, 2014; Shiotsu 
& Weir, 2007) and listening (Mecartty, 2000; Oh, 2016), but studies have 
also shed some doubt on the exact contribution that grammatical knowledge 
has on these receptive skills (Mecartty, 2000; Oh, 2016; Zhang, 2012).   
 
Construct validity in how grammar knowledge is operationalized seems to be 
an issue for studies investigating the contribution of grammar knowledge to 
reading and listening comprehension. Jeon and Yamashita’s (2014) meta-
analysis showed grammar knowledge, vocabulary knowledge and L2 
decoding to be the strongest correlates of L2 reading comprehension. Their 
meta-analysis included 58 studies and ten target variables that had 
appeared to be key component variables for reading comprehension. 
Grammar knowledge turned out to be the strongest predictor, although a 
difference was observed in measurement characteristics. The correlation for 
the more traditional completion task, where participants had to fill in the gap 
of a decontextualized sentence by selecting a grammatically correct option, 
was much higher (r = .91) than the correlation for the grammaticality 
judgement task with visual test items that were presented on paper and self-
paced (r = .57). The author concludes that the first type of measurement 
(gap filling task) required participants to process the sentences, which might 
blur the line between a grammar test and a reading test. The high correlation 
then could have been due to a construct overlap with reading proficiency. 
However, this outcome could have also been the result of a difference in 
drawing on explicit or implicit grammar knowledge, where filling a gap could 
have drawn more on implicit grammar knowledge and the self-paced 
grammaticality test drawing more on explicit grammar knowledge. Perhaps 
an implicit/explicit grammar knowledge distinction should be taken into 
account when determining the contribution of grammar to receptive skills.  
 
Other studies also seem to shed doubt on the role of explicit grammar 
knowledge. For instance Zhang (2012) found a difference in the influence of 
grammar knowledge if grammatical knowledge was operationalized in 
different ways. He made a distinction between explicit and implicit 
grammatical knowledge and its contribution to second language reading 



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
50 Chapter 3 Receptive Skills  

	

comprehension for advanced EFL learners. Explicit knowledge was 
assessed by a grammatical error correction task and implicit grammar 
knowledge was assessed by a written timed grammaticality judgement task. 
Here the explicit grammar knowledge only showed a weak correlation to 
reading comprehension whereas the implicit grammar knowledge task 
showed a stronger correlation.  
 
Another study that incorporated different types of grammar knowledge and 
their contribution to reading and listening comprehension is Oh’s (2016) 
study, which aimed at finding the best predictors to explain reading and 
listening comprehension. Participants were 75 university students. He 
incorporated local and syntactic grammar knowledge. Local grammar 
knowledge consisted of error correction questions for grammatical aspects, 
which can be compared to Zhang’s (2012) explicit grammar. Syntactic 
grammar knowledge consisted of sentence completion questions concerning 
various types of clauses, which could be compared to Zhang’s implicit 
grammar distinction. For syntactic (implicit) grammar knowledge good 
parsing ability was important to complete the task. The results showed that 
the impact that grammar knowledge had on the receptive skills seemed 
equal for both reading and listening, but there was a difference in the type of 
grammar knowledge tested. Here the grammar knowledge that measured 
local grammar (explicit knowledge) did not have an impact on listening or 
reading comprehension, whereas syntactic knowledge (implicit knowledge) 
did. In both Oh’s (2016) and Zhang’s (2012) study the error correction task 
that targeted explicit grammar knowledge, showed no or a weak correlation 
to reading and listening comprehension. 
 
It also seems important to view listening and reading separately. Both 
listening and reading are considered comprehension skills that share 
characteristics such as recognising words, retrieving their semantic 
information and making sense of information into a coherent mental 
representation (Reves & Levine, 1988). In this listening and reading are 
similar, although their presentation mode is different, which adds an extra 
dimension to comprehension. Listening involves the ability to process input 
rapidly, which especially lower-intermediate learners can experience as 
difficult (Graham & Perin, 2007, January). During listening there is little time 
for conscious and controlled processing, there is no control of the speed of 
input, no spaces between words, and listeners have to segment the sound 
stream themselves to turn it into meaningful units (Vandergrift, 2007). 
Grammar knowledge could have a different effect on listening due to these 
characteristics. For instance Oh’s (2016) study found that for listening 
comprehension there appeared to be a significant portion of variance that 
overlapped in what vocabulary and grammar knowledge explained, but this 
was not the case for reading comprehension. Mecartty’s study (2000) also 
found differences. She collected reading and listening data from 154 college 
students learning Spanish to determine the correlation between the 
receptive skills and grammar and lexical knowledge. Both grammar and 
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lexical knowledge together correlated significantly to reading and listening 
but the strength of the relationships varied widely. Lexical knowledge 
explained a larger proportion of variance in reading than in listening, and 
lexical knowledge alone was sufficient to predict listening and reading. 
Therefore the authors conclude that “the language learner who has strong 
lexical knowledge is a good reader and is most likely a good listener. 
However, we cannot infer that the language learner who has strong 
grammatical knowledge is most likely a good reader-listener” (p. 337). In 
other words, vocabulary knowledge quite consistently shows to be a strong 
predictor of reading and listening knowledge, but the contribution of 
grammatical knowledge, again, is debatable.  
 
The question as to how important specific types of grammar knowledge are 
for reading and listening comprehension has pedagogical implications for 
instructional choices, especially in mainstream FL classrooms where explicit 
FFI is commonly prominent (Graus & Coppen, 2016; Ur, 2017; Ur, 2011). 
There are several studies that have investigated reading and listening skills 
in pedagogical settings where the amount of meaningful input is increased 
and explicit grammar instruction is less prominent, such as in bilingual 
education settings.  A general finding that has appeared in several studies 
comparing bilingual education to traditional settings with explicit FFI is that a 
bilingual approach shows significant advantages in reading comprehension 
but little or no differences for listening comprehension (see for an overview: 
Ruiz de Zarobe, 2015). Several studies focussing on receptive skills have 
also been conducted in French immersion programs in Canada. The 
outcomes of these studies are mixed; some find significant advantages as 
compared to traditional settings, others find no differences (see for an 
overview: Lazaruk, 2007). The studies in bilingual settings have fairly 
consistently shown either a positive or no effect on receptive skills when 
reducing the amount of explicit FFI and increasing the amount of input. 
However, it is uncertain if reducing explicit FFI in a mainstream FL 
classroom without increased input would also yield similar (positive) effects. 
To our knowledge there are no studies that have found a negative effect on 
receptive skills if explicit FFI is made less prominent in the FL classroom.  
 
For English as an L2 the amount of exposure to the target language does 
not only depend on the classroom approach; differences can also occur due 
to out-of-school contact. In fact, it is claimed that “there is no strong reason 
to suppose that out-of-school learning is any less effective than classroom 
learning” (Benson, 2011, p. 8), and indeed English out-of-school has proven 
to be an important variable in explaining proficiency variance (Richards, 
2015; Verspoor, De Bot, & Xu, 2011). In the Netherlands, where the present 
study was conducted, English has taken in a prominent position in young 
adults’ everyday activities. For instance, through television programmes that 
are subtitled and not dubbed, through social media, websites, computer 
games and song lyrics (De Wolf, Smit, & Lowie, 2017; Peters, 2018; 
Verspoor et al., 2011). Peter’s (2018) study on the role of English language 
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input outside of the classroom for Dutch speaking students in Belgium 
ranging from 16 to 19 years old, indicated that the exposure was mainly to 
spoken English such as songs, TV programs, movies and computer games 
and far less frequently to books or magazines. As the Belgium society and 
Dutch society are similar when it comes to the role of English in everyday 
life, also in the Netherlands input outside of school is most probably mainly 
aural in modality. For listening, additional abilities play a role in 
comprehending what is heard. Because of this, the out-of-school input that is 
generally in the aural modality could quite likely have a stronger effect on the 
language learner’s listening ability rather than their reading ability. This could 
mean that L2 reading practice is more dependent on classroom teaching 
approach than listening practice, which in turn might affect or override 
effects of different classroom approaches. Implicit or explicit FFI perhaps 
could have less effect on listening proficiency development than on reading 
due to the out-of-school oral English presence.  
 
The present study investigates the longitudinal effects of reducing and 
delaying the amount of explicit FFI in mainstream EFL classroom on reading 
and listening skills. Out-of-school exposure to English was added to assess 
if it differentially influenced reading and listening development and if it had a 
differential impact on either the implicit or explicit condition. The research 
questions that were addressed are:  
 

1. What are the effects of reducing the amount of explicit FFI over two 
years of EFL in secondary education on students’ listening and 
reading skills? 

2. What is the effect of English out-of-school exposure on listening and 
reading proficiency? 

3. Does the effect of English out-of-school differ between participants 
in the explicit and the implicit teaching condition? 

 

3.3 Method  
 
3.3.1 Participants 
 
Participants in this study originally included a total of 463 Dutch secondary 
school students. Thirty students were removed from the dataset because 
they either moved to a different school, were held back a year or required 
extra assistance during tests. This left a total of 433 participants. The explicit 
group started in 2014 (N = 217), and the implicit group started in 2015 (N = 
216). All students starting their first year of school in 2014 and 2015 were 
included in the study. The average age at entry was 12;6 and all levels of 
education (prevocational secondary education, general secondary 
education, and pre-university education) were represented in the sample. In 
both cohorts, the students were divided over 10 different classes in the first 
year receiving four 50-minute English classes a week and in the second year 
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they were divided over nine different classes with three 50-minute English 
classes a week. The school was located in the Netherlands and for all 
students Dutch was their L1 or their dominant language. According to school 
protocol, parents received a curriculum and testing overview at the 
beginning of each school year. Parents were given the option to exclude 
their child from sharing data for analyses through a letter of informed 
consent. 
 
Forming two groups from two different cohorts as opposed to selecting 
students from the same cohort or two different schools gave the opportunity 
to control for possible school, socio-demographic and teacher differences 
and made it possible for students to be unaware of any specific intervention 
as all their peers were exposed to the same teaching procedure and testing.  
 
3.3.2 Teachers 
 
Eight teachers were involved in this study, one of whom was the first author. 
Table 3 (Chapter 2) shows the years of experience and the total number of 
classes taught during the study. The first author instructed each participating 
teacher on the teaching procedures for the implicit group. Because the first 
author was employed at the participating school as an English teacher the 
department meetings were used to discuss the daily proceedings and any 
difficulties that were encountered. All participating teachers, including the 
first author, were interviewed and observed to evaluate treatment fidelity 
(see Chapter 2). 
 
 
3.3.3. Teaching approach 
 
In this study both groups incorporate FFI, which we will define as “any 
pedagogical effort which is used to draw the learners’ attention to language 
form” (Spada 1997, p. 73).  
 
The explicit group received explicit FFI, which consisted of extensive 
grammar instruction including metalinguistic information. According to 
teachers’ self-reported estimates, 37% of the classroom time was spent on 
explicit FFI of grammar rules and grammar exercises. After two school years 
this totalled up to 86 hours of explicit FFI spent on grammar teaching and 
practice. The rest of the classroom time (63%) was spent on reading-, 
listening-, speaking-, writing- and vocabulary exercises.  
 
The implicit group had the same number of classroom hours and the same 
course book materials except for the explicit grammar exercises that 
required explicit FFI. These exercises were removed from the course book 
materials and teachers were instructed to avoid explaining grammar rules or 
using metalinguistic language. Instead they spent classroom time 
predominantly on the reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- and vocabulary 
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exercises that focused on meaning and implicitly on form. For instance, the 
reading and listening exercises could be about what happened yesterday 
and attention would be drawn to the past tense in the comprehension 
questions that accompanied the listening and reading exercises. For both 
the explicit and implicit group these implicit form-focused exercises were the 
same.   
The teachers were encouraged to use any type of pedagogical approach in 
their lessons they felt comfortable with as long as it did not involve explicit 
FFI with grammar rules. Therefore, according to teachers’ self-reports, there 
were incidental types of explicit feedback present in the classes, but these 
did not involve metalinguistic grammar rules (see Chapter 2). 
 
In the last seven weeks of the second school year the students in the implicit 
group received a ‘grammar crash course’ that involved all of the grammatical 
subjects that had initially been removed from the course book materials. One 
of the three classes a week was spent on these grammatical subjects and 
included grammar rules. In total the implicit group spent approximately 6 
hours out of the total 233 hours of classroom time on explicit FFI and 
grammar exercises (2.5% of classroom time) as compared to the explicit 
group who, according the teachers’ self-report, spent approximately 86 
hours out of 233 hours on explicit FFI and grammar exercises (37% of 
classroom time over two years).   
 
3.3.4 Teaching materials  
 
In Year 1 both groups worked with the course book More! (Puchta & Stranks 
2008), which is a four-level course for lower-secondary students. In the 
second year the prevocational level continued with More!’s level 2 book. The 
general secondary and pre-university levels used Activate! A2 (Boyd & 
Barraclough 2010). Both course books are internationally oriented for L2 
learners of English, so there is no L1 (Dutch) used in the course books. The 
books are form-focused and each chapter has listening, reading and 
vocabulary assignments that are used to attract students’ attention to 
specific language features followed by a grammar section in which explicit 
attention is directed to form. During this section the explicit group received 
explicit FFI and this was followed by grammar exercises. For the implicit 
group these pages had been removed. 
 

3.3.5 Teachers’ self-report and classroom observations 

Teachers received a questionnaire to gain insight in their activities in class. 
The answers to the questions were discussed with an independent 
interviewer in Year 1 and Year 2. According to estimates from the teachers’ 
self-reports in the questionnaire the time that was not spent on grammar in 
the implicit group was spent on extra reading (+7%), listening (+6%), writing 
(+14%) and speaking (+5%) exercises. That is, the implicit group did more 
reading and listening exercises. This may not have caused large exposure 
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differences between groups, as the grammar instruction and practice in the 
explicit group was also in English. However, certain other metacognitive 
abilities such as learning to listen, reading strategies and more familiarity 
with reading and listening tasks were likely more evident in the implicit 
group. During the interview several teachers mentioned that a considerable 
amount of extra time was spent on vocabulary but that this was integrated in 
the reading, listening, writing and speaking exercises. In the interviews it 
also became apparent that teachers either spent more time on the exercises 
in the course book or they developed their own exercises to use in class 
(see Chapter 2).  
 

3.4 Instruments and Procedure  
 
In the last semester of each educational year a listening and reading test 
were administered. As indicated above, in the last seven weeks of the final 
semester the implicit group received seven grammar lessons (total of 6 
hours). For practical and organizational reasons, the second listening test 
was administered before these lessons and the second reading test was 
administered after. Therefore, for the listening test we can speak of a clear 
distinction between the implicit and explicit condition, whereas for the 
reading test the distinction is between an explicit FFI condition and a 
predominantly implicit FFI condition with reduced and delayed explicit FFI.  
 
3.4.1 Reading and listening 
 
In the last semester of Year 1 and Year 2 a listening and reading test was 
administered separately. The tests were from Cambridge English Language 
Assessment (2014, September). These tests are commonly used in lower 
secondary education in several European countries and were part of the 
standard curriculum of the participating school.  
 
In Year 1 the reading and listening subcomponents of the Key Test for 
Schools was administered. This is a test at A2 level of the Common 
European Framework of Reference (CEFR). The listening test had 5 parts 
and 25 questions. Each part was played twice. The reading test consisted of 
selected items from the Reading and Writing component of the Cambridge 
Key test. It had 7 texts and 39 questions.   
 
In Year 2 the students received the subcomponents of listening and reading 
of the Preliminary Test for Schools. The assignments are designed for the 
language proficiency level B1 according to the CEFR. The listening test had 
4 parts and 25 questions. The fragments were all played twice. The reading 
test also consisted of 4 parts and had 25 questions.  
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3.4.2 English outside of school 
 
A random subgroup of participants (explicit group N = 119; implicit group N = 
123) completed a questionnaire about the amount of English they 
encountered outside of school. The questionnaire was distributed once at 
the end of the second year. The questions (see Appendix D) were adapted 
from a questionnaire designed by CITO, which is a national testing institute 
in the Netherlands (Geurts & Hemker, 2013). There was a total of seven 
questions distinguishing different types of out-of-school exposure. For each 
type of exposure the students had to indicate how often they did that activity 
out of class. For instance, listening to English songs, they could select the 
following answers; never, sometimes (once a week or less), often (every 
week two or three times), very often (almost every day). 
 
3.4.3. Baseline tests of English proficiency as pretest  
 
At the beginning of the first school year all participating students received 
several language proficiency tests to determine their baseline L2 language 
proficiency level. These tests were part of the standard curriculum testing 
and were designed and automatically scored by the Dutch national testing 
institute CITO (Van Til & Van Boxtel, 2015). The L2 language tests consisted 
of reading and vocabulary assignments. An extra reading and listening test 
was used to validate the results of the CITO scores. These tests were also 
developed by CITO at A2 proficiency level of the CEFR. They were made in 
class and scored by the English teachers. There was a strong positive 
correlation between the CITO scores and the schools’ reading test r =.64, p 
<0.01 and a moderate positive correlation between CITO score and the 
schools’ listening test r =.51, p <0.01. Because the four tests were positively 
correlated, an average of the four scores was calculated and used as a 
baseline score. In the analysis the baseline score is used as a pretest to 
control for proficiency differences between students at the start of secondary 
education.  

3.5 Analysis 
 
This study implemented multilevel modelling (MLM).  MLMs provide a way of 
analysing data that has a hierarchical structure; in this model students are 
nested into different classes in Year 1 and Year 2. MLMs take into account 
that individuals that share the same environment must have more in 
common than those who do not (Hox, Moerbeek, & Van de Schoot, 2017). 
Additionally, an advantage of MLM over a repeated measures approach is 
that the MLM combines random factors, subjects and items, into a single full 
analysis (Quené & Van den Bergh, 2004).  
 
The fixed occasion multilevel model design tested if being in either the 
explicit or implicit group had an effect on reading and listening proficiency 
after one and two years of instruction and if English outside of school 
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contributed in general and between groups. Baseline scores were added to 
serve as an L2 language proficiency pretest. The model design tested the 
following conditions: 
 

- The first model, the null model, was an intercept only model in 
which class was added as a random intercept allowing the intercepts 
for the different classes to vary.  

- In Model 1 Time (pretest, Year 1, Year 2) was added as a repeated 
fixed effect.  

- In Model 2 Group (explicit vs. implicit) was added to determine the 
main effect of being in either the explicit or implicit group.  

- In Model 3 an interaction effect was added between Time*Group to 
determine if the effect of group varied over pretest, Year 1 and Year 
2.  

- In Model 4 the English out-of-school score was added as a fixed 
effect to test for a main effect.  

- In Model 5 an interaction was added between English outside of 
school and Time (pretest, Year 1, Year 2) to determine if English 
outside of the classroom had a different effect on the reading and 
listening scores as a function of time.  

- In Model 6 an interaction between English outside of school and 
Group was added to see if English outside of school had a different 
effect on the explicit or implicit teaching conditions in general. 

- In Model 7 an interaction was added between the English outside of 
school, Time and Group to see if the English outside of school had a 
different effect on the reading and listening scores as an effect of 
Time and Group.  

 
If Model 3, 5 or 7 showed a significant model improvement then contrast 
tests were carried out to determine if there was a significant interaction 
between pretest and Year 1 or between Year 1 and Year 2 or from pretest to 
Year 2.  The models were evaluated with likelihood ratio tests by comparing 
the test model with the previous model. The p-values reported are based on 
this likelihood ratio tests. The models were fit using SPSS 24.0.  
 

3.6 Results 
 
Table 10 shows the means and standard deviations of the reading and 
listening tests. The pretest is presented in a standardized score. The initial 
L2 proficiency difference between groups as measured by the pretest shows 
that the two groups did not significantly differ from each other (t = 1.41; df = 
18.9; p = .174). Because these results are added as a pretest in the model, 
initial differences are controlled for.  
 
Keep in mind that the listening and reading tests in Year 2 are at B1 level of 
the CEFR whereas in Year 1 it was at A2 level. Therefore, although there 
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seems to be a decline in scores (see Table 10), this should not be 
interpreted as a decline in proficiency level.  
 
Table 10. Means and standard deviations of the pretest, the listening and 
reading scores in Year 1 and Year 2 with a score range of 0-100 
 
 

 
3.6.1 Reading 
 
Reading scores showed a significant interaction between Time and Group. 
There was a significant model improvement between Model 2 and 3 (χ2 (2) 
= 18.71; p < = .001). Contrast tests showed a significant difference from 
pretest to Year 2 (t = 5.58; df = 22.7; p < = .001), where the reading scores 
in Year 2 differed significantly between groups (t = -3.0; df = 17.9; p = .008). 
For every standard deviation from the mean the explicit group on average 
scored 10.4 points lower than the implicit group on a scale of 100 (see 
Figure 4).  
 
3.6.2 Listening 
 
Listening also showed a significant interaction between Time and Group with 
a significant model comparison between Model 2 and 3 (χ2 (2) = 11.22; p = 
.003). Contrast tests showed a significant difference especially between 
Year 1 and Year 2 (t = -3.57; df = 24.79; p = .002), but also between pretest 
and Year 2 (t = -2.06; df = 33.9; p = .048). The development of the listening 
scores is significantly different between groups; however, the test scores in 
Year 1 and Year 2 did not differ significantly from each other. In Year 1 the 
implicit group scored 1.6 points higher for each standard deviation from the 
mean and in Year 2 the explicit group scored 3.2 points higher for each 
standard deviation from the mean, both on a scale of 100 (see Figure 5). So 
the implicit group showed a significantly steeper development from pretest to 
Year 1 and the explicit group showed a significantly steeper development 
form Year 1 to Year 2.    
 
 
 

 Explicit (N = 217) Implicit (N = 216) 

 Pretest  
Stdz.   

Year 1 Year 2 Pretest  
Stdz.   

Year 1  Year 2 

Reading .122 (.99) 76.7 (14.6) 69.4 (15.6) -.123 (.99) 77.4 (15.1) 78.4 (15.8) 

Listening .122 (.99) 85.8 (10.8) 81.9 (13.4) -.123 (.99) 87.4 (12.0) 80.1 (14.0)  
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3.6.3 English outside of school 
 
Models 4, 5, 6 and 7 evaluated if English outside of school had an effect on 
the dependent variables and if this effect differed between groups. Table 11 
shows the means and standard deviations of the questionnaire responses. 
The model comparison is shown in Table 12.   
 
There were no significant differences between the explicit and implicit group 
on questionnaire outcomes as determined by an independent samples t-test. 
There were significant differences between the reported reading and 
listening activities in both the explicit (t (106) = -5.5, p < .01) and implicit 
group (t (101) = -5.5, p = .03) as determined by an independent samples t-
test. The students’ out-of-school contact with English involved significantly 
more listening activities than reading activities, with a large effect size (d = 
2.8).  
 
The MLM showed that for both reading and listening skills adding English 
outside of school significantly improved the model comparison. Adding Time 
also significantly improved the model comparison for both reading and 
listening. In both cases it is especially Year 2 in which English outside of 
school significantly shows a model improvement. Models 6 and 7 showed 
that there were no significant differences between the implicit and explicit 
group in the effect of English outside of school had on the reading and 
listening scores 
 
 

Figure 4 Reading: Standardized Estimated  
Means SE. 80% CI. IM = Implicit Group  
EX = Explicit Group 

Figure 5 Listening: Standardized Estimated  
Means SE. 80% CI. IM = Implicit Group  
EX = Explicit Group 
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Table 11. Means and standard deviations of the responses to the English 
outside of school questionnaire (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = very 
often) 

Questionnaire Explicit 
(N = 119) 

Implicit 
(N = 123) 

1. Listening to English songs  3.79 (.53) 3.73 (.53) 

2. Watching English TV programs, 
movies etc. with Dutch subtitles  3.03 (.90) 3.01 (.93) 

3. Watching English TV programs, 
movies etc. without Dutch subtitles  2.27 (.97) 2.38 (.99) 

4. Playing English spoken computer 
games 2.55 (1.2) 2.52 (1.2) 

5. Short films on social media 3.24 (.92) 3.08 (.98) 

6. English websites for information 1.95 (.91) 1.96 (.93) 

7.Reading an English book or 
magazine  1.64 (.70) 1.53 (.69) 

Total score  22.23 (4.9) 22.45 (4.8) 

Table 12 Model comparisons Explicit N = 119; Implicit N = 123 

 Models Npars χ2 Df p 

Reading        

 Main effect English out-of-school 4 vs. 3 15 396.8 1 <.001 

 English out-of-school*Time 5 vs. 4 17 19.85 2 <.001 

 English out-of-school*Group 6 vs. 5 18 0.95 1 .33 

 English out-of-school*Time*Group  7 vs. 6 20 0.93 2 .63 

Listening      

 Main effect English out-of-school 4 vs. 3 15 372.2 1 <.001 

 English out-of-school*Time 5 vs. 4 17 34.21 2 <.001 

 English out-of-school*Group 6 vs. 5 18 .01 1 .92 

 English out-of-school*Time*Group  7 vs. 6 20 1.65 2 .44 
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An additional sequence of modelling was conducted to determine if being in 
the explicit or implicit group still showed a model improvement if English 
outside of school was added before Group. Even then, Group showed a 
significant model improvement (listening: χ2 (1) = 5.30; p = .02, reading: χ2 
(1) = 11.0; p < .001), which indicates that even after controlling for English 
outside of school, teaching approach still significantly affected the 
development of reading and listening.   

 
3.7 Discussion and Conclusion 
 
To answer our research questions, we first set out to determine if there were 
differences in reading and listening proficiency development between the 
implicit and explicit group. The results showed that there was a significantly 
different development for both reading and listening between groups.  For 
reading, the implicit group showed a significantly steeper development over 
two years. In Year 2 the mean reading scores between groups differed 
significantly from each other, where the implicit group outperformed the 
explicit group.  
 
Listening showed a different trend. From pretest to Year 1 the implicit group 
showed a steeper development, whereas from Year 1 to Year 2 the explicit 
group showed a steeper development. Although the development showed 
significant differences over time between groups, the mean listening scores 
at Year 1 and Year 2 did not differ significantly from each other. This result is 
in line with findings from other implicit approaches in bilingual settings that 
have shown a significant advantage in reading but hardly any differences in 
listening proficiency (for instance in: Lasagabaster, 2008; Mecartty, 2000; 
Pérez-Vidal & Roquet, 2015; see for an overview: Ruiz de Zarobe, 2015). 
 
3.7.1 Reading  
 
The advantage of the implicit teaching approach in reading could be 
explained by the fact that explicit FFI took up so much classroom time 
(approximately 37% according to teachers’ self-report) that it may have 
limited the opportunity for extensive reading practice and the development of 
reading comprehension skills. Moreover, the teachers indicated that in the 
implicit group a considerable amount of time was spent on vocabulary 
integrated in the reading, listening, writing and speaking exercises. With 
reading comprehension so strongly related to L2 vocabulary knowledge 
(Goh & Aryadoust, 2016; Jeon & Yamashita, 2014; Shiotsu & Weir, 2007), it 
is quite plausible that the implicit group’s advantage is related to their 
stronger focus on vocabulary together with the extra comprehensive reading 
practice. Explicit FFI targeting explicit grammar knowledge then did not show 
to be an advantage for reading skills but rather a disadvantage.  
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3.7.2 Listening  
 
The listening results showed significant differences in development between 
groups, but no significant differences in scores on the individual tests. The 
implicit group started out with a lower pretest score and then showed a 
steeper increase as compared to the explicit group in Year 1. Whereas the 
difference in score itself was not significant the change from pretest was. 
Then in Year 2 again the differences in mean scores were not significant but 
the difference in development from Year 1 to Year 2 was significant. Here 
the implicit group’s initial ‘spurt’ in listening proficiency did not persist once 
the level of testing increased. In other words, at the initial stages of A2 level 
of CEFR the implicit group seemed to show a steeper development 
compared to the explicit group, but once the level of testing moved up to B1 
level of CEFR in Year 2 the implicit group did not show an advantage.  
 
Concerning the pattern we could wonder as to why the implicit group did 
show a steeper development in the first year as compared to the explicit 
group, but not in the second year. The implicit group spent an additional 6% 
more time on listening exercises (according to teachers’ self-report) and the 
increased lexical knowledge as mentioned above for reading would have 
also been an advantage in listening comprehension. The pattern reported 
may be related to the English exposure out-of-school. The results of the 
questionnaire showed that exposure was mainly in the aural modality. 
Listening to English songs, watching TV or short videos online scored high in 
both the implicit and explicit group, significantly higher than questions about 
reading outside of school. Perhaps this increased exposure to English in the 
aural mode counterbalanced the effects of different classroom approaches. 
In the first year the vocabulary advantage for the implicit group could have 
played a role in the initial steeper development, whereas in Year 2 the 
exposure to English outside of class in the aural modality could have 
suppressed the influence of classroom approach on the development of 
listening skills. It is possible that in Year 2 listening proficiency relied more 
on additional cognitive abilities, such as concentration (Vandergrift, 2007; 
Wolfgramm, Suter, & Göksel, 2016), and that once a vocabulary threshold 
was reached other variables started to influence the listening abilities 
(Vandergrift & Baker, 2015). 
 
3.7.3 English outside of school 
 
Adding the scores for English outside of school to the model led to 
significant model improvement for both reading and listening skills. There 
was no difference in the amount of effect English outside of school had on 
either the implicit or explicit group; in both groups it was equally important. 
This is also encountered in other studies where the amount of exposure 
outside of school is important in L2 language development in several 



	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3 Receptive Skills 63  

	

different pedagogical approaches (Verspoor et al., 2011). The amount of 
English outside of school was important for the proficiency scores, however 
adding the different pedagogical approaches to the model after English 
outside of school still did improve the model comparison. This would mean 
that despite controlling for English outside of school, being in either the 
implicit or explicit condition still significantly affected the reading and 
listening development. This study could confirm the claim that out-of-school 
learning is equally important as classroom learning, as both improved the 
model comparisons if the other was added first.  
 
Overall, this study has shown that focusing on grammar rules through 
explicit FFI does not have an additional positive effect on the development of 
reading skills. For listening skills, moreover, removing explicit FFI concerning 
grammar rules does not appear to have a negative effect.  
 

3.8 Limitations  
 
Language development is a complex dynamic system with a lot of variation 
over time (Verspoor et al., 2008). An advantage of this study is its 
longitudinal approach; a disadvantage is the limited number of test 
moments. Preferably data would be denser to show development over time. 
As we have seen from studies adopting a dynamic approach, language 
development shows variation over time and is often not a linear development 
from an initial to proficient language user (De Bot & Larsen-Freeman, 2011; 
Verspoor & Hong, 2013; Verspoor & Smiskova, 2012). Additionally, each 
reading and listening test would preferably be validated by a separate test to 
improve reliability. Due to practical restraints at the participating school, this 
type of data was not obtained.  
 
Another limitation which illustrates the complexities of naturalistic research in 
a dynamic setting such as a school, was the school’s requirement to end the 
second year with a ‘crash course’ grammar for the implicit group to ensure 
that all grammatical items had at least briefly been provided before moving 
on to the third year. The listening tests were not affected by this grammar 
‘crash course’ as the tests all were collected before the last seven weeks. 
The reading tests, however, were planned after the seven-week grammar 
course. It is not possible to determine if and how the reading scores were 
affected by this final explicit grammar course. For more information on the 
contents of the grammar course see Chapter 6. 
 
The intervention was to omit a large amount of explicit FFI involving 
grammar rules over two years of education. Classroom observations and 
teacher interviews gave insight in what happened in the classroom (see 
Chapter 2) but not all classroom procedures could be monitored for over two 
years. Closely monitoring classroom practices would be acceptable for a 
short period of time, but constant observation over two years would require 
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unrealistic teacher commitment and it would open complex ethical 
challenges. This compromise was readily made as we found the importance 
of longitudinal effects very valuable.  
 
A connection was inferred between Year 2 listening scores and the impact of 
English outside of school. Because there was a stronger connection 
between English outside of school and the Year 2 data, we conclude that 
this is possibly a reason why the implicit group did not show the steeper 
development as in reading comprehension. However, the questionnaire 
about English outside of class was only administered in the second year. If 
the questionnaire had also been administered in Year 1 then perhaps there 
would have not been a stronger interaction with Year 2.  
 
Finally, in the Netherlands there are sufficient opportunities to encounter the 
English language outside of school, but this is not the case in all European 
countries (Berns, De Bot, & Hasebrink, 2007; Bonnet, 2004; Richards, 
2015).  Therefore, results could deviate from our results when conducted in 
a country where the target language is encountered less frequently than in 
the case of English in the Netherlands. 
 

3.9 Pedagogical Implications 
 
This study has shown that an implicit FFI approach with reduced explicit 
focus on grammar rules leads to significantly better reading comprehension 
skills. For listening there seems to be an initial advantage but after two years 
the advantage is no longer present.  
 
In this study the amount of English outside of school had a significant effect 
on the L2 listening and reading proficiency in both the implicit and explicit 
group. Therefore, teachers could promote out-of-school contact with the 
target language by encouraging students to engage in activities with the 
target language. In a classroom-based study it is always difficult to make 
direct links between a student’s proficiency level and the pedagogical 
setting. Each learner is unique and responds differently to input and 
instruction. There are several interacting variables that influence language 
proficiency development such as aptitude, motivation, beliefs, mood, 
behaviour and task type. Nevertheless, also when taking other studies into 
account, reading comprehension does clearly seem to benefit from an 
implicit FFI approach. Studies with increased input have shown such 
advantages, but this study found the advantages when the instruction time 
was equal but the focus different. This would indicate that it is not only the 
increased input but also the different focus that influences reading 
comprehension. Focusing less on grammar gave time for more attention to 
reading comprehension skills and vocabulary exercises, which may have 
resulted in significant differences after two years.  



 

	

 
Chapter 4 Writing1 
 
Effects of Explicit and Implicit Form-Focused 
Instruction on L2 Writing 
 
 
Abstract 
 
In this chapter we report the results on the development of writing skills in an 
explicit and an implicit form-focused instruction (FFI) setting. At the end of 
the first and second year of secondary education the participants received a 
writing assignment. The written work was holistically rated and analysed by 
means of several measures of lexical and syntactic complexity, accuracy 
and fluency (CAF).  
 
Multilevel analyses showed significant interactions between the implicit and 
the explicit condition as an effect of time. The explicit group performed better 
on accuracy measures and made fewer verb form and word order errors 
over time. The implicit group outperformed the explicit group on complexity 
and fluency measures. The implicit group used significantly more chunks 
throughout in Year 2 and wrote significantly longer texts in Year 1. For the 
complexity measures the implicit group had higher levels of lexical 
diversification, used longer sentences and showed more signs of 
subordination and coordination. Our findings indicate that both instructional 
approaches were effective for different areas of language performance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
1		This chapter is based on the following article:  
Piggott, L., van der Ploeg, M., Tribushinina, E., van den Bergh, H., de 
Graaff, R. (Submitted). Effects of explicit and implicit form-focused 
instruction on L2 writing: a two-year classroom based study	
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4.1 Introduction 
 
In the foreign language (FL) classroom the need for explicit grammar 
instruction seems to be rigorously rooted in the minds of language teachers, 
course material developers and language learners (Graus & Coppen, 2016; 
Phipps & Borg, 2009). This is quite rightfully so when consulting the bulk of 
studies on instructed second language acquisition in which explicit form-
focused instruction (FFI) in a FL classroom seems to be effective for 
language development, significantly more effective than implicit types of 
instruction, and durable over time (see for overviews: De Graaff & Housen, 
2009; Goo et al., 2015; Schenck, 2017; Spada & Tomita, 2010). However, 
several researchers have cautioned that the effects of explicit instruction in 
many studies might have been overestimated (Andringa & Rebuschat, 2015; 
Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Spada, 2011). Research designs may have 
unintentionally favoured explicit types of instruction in several ways, for 
instance by focusing on specific language features as opposed to a broader 
measure of language proficiency or by drawing conclusions from short-term 
outcomes, which may well be biased towards explicit types of instruction. 
Advice for future directions has been, among others, to conduct more 
realistic longitudinal experiments in actual classrooms (Ur, 2011), with much 
larger fragments of language, more empirical work that goes beyond the 
question of whether explicit grammar teaching and systematic practice are 
useful for L2 grammar learning (DeKeyser, 2005). The lack of longitudinal 
classroom research evaluating language production from a multi-
componential view could explain why the average language classroom has 
remained fairly unaltered with explicit grammar instruction deeply rooted in 
many language classrooms (Larsen-Freeman, 2015). The current study 
followed young adolescent Dutch students in their English language 
classroom over a two-year period in an attempt to observe the effects of 
implicit and explicit classroom instruction. 
 

4.2 Background  
 
Determining what amount of explicit FFI is desirable for optimal language 
learning in a classroom is a current topic on instructed language learning 
agendas (Loewen, 2011). From an educational point of view explicit 
instruction of grammar rules is a very safe and satisfying activity. Both 
students and teachers see it as a necessary aspect of language learning 
(Graus & Coppen, 2016; Loewen, 2009) and it is probably one of the best 
language components to fulfil the educational need of transferring and 
testing knowledge. As often the case, the practical realities of the classroom 
are most influential when deciding on what teaching approach or 
instructional procedure to adopt (Phipps & Borg, 2009; Richards & Rodgers, 
2014). Despite its practical value within the language classroom it is still 
difficult to determine if, or to what extent, explicit metalinguistic knowledge 
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acquired through explicit instruction facilitates implicit knowledge, which is 
claimed to be necessary for language production (Hulstijn, 2015; Rebuschat, 
2013). Within the interface debate so far it is generally acknowledged that 
input alone is not sufficient in settings with minimal classroom exposure (R. 
Ellis, 2016; Ortega, 2013), but is the metalinguistic information provided 
through explicit FFI an absolute necessity or of added value? Or would a 
language classroom be better off without? In other words, how can the 
limited time in a mainstream language classroom best be spent?  
 
When language learners that have received explicit FFI outperform language 
learners receiving implicit FFI, they commonly do so on measures of 
accuracy on immediate post-tests (see for overviews in: De Graaff & 
Housen, 2009; Goo et al., 2015; Kang, Sok, & Han, 2018; Spada & Tomita, 
2010). Accuracy has often been used in assessing the effects of different 
types of teaching procedures or settings, undoubtedly because it is one of 
the most transparent constructs of language performance and more easily 
operationalized than other constructs such as complexity and fluency 
(Housen, Kuiken, & Vedder, 2012). For the past decades language 
performance has commonly been considered “a multi-componential 
phenomenon” that can be “fruitfully captured within the notions of 
complexity, accuracy and fluency” (CAF) (Housen et al., 2012, p. 1). Studies 
have shown that CAF measures show a non-linear development that is 
sometimes negatively correlated and influenced by several other factors 
(Verspoor, Lowie, & Van Dijk, 2008).  Giving too much weight to accuracy 
would overshadow the effects of implicit and explicit FFI on other dimensions 
of language proficiency. 
 
Gains in accuracy due to explicit FFI are also put into a different perspective 
when taking other language characteristics into account, as for instance in 
Andringa, De Glopper, and Hacquebord’s (2011) study. They observed 102 
immigrant students learning Dutch as an L2 in a secondary school setting. 
During a series of eight lessons the participants received either implicit or 
explicit instruction for two grammatical features; the degrees of comparison 
and verb final in subordinate clauses. The participants completed a 
grammaticality judgment task and a written free response task. Especially for 
the grammaticality judgment task the overall finding was, again, that the 
explicit approach was more effective. This was also the case for the free 
written response task, but only if the participants’ L1 was taken into account. 
If the way of expressing degrees of comparison was similar in the L1, then 
explicit instruction was more effective. If the L1 had a different way of 
constructing degrees of comparison then explicit instruction seemed to have 
a hindering effect and the group with implicit instruction performed better.  
 
It is difficult to find classroom studies comparing explicit and implicit FFI that 
have implemented a multi-componential approach longitudinally. A study 
that has is Gené-Gil’s (2015) study. She compared written work from two 
different instructional settings over a three-year timespan. One was a formal 
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instructional setting with a greater emphasis on grammar and language 
forms, including explicit FFI. The other group was a CLIL (Content Language 
Integrated Learning) group with three hours of formal instruction but less 
emphasis on grammar and language forms (more implicit) and an additional 
three hours a week of subject classes taught in the target language. She 
concluded that the participants in the more implicit CLIL setting, over time, 
improved on all measures of CAF whereas participants in the formal 
instruction setting improved mainly on measures in the domains of lexical 
complexity and accuracy. However, there was increased input in the implicit 
CLIL condition and once the authors controlled for hours of exposure the 
results were mixed. The students in the explicit condition showed 
significantly greater gains for measures of lexical complexity but still 
achieved overall lower scores at the end of secondary education (grade 10). 
 
Another longitudinal study focussing on explicit FFI is Macaro and 
Masterman’s study (2006). They investigated the added value of explicit FFI 
in a French university course over a period of five months. A group of 
students received extra grammar classes with explicit FFI and were 
compared to a group of students who did not receive these extra lessons. 
The researchers concluded that there were no differences between these 
two groups on the grammaticality judgment test, free composition task or in 
the translation task. The only advantage for the participants with five months 
of extra grammar instruction was that these students were better at 
explaining why an item was incorrect when asked to do so in the 
grammaticality judgment task.  
 
Also in a student’s native language the teaching of grammar rules through 
explicit FFI has proven to be ineffective. Andrew, Torgerson, Beverton, 
Freeman, Locke, Low, Robinson, and Zhu (2006) conducted an extensive 
review study specifically on the effects of formal grammar teaching on 
written proficiency for 5-16 year old students and concluded that “the 
teaching of syntax (as part of a traditional or transformational approach to 
teaching grammar) appears to have no influence on either the accuracy or 
quality of written language development for 5–16-year-olds” (p. 51).  
 
Spending too much time on metalinguistic information through explicit FFI 
seems to be unnecessary in an EFL setting, but studies showing positive 
effects of an implicit approach in a minimal input environment are scarce. 
For this to be possible, studies should have a longitudinal approach and 
analyse productive data using several measures from the CAF triad 
(DeKeyser, 2017; Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Lowie & Verspoor, 2015; Michel, 
2017). There are a few longitudinal studies meeting these requirements and 
they are starting to show the merits of a less explicit approach in a FL 
classroom, especially when using free response measures. Rousse-Malpat, 
Steinkrauss, Wieling & Verspoor (forthcoming) and Gombert, Keijzer, & 
Verspoor (forthcoming) for instance found that a more implicit approach in 
lower and upper secondary levels of French classes is beneficial for writing 
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skills according to holistic rating and even for accuracy measures. However 
more studies are required in order to allow firm implications for teaching 
practices.  
 
The present study has implemented a longitudinal approach with students 
learning English as a foreign language in secondary education. This chapter 
discusses the results of students’ written work and addresses the following 
research questions:  
 

1. What are the effects of omitting explicit FFI for two school 
years on students’ written production as measured by 
holistic scores? 
 

2. What are the effects of omitting explicit FFI for two school 
years on students’ written production as measured by 
syntactic and lexical complexity, accuracy, and fluency 
measures?  

 

4.3 Method 
 
4.3.1 Participants 
 
Participants in this study originally included a total of 463 Dutch secondary 
school students. The analyses of the written texts only included students 
who had completed both writing assignments under supervision of the 
instructed teachers and who were in two consecutive years. For the present 
analysis this left a total of 416 students divided over two cohorts. The explicit 
group started in 2014 (N = 216), and the implicit group started in 2015 (N = 
200). All students starting their first year of school in 2014 and 2015 were 
included in the study. The average age at entry was 12;6 and all levels of 
education (prevocational secondary education, general secondary 
education, and pre-university education) were represented in the sample. In 
both cohorts, the students were divided over 10 different classes in the first 
year receiving four 50-minute English classes a week and in the second year 
they were divided over nine different classes with three 50-minute English 
classes a week. The school was located in the Netherlands and for all 
students Dutch was their L1 or their dominant language. According to school 
protocol, parents received a curriculum and testing overview at the 
beginning of each school year. Parents were given the option to exclude 
their child from sharing data for analyses through a letter of informed 
consent. 
 
Forming two groups from two different cohorts as opposed to selecting 
students from the same cohort or two different schools gave the opportunity 
to control for possible school, socio-demographic and teacher differences 
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and made it possible for students to be unaware of any specific intervention 
as all their peers were exposed to the same teaching procedure and testing.  
 
4.3.2 Teachers 
 
Eight teachers were involved in this study, one of whom was the first author. 
Table 3 (Chapter 2) shows the years of experience and the total number of 
classes taught during the study. The first author instructed each participating 
teacher on the teaching procedures for the implicit group. Because the first 
author was employed at the participating school as an English teacher, the 
department meetings were used to discuss the daily proceedings and any 
difficulties that were encountered. All participating teachers, including the 
first author, were interviewed and observed to evaluate treatment fidelity 
(see Chapter 2). 
  
4.3.3 Teaching approach  
 
In this study both groups incorporate FFI, which we will define as “any 
pedagogical effort which is used to draw the learners’ attention to language 
form” (Spada 1997, p. 73). 
 
The explicit group received explicit FFI, which consisted of extensive 
grammar instruction including metalinguistic information. According to 
teachers’ self-reported estimates 37% of the classroom time was spent on 
explicit FFI of grammar rules and grammar exercises. After two school years 
this totalled up to 86 hours of explicit FFI spent on grammar rules. The rest 
of the classroom time (63%) was spent on reading-, listening-, speaking-, 
writing- and vocabulary exercises.  
 
The implicit group had the same number of classroom hours and the same 
course book materials except for the explicit grammar exercises that 
required explicit FFI. These exercises were removed from the course book 
materials and teachers were instructed to avoid explaining grammar rules or 
using metalinguistic language. Instead they spent classroom time 
predominantly on reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- and vocabulary 
exercises that focused on meaning and implicitly on form.  
 
4.3.4. Learning activities and materials 
 
In Year 1 both groups worked with the course book More! (Puchta & 
Stranks, 2008), which is a four-level course for lower-secondary students. In 
the second year the prevocational level continued with More!’s level 2 book. 
The general secondary and pre-university levels used Activate! A2 (Boyd & 
Barraclough, 2010). Both course books are internationally oriented for L2 
learners of English, so there is no L1 (Dutch) used in the course books. The 
books are form-focused and each chapter has listening, reading and 
vocabulary assignments that are used to attract students’ attention to 
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specific language features followed by a grammar section in which explicit 
attention is directed to form. During this section the explicit group received 
explicit FFI and this was followed by grammar exercises. For the implicit 
group these pages were removed. 
 
Teachers received a questionnaire to gain insight in their activities in class. 
The answers to the questions were discussed with an independent 
interviewer in Year 1 and Year 2. According to estimates from the teachers’ 
self-reports in the questionnaire the time that was not spent on grammar in 
the implicit group was spent on extra reading (+7%), listening (+6%), writing 
(+14%) and speaking (+5%) exercises. During the interview several teachers 
mentioned that a considerable amount of extra time was spent on 
vocabulary but that this was integrated in the reading, listening, writing and 
speaking exercises. In the interviews it also became apparent that teachers 
either spent more time on the exercises in the course book or they 
developed their own exercises to use in class (see Chapter 2).  
 

4.4 Instruments  
 
4.4.1 Writing tests 
 
A writing assignment was given to the students after each instructional year. 
These assignments were developed for students with an A2 proficiency level 
according to the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001) and were the tests used in 
previous years at the participating school. The writing tasks were part of the 
regular curriculum of the participating school. The English teachers made 
the writing assignments and the content was derived from the course book 
materials. All of the students had encountered a similar assignment before 
the actual writing assignment was given. Therefore the students knew that it 
would be an assignment they had done in class before but were not 
informed exactly which assignment it would be. There was no restriction on 
word count and the students were encouraged to write as much as they 
could in the 50 minutes of classroom time they had. In Year 1 the students 
wrote a letter to a new friend and were asked to give information about their 
living environment and to describe their room. In Year 2 the students were 
asked to pretend they were on vacation and to write a letter to a friend and 
include information about where they were, the room they were staying in 
and what they were doing (see Appendix E).  
 
4.4.2 Baseline tests of English proficiency as pretest  
 
At the beginning of the first school year all participating students received 
several language proficiency tests to determine their baseline language 
proficiency level. These tests were part of the standard curriculum and were 
designed and automatically scored by a Dutch national testing institute 
called CITO (Van Til & Van Boxtel, 2015). The L2 language tests consisted 
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of reading and vocabulary assignments. An extra reading and listening test 
was used to validate the results of the CITO scores. These were distributed 
and scored by the English teachers. There was a strong positive correlation 
between the CITO scores and the schools’ reading test (r =.64, p < .01) and 
a moderate positive correlation between CITO score and the schools’ 
listening test (r =.51, p < .01). Because the four tests had a positive 
correlation an average of the four scores was calculated and used as a 
baseline score. In the analyses the baseline score is used as a pretest to 
control for proficiency differences between students at the start of secondary 
education.   
 

4.5 Procedures 
 
4.5.1 Holistic rating  
 
The eight English teachers involved in this study holistically rated the texts of 
their own students. The rubric they used was a combination and adaption of 
the SOPA rating scale  (Boyson, Rhodes, & Thompson, 2009) and the 
CEFR descriptors for writing (Liemberg & Meijer, 2004, March) (see 
Appendix F). The teachers gave their own students a score between 1 and 5 
for vocabulary, grammar and functional adequacy. 
An extra rater did second ratings of 20% of texts per teacher. Pearson’s 
correlation was run to assess the relationship between the extra rater and 
the teachers (see Table 13).  
   
 
Table 13. Inter-rater reliability Pearson’s r correlations 

                                                Min Max Average 

Vocabulary r = .58* r = .87 r = .71 

Grammar r = .48* r = .86 r = .72 

Functional Adequacy r = .68 r = .93 r = .78 

* = poor to moderate agreement 
                                               
Two teachers had poor to moderate agreement with the external rater. The 
first author and the external rater rated all of the texts again and an average 
of these final two ratings was used for further analysis.  
 
4.5.2 Complexity measurement 
 
Complexity, as one of the components of language proficiency, has proven 
to be a problematic construct to efficiently and reliably operationalize (Bulté 
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& Housen, 2012). There are an abundance of operational measures to 
choose from and selecting only few may lead to questionable content 
validity. For complexity we sought language features that were most likely to 
occur between beginner and intermediate level. According to Norris and 
Ortega (2009), for language proficiency levels at the beginner level the 
Coordination Index ought to have a great predicative value and 
subordination measures would be of greater predicative value at 
intermediate and upper-intermediate levels.  
 
An automated tool for measuring syntactic complexity called the L2SCA or 
Synlex (Ai & Lu, 2013; Lu, 2011; Lu, 2010) was used to retrieve five 
measures of syntactic complexity. This freely accessible tool produces 
indices that correlate strongly with human annotation and ratings (Lu, 2012; 
Yoon & Polio, 2017). To be able to use the L2SCA as reliably as possible 
certain adjustments were made to the participants’ texts. For instance 
punctuation marks were added as most students neglected to use these in 
their written work.  
 
The measures that were selected provide insight in length, subordination, 
coordination and general complexity (see Table 14). Clauses and sentences 
were used as denominators for the syntactic complexity indices, on the one 
hand because they were most reliably automated and on the other hand 
because clause and sentence length have proven to be predicative of more 
proficient writing (Lu, 2011). Clauses are defined as a structure with a 
subject and a finite verb, and include independent clauses, adjective 
clauses, adverbial clauses and nominal clauses. Sentences are defined as a 
group of words delimited with punctuation marks that signal the end of a 
sentence.  
 
For lexical complexity Pallotti’s (2015) advice was followed in which lexical 
complexity can be operationalized essentially in terms of diversity. We 
retrieved the root of the type token ratio (RTTR) using the Lexical 
Complexity Analyzer (Ai & Lu, 2013; Lu, 2012).  
 
4.5.3 Accuracy  
 
Accuracy was operationalized by the percentage of errors in the students’ 
texts. A slightly adapted version of the error analysis grid as developed by 
Verspoor, Schmid, and Xu (2012) was used (see Table 15). Spelling errors 
were not included in this analysis. The final analysis distinguished errors of 
being either a lexical, word order, verb form or verb use error.   
 
An independent rater and the first author completed the error analysis with 
20% of the texts overlapping two raters to check the inter-rater reliability. A 
weighted kappa (κw) with quadratic weights (Fleiss, Levin, & Paik, 2003) 
was run to determine the agreement between two raters. The two ratings 
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showed an excellent agreement: Lexical κw = .87 (p < .001), word order κw 
= .80 (p < .001), verb use κw = .86 (p < .001), verb form κw = .86 (p < .001).  
 
Table 14. Summary of complexity indices  

Measure  Description 

Length of production unit 

Mean length of clause 

Mean length of sentence 

 

# of words / # of clauses 

# of words / # of sentences 

Subordination 

Dependent clause ratio 

 

# of dependent clauses / # of clauses 

Coordination 

Coordinate phrases per clause 

 

# of coordinate phrases / # of clause 

Overall complexity 

Sentence complexity ratio 

 

# of clauses / # of sentences 

Lexical diversification 

RTTR  

 

( !"#$%
√!"#$%&

) 

 
 
Table 15. Error analysis model 
Error type Description Example from Sample  
Lexical L1 word, literal 

translation of L1 word, 
wrong word based on L1 
or half English half L1. 
Wrong preposition or 
incorrect pronoun. 

By the swimming pool there are 
a lot of glijbanen (= water 
slide).  
I think it came because it was 
vacation 
I go swim in the beach 

Word Order  L1 constructions or odd 
word order (based on 
L1). 

I am going Monday in the sea 
snorkelling.  

Verb form Incorrect form or 
agreement 

My father don’t like it when we 
go shopping.   

Verb use Tense aspect error Last week we go to the airport. 
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4.5.4 Fluency 
 
Fluency is mainly a phonological phenomenon but for written language 
production research has used text length in timed conditions (R. Ellis & 
Yuan, 2004; Gené-Gil et al., 2015) and chunks (Hou, Loerts, & Verspoor, 
2016) as measures for written fluency since both seem to contribute to fluent 
speech. Length of text shows the learner’s ability of processing linguistic 
resources in terms of the number of words they can produce under a timed 
condition. The writing tasks were limited to 50 minutes but the students did 
not have a word count restriction. Text length was operationalized as the 
number of tokens. 
 
Chunks, also referred to as formulaic sequences, are important for being 
authentic and native-like. Verspoor and Smiskova (2012) and Verspoor et al. 
(2012) found chucks to be one of the best discriminators between different 
proficiency levels. In this study the chunk categorization as used by 
Verspoor et al. (2012) and Hou, Loerts and Verspoor (2016) was employed 
(see Appendix G). A research assistant coded the texts and a chunk ratio 
(chunks/(√text length)) was then calculated (see: van der Ploeg, 2017). For 
this analysis a random subsample (explicit N = 149, implicit N = 146) of the 
participants was used due to time restrictions.  
 

4.6 Analysis 
 
For this study multilevel modelling (MLM) was used. These models take into 
account that the students that are in the same class must have more in 
common than those who are not (Hox et al., 2017), and therefore the nesting 
in classes in these models controlled for similarities between students within 
classes. Additionally, an advantage of MLM over a repeated measures 
approach is that the MLM combines random factors, subjects and items, into 
a single full analysis (Quené & Van den Bergh, 2004). 
 
The fixed occasion multilevel model design tested if being in the explicit or 
implicit group had an effect on the outcome variables after one and two 
years of instruction. Baseline scores were added to serve as an L2 language 
proficiency pretest. The baseline scores were repeatedly used as a pretest 
score for the MLM for all variables. The implicit group started out with a 
significantly lower mean score on baseline English (M = 65.9; SD = 17.4) 
than the explicit group (M = 70.6; SD = 17.6) (M = 4.71, 95% CI [1.33, 8.09], 
t(414) = 2.740; p < .01). Because these scores are added as a pretest within 
the variable Time the Year 1 results are automatically influenced by these 
pretest scores and the Year 2 scores influenced by the Year 1 scores. The 
model design tested the following conditions:  
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- The first model, the null model, was an intercept only model in 
which class was added as a random intercept allowing the intercepts 
for the different classes to vary.  

- In Model 1 Time (pretest, Year 1,Year 2) was added as a repeated 
fixed effect.  

- In Model 2 Group was added to determine if there is a main effect of 
being in either the implicit or explicit group.  

- In Model 3 an interaction effect was added between Time*Group to 
determine if the effect of group varied over pretest, Year 1 and Year 
2. 

 
If Model 3 showed a significant model improvement, the development of the 
explicit and implicit condition could differ between pretest and Year 1 and/or 
between Year 1 and Year 2. Contrast tests were carried out to distinguish 
between these possibilities. 
 
Note that the baseline scores were added to serve as an L2 language 
proficiency pretest, so the pretest does not represent the same individual 
CAF or holistic measures used in the analyses. To be able to visualize the 
models standardized scores were used.  
 
The models were evaluated with likelihood ratio tests by comparing the test 
model with the previous model. The p-values reported are based on these 
likelihood ratio tests. The models were fit using SPSS 24.0. We refrained 
from estimating effect sizes as the effect size depends on the variance and 
the variance differs between measurement occasions.  
 
4.7 Results 
 
First the holistic rating results are discussed, followed by the analyses of the 
CAF measures.  
 
Holistic rating results 
For the holistic rating three analyses were run for each outcome variable 
(vocabulary, grammar, functional adequacy) separately. Table 16 presents 
the descriptive statistics for the outcome variables.   
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Table 16. Means and standard deviations for the holistic rating, score range 
= 1-5  

 Explicit (N = 216) Implicit (N = 200) 

 Pretest  
Stdz.   

Year 1 Year 2 Pretest  
Stdz. 

Year 1  Year 2 

 Vocabulary .13 (.99) 3.1 (0.84) 3.0 (0.89) -.14 (0.99) 3.0 (0.83) 3.0 (0.78) 

 Grammar .13 (.99) 2.8 (0.86) 2.8 (0.92) -.14 (0.99) 2.7 (0.90)  2.6 (0.90) 

 Functional 
Adequacy 

.13 (.99) 3.5 (0.80) 3.4 (0.79) -.14 (0.99) 3.3 (0.79) 3.4 (0.74)  

 
The MLM showed that there were no significant main effects of Group for 
Vocabulary (χ2 (1) = 1.36; p = .24) or Functional Adequacy (χ2 (1) = 0.92, p 
= .34) or any interaction effects with Time (see Figure 6 and 8). Grammar, 
however, did show a significant main effect of Group (χ2 (1) = 4.40, p < .04), 
in which the explicit group on average received 0.2 points higher on a 5-
point scale (see Figure 7).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 Stdz. means of grammar score 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 6 Stdz. means of vocabulary score 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 8 Stdz. means of functional adequacy 
score SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = 
Explicit  
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4.7.1 Complexity results 
 
For the complexity measures the models were run on each measure 
separately. See Table 17 for the means and standard deviations.  
 
 

 
 
The analyses showed a significant model improvement when the interaction 
between Time*Group was added for all complexity measures. MLC: (χ2 (2) = 
8.69, p = .013), MLS: (χ2 (2) = 6.37; p = .034), Coordination: (χ2 (2) = 7.75, 
p = .021), Subordination: (χ2 (2) = 10.25, p = .006), General complexity: (χ2 
(2) = 7.12, p = .028), RTTR (χ2 (2) = 6.67, p = .036). This indicated that the 
development differed between the explicit and implicit group over time.  
 
Contrast tests showed that the significant interaction was between Year 1 
and Year 2 for, Subordination, (t (416) = 2.81, p = 0.001), General 
complexity (t (416) = 2.07, p = 0.04) and MLS (t (416) = 2.90, p = 0.004), in 
which the implicit group showed a steeper increase over time (see Figure 9, 
10, and 11).  
 
RTTR and MLC showed a significant interaction between pretest and Year 
1.  RTTR: (t (416) = 2.07, p = 0.04), MLC (t (416) = 2.65, p = 0.005) (see 
Figure 12 and 13). This is due to the significant differences in the pretest 
scores and does not indicate significant differences of these specific 
measures themselves in Year 1.  
 

Table 17. Means and standard deviations for the complexity measures  

 Explicit (N = 216) Implicit (N = 200)  

 Pretest   
Stz 

Year 1 Year 2 Pretest  
Stdz 

Year 1 Year 2 

Mean length of 
clause 

.13 (.99) 7.45 (0.77) 7.35 (1.21) -.14 (0.99) 7.49 (0.88) 7.55 (1.06) 

Mean length of 
sentence 

.13 (.99) 10.7 (2.40) 11.11 (3.0) -.14 (0.99) 10.3 (2.40) 11.6 (2.87) 

Subordination .13 (.99) 0.17 (0.09) 0.19 (0.10) -.14 (0.99) 0.15 (0.10) 0.21 (0.11) 

Coordination .13 (.99) 0.15 (0.08) 0.15 (0.10) -.14 (0.99) 0.15 (0.08) 0.16 (0.09) 

General 
complexity 

.13 (.99) 1.44 (0.31) 1.53 (0.36) -.14 (0.99) 1.38 (0.28) 1.56 (0.39) 

RTTR .13 (.99) 5.87 (0.65) 6.57 (0.65) -.14 (0.99) 5.82 (0.75) 6.63 (0.69) 



	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4 Writing 79 

	

For Coordination there was a significant main development from pretest to 
Year 2 (t (417.8) = 2.80, p = .005), where the implicit group showed a 
steeper development, but again the results were strongly influenced by the 
pretest scores. (see Figure 14) 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 9 Stdz. means of subordination  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 10 Stdz. means of general complexity  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 12 Stdz. means of RTTR  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 11 Stdz. means of mean length of sentence  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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4.7.2 Accuracy results 
 
For the accuracy measures the models were run on each measure 
separately. See Table 18 for the means and standard deviations. 
 
Table 18. Means and standard deviations for the accuracy measures 

 

 Explicit N = 216 Implicit N = 200 

 Pretest    
Stdz.  

Year 1 Year 2 Pretest    
Stdz. 

Year 1 Year 2 

%error total .13 (.99) 3.85 (2.60) 5.43 (3.05) -.14 (0.99) 4.61 (3.54) 7.06 (4.33) 

%error 
lexical 

.13 (.99) 2.00 (1.67) 2.52 (1.76) -.14 (0.99) 2.67 (2.30) 3.24 (2.57) 

%error 
word order 

.13 (.99) 0.74 (0.89) 0.71 (0.75) -.14 (0.99) 0.66 (0.85) 0.80 (0.80) 

%error verb 
form 

.13 (.99) 0.57 (0.79) 0.43 (0.64) -.14 (0.99) 0.78 (1.04) 0.97 (0.91)  

%error verb 
use 

.13 (.99) 0.32 (0.54) 1.41 (1.37) -.14 (0.99) 0.28 (0.51) 1.74 (1.59) 

Figure 13 Stdz. means of mean length of clause SE 
80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 14 Stdz. means of coordination  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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The MLM showed a significant model improvement after adding the 
interaction between Time*Group for all accuracy measures: %error total (χ2 
(2) = 14.10, p < .01), %error lexical (χ2 (2) = 15.51, p < .01), %error word 
order (χ2 (2) = 6.28, p = .043) and %error verb form (χ2 (2) = 27.80, p < .01), 
and verb use (χ2 (2) = 7.04, p = .029). Again, showing that the development 
between groups varied significantly over time. 
 
Contrast tests showed that all of the different error types showed a 
significant difference in development from pretest to Year 2; %lexical errors 
(t (39.1) = 3.1; p .004), %word order errors (t (268) = 2.41; p .017),  %verb 
form errors (t (105.9) = 5.70; p < .01),  %verb use errors (t (84.7) = 2.68; p < 
.01). The implicit group showed a steeper growth in % of errors (see Figure 
15, 16, 17 and 18). 
 

 
 
 

Figure 15 Stdz. means of lexical errors 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 16 Stdz. means of word order errors 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 18 Stdz. means of verb use errors 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 17 Stdz. means of verb form errors 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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4.7.3 Fluency results 
 
For the fluency measures the models were run on each measure separately. 
See Table 19 for the means and standard deviations. 
 
Table 19. Means and standard deviations for the fluency measures 

 Explicit N = 216 Implicit N = 200 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 1 Year 2 

Text length 173.7 
(48.04) 

181.2 
(48.83) 

184.0 (57.88) 183.42 
(49.79) 

 N =  149 N =  149 N =  146 N =  146 

Chunk ratio 0.135 (0.02) 0.138 (0.02) 0.138 (0.03) 0.145 (0.03) 

 
The MLM showed a significant model improvement after adding the 
interaction Time*Group for Chunks (χ2 (2) = 8.79, p = .012) and Text length 
(χ2 (2) = 8.56, p = .013).  
Contrast tests showed that between pretest and Year 1 the results were 
significant for text length (t (90.74) = 2.61; p = 0.026), where the implicit 
group showed a steeper development (see Figure 19).  
 
Chunks showed a significant development from pretest to Year 2 (t (416) = 
2.77, p < .006), again the development was steeper for the implicit group 
(see Figure 20).    
 

Figure 19 Stdz. means of text length  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 20 Stdz. means of chunk ratio 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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4.8 Discussion and Conclusion 
 
The main goal of this study was to compare explicit and implicit instruction 
and to discover if leaving out explicit FFI for two school years would affect 
students’ written production according to holistic ratings and specific CAF 
measures.  
 
4.8.1 Holistic rating 
 
If it were for the teachers to judge, then both teaching conditions would be 
equally effective for the development of vocabulary and functional adequacy. 
Teacher ratings showed no significant differences between groups, neither 
in Year 1 nor in Year 2.  For the grammar ratings there was a main effect for 
group. On average, the explicit group received higher ratings in Year 1 and 
in Year 2. This coincides with the results from the error analysis, in which the 
students from the implicit group made more errors in Year 1 and Year 2. 
Teachers’ ratings were apparently sensitive enough to detect a difference in 
the error rates between students from the two groups. This is in line with the 
finding that linguistically trained teachers tend to be more preoccupied with 
accuracy in their ratings (Duijm, Schoonen, & Hulstijn, 2018). The rating 
procedure, or the rating scale, however was not sensitive enough to reveal 
the differences in complexity and fluency even though significant differences 
were found between the two groups on complexity and fluency measures. 
The implicit group showed more signs of complexification, wrote longer texts 
and used more chunks in their written work than the explicit group, however 
this was not reflected in the teacher ratings. This could be due to the rating 
scale, or it could be in line with Crossley and McNamara (2014) who also 
found that while L2 learners’ writing did become more complex according to 
specific complexity measures, it was not always predictive of human 
judgments. The implicit group’s increased use of chunks, especially in Year 
2, could also have played a role. Myles (2012) names two distinct elements 
of a beginner learner’s linguistic system, “a stock of complex, fluent and 
accurate formulaic sequences’ and ‘a simple faulty and hesitant productive 
grammar” (p. 87). Therefore, the increased use of chunks could have led the 
written work to appear more fluent and complex but lack communicative 
adequacy due to the relatively high error rate. Interestingly, the teacher 
scores hardly show an effect of time. The average scores are similar in Year 
1 and Year 2. This is most likely due to teachers’ relative expectations and 
the rating scales’ rather broad descriptors.   
 
4.8.2 Accuracy 
 
In this study especially verb use errors increased in both groups from Year 1 
to Year 2. This is in line with the idea of instability and inaccuracy due to 
development when viewing language processing from a dynamic 
perspective (De Bot, Lowie, & Verspoor, 2007). Sentences can be error-free 
when using early emerging structures, and error-full when more complex 
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structures start to emerge (Pallotti, 2009). Discovering and experimenting 
with new grammatical structures would first show variation and instability 
indicating that the language system is rearranging and developing (Verspoor 
et al., 2008). In Year 1 students possibly had a smaller verb tense repertoire 
and as this repertoire expanded throughout Year 2 more errors occurred in 
choosing the correct verb in context. Furthermore the task was different and 
it presumably elicited a greater variety of verb tenses. In the first writing 
assignment students had to write about where they lived and describe their 
room whereas in the second writing assignment the students had to pretend 
they were on vacation and write about what they were doing and had done. 
For the first assignment using the present simple tense would have been 
appropriate whereas the second assignment required both simple and 
continuous forms as well as present and past tenses. This would have 
elicited more verb use errors.  
 
As for word order and verb form errors, the implicit group produced 
significantly more errors and these error rates increased in Year 2. The 
explicit group produced fewer verb form and word order errors as a function 
of time. This would indicate that the large amount of explicit grammar 
instruction (approximately 86 hours over 2 years) in the explicit group had a 
significant effect on the accuracy measures of verb form and word order, 
which corresponds with the majority of studies comparing implicit and explicit 
instruction using grammatical accuracy measures (see for overviews: De 
Graaff & Housen, 2009; Goo et al., 2015) and contradicts the findings that 
formal grammar instruction is ineffective (Andrews et al., 2006; Macaro & 
Masterman, 2006). However, we cannot distinguish between the 
effectiveness of the teacher instruction or the assignments that accompanied 
the explicit FFI. Perhaps, the productive practice of verb forms and word 
order was key in promoting accuracy instead of the explicit FFI.   
 
4.8.3 Complexity 
 
All of the complexity measures showed significant interactions for 
Time*Group. In the case of lexical diversification and mean length of clause, 
this was mainly due to the pretest scores, but for the other measures the 
implicit group showed a steeper increase between Year 1 and Year 2. This 
could be in line with the Limited Attentional Capacity Model (Skehan, 1998), 
which proposes that if language resources are limited L2, learners prioritize 
where they allocate their attention. Subsequently a tension can occur 
between complexity and accuracy (Skehan, 2009). On average the implicit 
group showed more signs of complexification and also had a higher 
percentage of errors whereas the explicit group showed the opposite. 
Perhaps the students in the explicit group prioritised accuracy because this 
was the main classroom focus; therefore they may have kept producing 
shorter but accurate sentences. Whereas the students in the implicit group 
prioritised elaborate writing as conveying a message was their main focus in 
class, indirectly prioritising elaborate speech and thus higher 
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complexification, but with more errors. Spoelman and Verspoor (2010) also 
found a negative correlation between complexity and accuracy in the initial 
stages of language development in the Finnish language. However, the 
apparent trade-off effect in this chapter was only based on the analysis at 
group level; it was not tested at individual level. As the case in other studies 
(for instance: Vercellotti, 2017), the data in this study could have also had 
trade-off effects at group level but not at individual level. 
 
 
Because complexity is a problematic construct to operationalize and 
interpret (Bulté & Housen, 2012), an issue to address is whether higher rates 
in the complexity measures chosen in this study represent higher proficiency 
levels. In some cases we could argue that they do. For instance, showing 
more signs of subordination could indicate that proficiency is moving from an 
initial stage, in which coordination measures are a better discriminator, to an 
intermediate stage (Norris & Ortega, 2009). Decreased subordination might 
indicate language development at upper-intermediate level, but at this lower-
intermediate level increased subordination would most likely reflect 
development (Norris & Ortega, 2009). Also, increased use of dependent 
clauses has proven to be a measure that linearly increases throughout 
proficiency levels (Verspoor et al., 2012; Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim, 
1998), and higher rates in mean length of sentence has proven to be 
predicative of more proficient writing (Kim & Crossley, 2018). These 
measures, however, explain syntactic complexity through elaboration and do 
not consider the diversity of syntactic structures (De Clercq & Housen, 2017) 
nor do they distinguish between different types of subordination. According 
to Lambert and Kormos (2014) this would not provide insight in proficiency 
because types of subordination differ across stages of development. It could 
be that the implicit group overused specific chunks and verbs that caused 
the written work to show more signs of subordination (e.g., be sure that, saw 
that, whenever I feel, after all) and coordination (e.g., and therefore, and 
also, or maybe) when in fact it are these memorized fixed phrases that 
(unintentionally) causes the written work to appear more complex. We did 
not investigate the frequency and form of a certain type of subordination, so 
we cannot claim that there is systematic and productive use of a type of 
structure, which would more effectively represent language proficiency 
(Baten & Håkansson, 2015).  
 
4.8.4 Fluency 
 
Being in the implicit group had a significant positive effect on the fluency 
measures. This is in line with results from studies comparing Content 
Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) situations with traditional language 
education. In CLIL settings a more implicit content-based language 
approach is adopted. Studies have shown gains for students in CLIL settings 
in areas of writing such as fluency and syntactic complexity (Gené-Gil et al., 
2015; Ruiz de Zarobe, 2015).  
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In our study, chunk production in the implicit group showed a steeper 
development from Year 1 to Year 2. This is also found in bilingual streams 
where an implicit teaching approach is adopted (Verspoor & Smiskova, 
2012). An explanation could be that the implicit group spent more time on 
vocabulary exercises as opposed to the explicit group’s grammar learning. 
These vocabulary exercises were often formulaic sequences (chunks). The 
students were then encouraged to use these sequences in productive writing 
or speaking exercises. This classroom practice most likely promotes chunk 
learning and consequently production (Myles, Hooper, & Mitchell, 1998). The 
explicit group had the same assignments but spent less classroom time on 
the productive exercises connected to these chunks as more time was spent 
on explaining grammar rules. This is line with the notion that language 
development requires opportunities for pushed output to increase noticing 
and reprocessing (Swain & Lapkin, 1995). Unlike the implicit teaching 
approach in the present study, bilingual teaching approaches include 
increased exposure to the target language. The higher rates of chunk 
production in this study could indicate that it is not the increased exposure 
but the implicit approach that is fundamental for chunk acquisition.   
 
Text length showed a significant difference in the first year between the 
implicit and explicit group but then the difference declined in the second 
year. The explicit group showed an increase in text length from Year 1 to 
Year 2, bringing the two groups closer together. This finding could also be 
explained by limited capacity and having to prioritize attention as mentioned 
before. The explicit group in the first year could have prioritized accuracy 
and once their linguistic repertoire had increased there was room for fluency 
in the sense of writing more words in a limited amount of time. The implicit 
group’s text length remained relatively stable from Year 1 to Year 2 but the 
length of clauses and sentences as well as the amount of coordination and 
subordination had increased.  
 
Also chunks could have played a role in text length as chunks have proven 
to be more easily processed and more quickly retrieved as single units from 
memory (Pawley & Syder, 2013). In the first year the implicit group perhaps 
internalized enough chunks to produce longer texts in a constrained timed 
condition and were not restricted by the thought of accurate language 
production.  
 
The main conclusion of this study is that both explicit and implicit FFI is 
effective and that different teaching approaches promote different kinds of 
learning and knowledge. If classroom time is spent more on explicit FFI then 
students’ written production becomes more accurate, if time is spent more 
on implicit FFI with more time for communicative exercises then students 
write longer texts, use more chunks, their writings are lexically more diverse 
and show more signs of complexification. This finding corresponds with 
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Lichtman’s (2013) study in which implicitly taught participants scored higher 
on measures that presumably rely more on implicit knowledge and explicitly 
taught participants scored higher on measures that presumably rely more on 
explicit knowledge.  

 
4.9 Implications 
 
This study holds implications for educational practice in the discussion of the 
amount of explicitness needed in the language classroom. Many FL course 
book materials are centred on the Presentation-Practice-Production (PPP) 
principle (Ur, 2011). The starting point of this instructional approach is 
explicit FFI, in this case on specific linguistic form that then is supposedly 
proceduralised through practice (see for a description: R. Ellis, 2015). A 
more implicit approach that has gained popularity in the field of EFL is Task-
Based Language Teaching (TBLT). Here students are engaged in tasks that 
create contexts for authentic use of language. The main focus is meaning 
and attention to form can occur while students are primarily engaged in the 
task. Classroom implementation, however, has shown that implicit 
approaches such as TBLT are often mixed with traditional approaches and 
that they are extremely challenging to be fully implemented in the language 
classroom (Van den Branden, 2016). Again, teachers’ and learners’ views 
and deeply rooted beliefs about the importance of explicit FFI and accuracy 
are mentioned as one of the reasons for failure of full implementation. This 
study could provide language teachers with the confidence that language 
development will occur even if the presentation of grammar rules is not 
provided. Maybe this can give the assurance needed to fully implement 
more implicit approaches and observe their effects on language 
development over an even longer period of time.  
 

4.10 Limitations 
 
A limitation of in-class longitudinal studies on effects of instructional 
procedures is that life outside and even inside of the classroom cannot be 
completely controlled or monitored. Language development is influenced by 
several factors that are not reported in this article. Scholastic aptitude, 
motivation, socio economic background, teacher views, teacher-student 
relationship, English outside of the classroom and many more factors 
besides instruction would have influenced the L2 development over these 
two years (DeKeyser, 2012; Dörnyei, 2014). All these individual differences 
have not been integrated in the present chapter and statistical averaging has 
concealed the individual patterns.  
 
The pretest scores that were added for each CAF and Holistic measure 
influenced the Year 1 model comparison. This was a way to control for initial 
language proficiency differences. The scores included a reading, listening 
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and vocabulary component and did not reflect the level of each CAF and 
holistic measure. Therefore, when an interaction was found between groups 
from pretest to Year 1 this did not necessarily indicate that there was growth 
for that specific measure.  
 
The intervention was to omit all explicit FFI involving grammar rules and any 
exercises that would require this type of instruction. All other approaches 
and classroom procedures were not monitored. This compromise was made 
to achieve the longitudinal aspect of this study. Closely monitoring 
classroom practices would be acceptable for a short period of time, but 
constant observation over two years would require unrealistic teacher 
commitment and it would open complex ethical challenges. This compromise 
was readily made as we found the importance of longitudinal effects very 
valuable. Explicit instruction has shown positive short-term results, but the 
few longitudinal studies that have occurred showed interesting results for 
implicit types of instruction (e.g.: Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2012). 
Therefore the present study prioritised the longitudinal aspect over 
continuous and controlled classroom observation.  
 
 
 
 
 



	
	
 

	

Chapter 5 Speaking 
 
Effects of Delaying and Reducing Explicit 
Form-focused Instruction on Oral Proficiency 
in the EFL Classroom  
 
Abstract 
  
In this chapter we report the results on the development of speaking skills in 
an explicit and an implicit form-focused instruction (FFI) setting. At the end of 
the first and second year of secondary education the participants received a 
writing assignment. The oral production was collected by means of a picture-
elicited narrative at the end of Year 1 and the end of Year 2. The 
participant’s oral production was holistically rated and analysed with several 
measures of complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF).  
 
The results show that in the first year the implicit group outperformed the 
explicit group on lexical diversity, verbal accuracy and holistic ratings for 
vocabulary, grammar, fluency and functional adequacy. Initially, explicit FFI 
seemed to have a hindering effect on the accuracy measures in the oral data 
as the explicit group made significantly more verb form and verb tense errors 
in the first year. In the second year the initial advantage for the implicit group 
had disappeared as the explicit group showed a steeper development on 
lexical diversity and made fewer syntactic errors. After this development the 
implicit group only outperformed the explicit group in speed fluency. 
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5.1 Introduction 
 
In an instructed FL setting a traditional teacher-oriented approach focusing 
explicitly on form is still a commonly encountered classroom practice 
(Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Richards & Rodgers, 2014; Scheffler, 2015). For 
accuracy measures and grammaticality judgment tasks such an approach 
has often proven to be very effective (see for an overview: De Graaff & 
Housen, 2009; Goo et al., 2015). For measures tapping into oral fluency, on 
the other hand, approaches that focus more on comprehensible input and 
output and less explicitly on form tend to generate more favourable results 
(Gombert et al., forthcoming; Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2012; Rousse-
Malpat & Verspoor, 2018; Saito & Hanzawa, 2017). Several language 
programs that increase language input (and output) have been promoted to 
improve communicative L2 proficiency, such as Teaching English to Young 
Learners (TEYL), language immersion programs, Content and Language 
Integrated Learning (CLIL), study abroad programs and Task Based 
Language Teaching (TBLT) (see for description and comparisons: 
Lightbown, 2014). These approaches have in common that there is 
increased language exposure through input and output and that explicit 
instruction and metalinguistic knowledge, if present, are not on the forefront. 
Classroom observations evaluating the implementation of such approaches, 
however, have concluded that in reality these approaches tend to be added 
alongside or adapted to the traditional language classroom without replacing 
the original language lessons (Van den Branden, 2016; Verspoor, De Bot, & 
Xu, 2015).  
 
An issue addressed in the field of second language development is what 
level of explicitness is necessary or most suitable in a FL classroom (Han & 
Finneran, 2014; Loewen, 2011). There seems to be consensus that for 
optimal second language development in an instructed setting a certain 
amount of focus (on form) is preferred (Spada, 2015). In fact we could argue 
that focus on form is unavoidable in an FL setting where classroom time and 
exposure to the target language is limited. According to Hulstijn (2015) a 
question in the current context of implicit and explicit L2 acquisition is “to 
what extent it is possible for L2 learners to acquire an L2 at a proficiency 
level higher than A2 of the Common European Framework (CEFR) for 
speaking and writing, without learning at least some explicit metalinguistic 
knowledge” (pp. 39). In Hulstijn’s view, achieving higher proficiency levels 
without metalinguistic knowledge would “require extremely long periods of 
input and practice” (p. 39).  
 
Without explaining grammar rules language teachers can direct attention to 
form by means of corrective feedback, recasts, providing linguistic prompts, 
elicitations, repetitions and many more (Loewen, 2011; Long, 2014). Yet of 
all pedagogical tools to assist language awareness the most prominent 
approach in mainstream FL classrooms is one in which a grammatical 
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feature is presented, then practiced and finally attempted to be produced in 
a productive activity such as a speaking assignment (Richards & Rodgers, 
2014; Ur, 2011). Curriculum demands, organizational requirements, teacher 
cognition and other factors have had a role in keeping this type of explicit 
FFI approach so prominent in mainstream EFL classrooms (Graus & 
Coppen, 2016; Phipps & Borg, 2009), but the question remains whether 
explicit FFI targeting metalinguistic knowledge facilitates oral proficiency in a 
FL classroom at this level of proficiency. The present study has investigated 
the effects of reducing and delaying the amount of explicit FFI on the oral 
skills of students in a secondary school in the Netherlands.  

 
5.2 Background 
 
Oral language production is a language skill that is thought to be largely 
dependent on implicit knowledge (Rebuschat, 2015). There does not seem 
to be consensus on how implicit knowledge progresses and what role 
explicit knowledge plays in this development (R. Ellis, 2005), and 
consequently it is also uncertain how facilitative explicit (metalinguistic) 
knowledge is for oral L2 proficiency. In the language classroom FFI can be 
provided implicitly and/or explicitly. Implicit FFI is commonly described as 
communication oriented, unobtrusive, in-context without making use of 
metalinguistic language, whereas explicit FFI is described as being 
predetermined and planned, presenting target forms in isolation and making 
use of metalinguistic terminology by explaining grammar rules (Housen & 
Pierrard, 2005).   
 
Presenting grammar rules through explicit FFI has proven to yield strong 
positive effects with measures that presumably tap into explicit knowledge. 
For instance, if we examine the results in studies using untimed 
grammaticality judgment tasks or accuracy measures focusing on specific 
linguistic or grammatical features, then explicit FFI has often shown to be 
significantly more effective than other more implicit types of instruction (for 
example in: De Graaff, 1997; Lichtman, 2013; Nazari, 2013; Rosa & Leow, 
2004; Sanz & Grey, 2015; Shintani, 2017; Tagarelli, Ruiz, Vega, & 
Rebuschat, 2016). Once L2 production is analysed using other measures 
than accuracy alone, we see different outcomes.  
 
In particular, Kang et al.’s (2018) meta-analysis of research on instructed 
second language acquisition concluded that outcome measure was a 
significant moderator in the effects of implicit and explicit instruction. Where 
previous meta-analyses showed larger effect sizes for explicit instruction 
(such as in: Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010), Kang and 
colleagues found large and durable effect sizes for implicit instruction. Their 
explanation is that in previous meta-analyses the data mainly consisted of 
controlled outcome measures, whereas in their analysis nearly 41% of the 
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data sample incorporated outcome measures eliciting learners’ spontaneous 
use of the L2 or implicit knowledge (p. 13).  
 
It seems that exposure conditions result in the kind of knowledge they were 
designed to promote. For instance in Lichtman’s study (2013) participants in 
an implicit condition performed better on tasks that were designed to tap 
implicit knowledge (in this case a time-pressured auditory story listening-
and-retelling task) and participants in an explicit condition performed better 
on the grammar task that presumably relied more on explicit knowledge. 
Especially for L2 oral proficiency, implicit instruction has shown favourable 
results, for instance, in several implicit instructional approaches where 
comprehensible input and communication are the main focus and are 
combined with increased exposure to the target language, such as in 
immersion classes and content and language integrated learning (CLIL). 
Studies on the French immersion and intensive English as a second 
language programs in Canada show that despite the fact that morphological 
and syntactic errors remain, the teaching approaches contribute greatly to 
fluency and confidence in using English (see for an overview: Spada, 1997).   
 
Also in Hüttner and Rieder-Bünemann’s study (2010), the most prominent 
effect of a CLIL approach as compared to a traditional teaching setting was 
the participants’ communicative effectiveness without resorting to their L1.  
These bilingual settings are always combined with increased exposure to the 
target language, which could be the main reason for favourable results. 
Gené-Gil’s (2015) study showed that participants with increased input in the 
CLIL setting initially outperformed participants in a traditional setting on all 
measures of complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF), but once controlled for 
hours of classroom exposure the differences were no longer significant. In 
mainstream FL classrooms where increased exposure is not possible it is 
uncertain if an implicit approach would still show the advantages observed in 
these bilingual settings.  
 
A longitudinal classroom-based study that did find positive results and where 
classroom hours were equal is Rousse-Malpat and Verspoor’s (2012) study. 
They evaluated oral performance of secondary school children in the 
Netherlands learning French over 21 months. One group followed FL 
classes with explicit FFI and grammar rules and the other group followed an 
Accelerative Integrated Methodology (AIM) approach with implicit FFI. Their 
results showed that the implicit group significantly outperformed the explicit 
group on general proficiency holistic scores. This result seems to indicate 
that even with equal classroom hours an implicit approach can be more 
effective. However, the participants were learning French at initial proficiency 
levels and although there was no difference in contact hours the group with 
explicit FFI spoke less French in class.  
 
To summarize, advantages of an implicit approach are most clearly visible 
with free production tasks and when specific outcome measures besides 
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accuracy are implemented together with holistic proficiency measures. Still, 
it remains unclear if an implicit approach can show the favourable results in 
oral proficiency in a mainstream FL classroom when exposure time is not 
increased. In other words, is it the increased input that generates certain 
favourable results on oral production or is changing the teaching approach 
from an explicit to an implicit approach sufficient? 
 
To address this question this chapter has compared two groups of 
secondary school children working towards B1 level of language proficiency 
with equal classroom time but different amounts of explicit FFI. We seek to 
answer the following research questions: 
 

1. What are the effects of delaying and reducing the amount of explicit 
FFI for two school years on students’ oral production as measured 
by holistic scores? 

2. What are the effects of delaying and reducing the amount of explicit 
FFI for two school years on students’ oral production as measured 
by complexity, accuracy, and fluency measures?  

 

5.3 Method 
 
5.3.1 Participants 
 
The study reported in this chapter included a total of 416 participants, in two 
cohorts. The explicit group started in 2014 (N = 216), and the implicit group 
started in 2015 (N = 200). The number of participants varied for the different 
outcome measures (see Instruments and procedure) due to time restrictions 
for certain (time-consuming) types of analysis and exclusion of data due to 
technical malfunctions. The students were observed during their first and 
second year of secondary education.  
 
The participants in the explicit group entered their first year of secondary 
education in cohort 2014. The participants in the implicit group entered their 
first year of secondary education in cohort 2015. All students starting their 
first year of school in 2014 and 2015 were included in the study. The 
average age at entry was 12;6 and all levels of education (prevocational 
secondary education, general secondary education, and pre-university 
education) were represented in the sample. In both cohorts, the students 
were divided over 10 different classes in the first year receiving four 50-
minute English classes a week and in the second year they were divided 
over nine different classes with three 50-minute English classes a week. The 
school was located in the Netherlands and for all students Dutch was their 
L1 or their dominant language. According to school protocol, parents 
received a curriculum and testing overview at the beginning of each school 
year. Parents were given the option to exclude their child from sharing data 
for analyses through a letter of informed consent. 
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Forming two groups from two different cohorts as opposed to selecting 
students from the same cohort or two different schools gave the opportunity 
to control for possible school, socio-demographic and teacher differences 
and made it possible for students to be unaware of any specific intervention 
as all their peers were exposed to the same teaching procedure and testing.  
 
5.3.2 Teachers  
 
Eight English teachers participated in this study, one of whom was the first 
author. Table 3 (Chapter 2) shows the teachers who taught in either of the 
two groups.  
  
The first author instructed each participating teacher on the teaching 
procedures for the implicit group. Because the first author was employed at 
the participating school as an English teacher the department meetings were 
used to discuss the daily proceedings and any difficulties that were 
encountered. All participating teachers, including the first author, were 
interviewed and observed to evaluate treatment fidelity (see Chapter 2). 
 
5.3.3 Teaching approach 
 
In this study both groups incorporate FFI, which we will define as “any 
pedagogical effort which is used to draw the learners’ attention to language 
form” (Spada 1997, p. 73). 
 
The explicit group received explicit FFI, which consisted of extensive 
grammar instruction including metalinguistic information. According to 
teachers’ self-reported estimates, 37% of the classroom time was spent on 
explicit FFI of grammar rules and grammar exercises. After two school years 
this totalled up to 86 hours of explicit FFI spent on grammar teaching and 
practice. The rest of the classroom time (63%) was spent on reading-, 
listening-, speaking-, writing- and vocabulary exercises.  
 
The implicit group had the same number of classroom hours and the same 
course book materials except for the explicit grammar exercises that 
required explicit FFI. These exercises were removed from the course book 
materials and teachers were instructed to avoid grammar rules or 
metalinguistic language. Instead they spent classroom time predominantly 
on the reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- and vocabulary exercises that 
focused on meaning and implicitly on form by drawing attention to a 
grammatical feature in the reading and listening exercises.  
 
The teachers were allowed to use any type of pedagogical approach in their 
lessons they felt comfortable with as long as it did not involve explicit FFI 
with grammar rules. Therefore, according to teachers’ self-reports, there 
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were certain types of explicit feedback present in the classes, but these did 
not involve metalinguistic information. 
In the last seven weeks of the second school year the students in the implicit 
group received a grammar crash course. In total the implicit group spent 
approximately 6 hours out of the total 233 hours of classroom time on 
explicit FFI and grammar exercises (approximately 2.5% of classroom time). 
(See for more details Chapter 7) 
 
5.3.4 Learning activities and materials 
 
In Year 1 both groups worked with the course book More! Level 1 (Puchta & 
Stranks, 2008), which is a four-level course for lower-secondary students. In 
the second year the prevocational level continued with More!’s level 2 book 
and the general secondary and pre-university levels used Activate! A2 (Boyd 
& Barraclough, 2010). Both course books are internationally oriented for L2 
learners of English, so there is no L1 (Dutch) used in the course books.  
 
Teachers received a questionnaire to gain insight in their activities in class. 
The answers to the questions were discussed with an independent 
interviewer in Year 1 and Year 2. According to estimates from the teachers’ 
self-reports in the questionnaire the time that was not spent on grammar in 
the implicit group was spent on extra reading (+7%), listening (+6%), writing 
(+14%) and speaking (+5%) exercises. During the interview several teachers 
mentioned that a considerable amount of extra time was spent on 
vocabulary but that this was integrated in the reading, listening, writing and 
speaking exercises. In the interviews it also became apparent that teachers 
either spent more time on exercises in the course book or they developed 
their own exercises to use in class (see Chapter 2).  
 

5.4 Instruments and Procedure  
 
5.4.1 Oral tests 
 
Oral data of each participant was collected twice; once after the first school 
year, and once at the end of the second school year. The participants had a 
10-minute oral assessment in pairs. For the oral assessment a picture-
elicited narrative task was used. This type of task has proven to elicit greater 
syntactic complexity than conversational tasks in preschool and school-aged 
children (Nippold et al., 2014), and to evoke rich and comparable data 
(Hüttner & Rieder-Bünemann, 2010). As opposed to conversational data, 
this type of assessment offers a semi-controlled structure that would make 
comparisons between and within participants over time possible.  
 
Because the oral assessment was done in pairs two different narrative tasks 
were chosen; Frog Where Are You (Mayer, 1969) and A Frog, a Dog, and a 
Friend (Mayer, 1971). Both stories were selected illustrations that tell a story 
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of a boy and a frog and a boy and a turtle. Illustrations by Mercer Mayer 
have been used in earlier classroom research and they have appeared to be 
successful for young adolescents (Housen et al., 2011; Llanes & Serrano, 
2014; Muñoz, 2006). Using different stories by Mayer has also been shown 
to have negligible influence in children’s language production (Heilmann, 
Rojas, Iglesias, & Miller, 2016), and therefore the difference in stories was 
not included as an explanatory variable in the analysis.   
The students were asked to explain the events in the picture. All participants 
were informed beforehand on the assessment procedure. The exact pictures 
were not disclosed but examples of the procedure, using a different set of 
pictures, were given and practised in class during at least two 50-minute 
lessons one week in advance. 
 
To lessen anxiety the assessor would start by asking questions that the 
students could prepare in advance and compliment them on their ability to 
answer them. Then the student was given the storyboard with two pictures 
per paper, which together told a story. 
 
5.4.2 Baseline tests of English proficiency as pretest  
 
At the beginning of the first school year all participating students received 
several language proficiency tests to determine their baseline language 
proficiency level. These tests were part of the standard curriculum testing 
and were designed and automatically scored by the Dutch national testing 
Institute CITO (Van Til & Van Boxtel, 2015). The L2 language tests included 
reading and vocabulary assignments. An extra reading and listening test 
was used to validate the results of the CITO scores, which were distributed 
in class by the English teachers. There was a strong positive correlation 
between the CITO scores and the schools’ reading test r =.64, p < 0.01 and 
a moderate positive correlation between CITO score and the schools’ 
listening test r =.51, p < 0.01. Because the four tests were positively 
correlated an average of the four scores was calculated and used as a 
baseline score. In the analysis the Baseline score is used as a pretest to 
control for proficiency differences between students at the start of secondary 
education.  

 
5.5 Data Coding  
 
The picture elicited narrative tasks were audio-recorded and holistically rated 
by the teachers during the session, and after that transcribed into the 
conventions of the Codes for the Human Analysis of Transcripts (CHAT) 
(MacWhinney, 2014) by four research assistants and the first author. For the 
holistic rating and CAF assessment several measures were selected. The 
rationale behind these choices and the way they were operationalized are 
elaborated below.  
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5.5.1 Holistic rating  
 
An assessor holistically rated the students’ performance during the oral task. 
The assessors were all English teachers employed at the school in question. 
They were scheduled so that they did not rate their own students, but they 
were aware of students being in either the explicit or implicit group as the 
assessment of each group was a year apart and the ratings were given 
during the assessment.  
 
The rubric that was used (see Appendix H) was a combination and slight 
adaption of the SOPA rating scale (Boyson et al., 2009) and the CEFR 
descriptors (Liemberg & Meijer, 2004, March). The teachers gave a score 
between 1 and 5 for vocabulary, grammar, fluency and functional adequacy. 
An external rater was attracted to do blind second ratings of 20% of the 
audios per teacher. Pearson’s correlation was run to assess the relationship 
between the extra rater and the teachers (see Table 20). As all correlations 
were above 0.5, we can speak of moderate to strong correlations, therefore 
the original teacher scores were used for analysis.  
 
 
Table 20. Inter-rater reliability Pearson’s r correlations 

 
5.5.2 Complexity 
 
As L2 proficiency increases, language production generally becomes 
lexically and syntactically more complex. To be able to estimate the 
complexity of the students’ speech, several complexity measures were 
chosen that are most likely to show a relatively linear development through 
proficiency levels and age and to be predictive of the present level of 
proficiency, which is lower intermediate to upper intermediate (see Table 
21).  
 
 
 

                                                Min Max Average 

Vocabulary r = .71 r = .89 r = .84 

Grammar r = .55 r = .90 r = .75 

Fluency r = .72 r = .86 r = .79 

Functional adequacy r = .63 r = .96 r = .93 
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Lexical complexity 
First, narrative length was measured by counting the total number of tokens 
used to complete the task. This is not essentially an indicator of complexity, 
as using more words does not necessarily mean that speech is more 
complex, but as the number of tokens will be used in the other measures as 
a denominator it is good to view these raw measures as well. Then the 
proportion of unique words out of the total number of words was calculated 
to determine the diversity of lexical items. This was done by calculating the 
type token ratio and correcting it for narrative length (RTTR) (Carrol, 1967). 
Another way to calculate lexical diversity that attempts to correct for length is 
a measure called D (McKee, Malvern, Richards, 2000). It uses a random 
sample to control for effects of text length. This measure was automatically 
calculated using the KIDEVAL command in CLAN. These results were 
compared with the results of the RTTR. There was a strong correlation as 
indicated by Pearson’s r (r = .88). Therefore only results of the RTTR will be 
reported in this chapter. Excluded from the RTTR are repetitions, revisions, 
filled pauses and L1 words.  
 

Syntactic complexity  
When L2 proficiency develops the density of sentences tends to change. 
Linking or adding information through coordination and subordination causes 
increased density. To measure coordination, the percentage of coordinate 
phrases used in the participants’ speech was calculated. Another (generally 
more complex) way of lengthening simple sentences is by means of 
subordination. The percentage of subordination was calculated by extracting 
the different types of grammatical embedding in CLAN (MacWhinney, 2014).  
 
A study by Nippold et al. (2005) has shown that different types of 
subordination appear in different stages of development. Nominal 
subordination is a type of subordination that appears too much in beginner 
language when speakers overuse verbs that, unintentionally, cause 
subordination (Lambert & Kormos, 2014). For instance I think that he is 
looking for the frog. Therefore different forms of subordination were counted 
separately using CLAN’s syntactic dependency analysis and the FREQ 
command. First all types of embedding were included and run through the 
analysis, then the different types of embedding used by students were 
compared separately to determine if different types of subordination were 
more prominent and if there were significant differences between the two 
groups. 
 
An additional measure of inflectional diversity was added to investigate 
students’ ability to add inflections to verbs. A student who is able to 
successfully use different forms of verbs, for instance; walk, walking, walked 
is likely to be grammatically more advanced. This measure has proven to 
show ceiling effects early in L2 development for English because the English 
language is a morphologically ‘poor’ language where beginner learners can 
perform at ceiling levels (De Clercq & Housen, 2019, p. 2). But because our 
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participants are at beginner level and the explicit group specifically focuses 
on morphological inflection during their explicit FFI it could be an insightful 
measure in this study. The inflectional diversity was calculated as proposed 
by Malvern, Richards, Chipere, & Durán (2004) by comparing a type token 
ratio calculated from inflected forms (walk, walking, walked as three types) 
with type token ratio calculated from stems (walk, walking, walked as one 
type). Subtracting the scores of un-lemmatized transcripts from the scores of 
lemmatized transcripts resulted in an inflectional diversity score.  
 
Table 21 Complexity measures  

5.5.3 Accuracy  
An adapted version of the error analysis grid as developed by Verspoor et al. 
(2012) was used to code errors. The adaptions were made according to 
errors encountered in the participants’ oral production. The present study 
added the category function words and made a distinction between different 
function word errors. The first author and an external rater coded the 
transcripts for errors. Ten random transcripts of the first and second year 
were coded together to set classification agreements and foster inter-rater 
reliability. The external rater coded an error as other when in doubt as to 
what type of error it should be classified, and then the first author assigned a 
code to these errors.  
The percentage of different types of errors was calculated over the total 
number of tokens used to complete the task. This token count included L1 
words as opposed to the RTTR measure (see Table 22).  
 
Table 22 Accuracy measures 

 Description Example from Sample  
Lexical 
 
 
Function 
words  

L1 word 
Incorrect word (based on L1)  
Incorrect word form  
Incorrect preposition  
Incorrect pronoun  
Incorrect conjunction  
Incorrect article 

The dog komt to the boy (= Dutch for 
come) 
Then the dog springs out of the water 
He digs a hole for the died turtle  
The kid is looking to the frog 
The dog came by hisself out of the water 
but if he almost had everything  
off the dog come out of the water 
..and dog is by bees (missing articles) 

Word order  L1 constructions or odd word order. Now is the boy standing on a stone 
Verb form Incorrect form or agreement The dog swimmed to the boy; he don't 

know where he 
Verb use Tense/aspect error  The child is liking his frog 

Complexity measures Description 

1. Length of task # Tokens  

2. % Coordinate phrases per task [# Coordinate conjunctions / Tokens]*100 

3. % Subordination per task [# Subordinate embedding / Tokens]*100 

4. Verbal inflectional diversity Un-lemmatised verb RTTR – Lemmatised verb RTTR 

5. RTTR ( !"#$%
√!"#$%&

)  
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5.5.4 Fluency 
 
For fluency three research assistants coded the audio recordings for filled 
pauses, revisions and repetitions in CLAN. When words and sentences or 
fragments were repeated or revised, this was coded as one repetition or 
revision. This was done in order to have an actual reflection of the number of 
times a student would produce disfluencies as opposed to a reflection of 
how many actual words the student repeated or revised.  
 
With the program Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 2007) a script was run to cut 
and denoise the audios. De Jong and Wempe’s (2009) Praat Script Syllable 
Nuclei was used to detect the total duration in seconds, the phonation time 
in seconds and the number of pauses for each student. The silence 
threshold was set at -25 decibel. The minimum dip between peaks was set 
at 4 decibel. The lower minimum pause duration threshold was set at 300 
milliseconds, following guidelines proposed by De Jong and Bosker (2013). 
Besides these steps in Praat, the total number of words, filled pauses, 
repetitions and revisions in each transcript was calculated using the Flucalc-
function in CLAN.  
 
Five measures were used to assess how fluent the participants’ speech was 
(see Table 23). First the mean number of words per minute of speaking time 
was calculated. This speed measure would indicate how easily language 
processing occurs and how quickly implicit knowledge is retrieved (Michel, 
2017).  
 
The second and third measure compared the number and length of silent 
pauses per minute. A silent pause is associated with a degree of breakdown 
as the speaker is trying to find a way to continue speaking. Also the length of 
pause would indicate how well or how soon a speaker is able to get back on 
track (Skehan, 2009). The number of filled pauses per speaking time was 
calculated because this type of pausing could have a different 
(communicative) function and be less of an indication of breakdown 
(Skehan, 2009).  
 
Finally, repair fluency was calculated by adding the average numbers of 
repetitions and revisions per minute of phonation time. The number of 
repetitions and revisions is a distinct type of (dis)fluency next to silent and 
filled pauses, according to Skehan’s (2009) factor analysis, although it is not 
quite clear if repetitions and revisions contribute to or weaken fluent speech. 
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Table 23 Fluency measures  
 

 

5.6 Analysis 
 
This study implemented multilevel modelling (MLM).  MLMs provide a way of 
analysing data that has a hierarchical structure; in this model students are 
nested into different classes in Year 1 and Year 2. These models take into 
account that the students that are in the same class must have more in 
common than those who are not (Hox et al., 2017), and therefore the nesting 
in classes in these models controlled for similarities between students within 
classes. Additionally, an advantage of MLM over a repeated measures 
approach is that the MLM combines random factors, subjects and items, into 
a single full analysis (Quené & Van den Bergh, 2004). 
 
The fixed occasion multilevel model design tested if being in the explicit or 
implicit group had an effect on the outcome variables after one and two 
years of instruction. Baseline scores were added to serve as an L2 language 
proficiency pretest. The model design tested the following conditions: 
 

- The first model, the null model, was an intercept only model in 
which class was added as a random intercept allowing the intercepts 
for the different classes to vary.  

- In Model 1: Time (pretest, Year 1, Year 2) was added as a repeated 
fixed effect.  

- In Model 2: Group was added to determine the main effect of being 
in either the explicit or implicit group.  

- Finally, in Model 3: an interaction effect was added between 
Time*Group to determine if the effect of group varied over pretest, 
Year 1 and Year 2.  

 
If Model 3 showed a significant model improvement, then contrast tests were 
carried out to determine if there was a significant interaction between pretest 
and Year 1 or between Year 1 and Year 2 or overall from pretest to Year 2.  
 

 Description 

Mean N words per minute [#Words/phonation_sec] x 60 

N silent pauses per minute  

Mean length of silent pause 

[#Silent pauses/duration_sec] x 60 

[Duration_sec–phonation_sec]/npause 

Filled pauses per minute [#Filledpauses/phonation_sec] x 60 

Repairs per minute [ [#Revisions +repetitions]/ phonation_sec] x 60 
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Note that the baseline scores were added to serve as an L2 language 
proficiency pretest, so the pretest does not represent the same individual 
CAF or holistic measure used in the analyses. To be able to visualize the 
models standardized scores were used in the figures that are presented. 
The models were evaluated with likelihood ratio tests by comparing the test 
model with the previous model. The p-values reported are based on this 
likelihood ratio tests. The models were fit using SPSS 24.0.  

 
5.7 Results  
 
5.7.1 Holistic rating 
The models were run for each variable separately. Table 24 presents the 
means and standard deviations for the holistic rating. The pretest scores are 
displayed in standardized values. 

  
The analyses showed a significant interaction between Time and Group for 
vocabulary (χ2 (2) = 44.5; p < .001), grammar (χ2 (2) = 49.1; p < .001), 
fluency  (χ2 (2) = 22.0; p < .001) and functional adequacy  (χ2 (2) = 36.8; p < 
.001). 
 
Vocabulary, fluency, functional adequacy: contrast tests showed an 
effect between pretest and Year 1 (vocabulary: t = 6.85; df = 405.0; p < .001; 
fluency: t = 4.70; df = 405; p < .001: functional adequacy: t = 6.03; df = 
405.0; p < .001), which is caused by the higher pretest scores for the explicit 
group as compared to their Year 1 holistic scores (∆ß = .35; SE = .16; p = 
.041) (see Figure 21, 23 and 24). The implicit group showed a significantly 
steeper development from pretest to Year 1.  
 
Grammar:  for grammar contrast tests also showed an interaction between 
pretest and Year 1 (t = 7.22; df = 405.0; p < = .001) and between Year 1 and 
Year 2 (t = -2.12; df = 26.6; p = .043). In Year 1 the explicit group received 
significantly lower scores than the implicit group (∆ß = -.368; SE = .17; p = 
.043) (see Figure 22). 

Table 24 Means and standard deviations of holistic scores 
 
 Explicit (N = 214) Implicit (N = 191) 

 Pretest  
Stdz.  

Year 1 Year 2 Pretest  
Stdz. 

Year 1  Year 2 

Vocabulary .135 (.99) 2.3 (0.99) 2.9 (0.77) -.151 (0.99) 2.6 (0.92) 3.0 (0.86) 
Grammar .135 (.99) 2.2 (0.87) 2.9 (0.70) -.151 (0.99) 2.6 (0.81)  2.9 (0.81) 
Fluency .135 (.99) 2.5 (0.88) 3.0 (0.63) -.151 (0.99) 2.7 (0.88) 3.1 (0.81) 
Functional 
adequacy 

.135 (.99) 2.6 (0.96) 3.2 (0.64) -.151 (0.99) 2.9 (0.92) 3.5 (0.79)  
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5.7.2 Complexity  
 
Table 25 presents the means and standard deviations for the complexity 
measures, the pretest scores are added as standardized values.     
 
Total tokens: The analysis showed a significant interaction between Time 
and Group (χ2 (2) = 10.7; p = .004), contrast tests showed a significant 
difference in development between pretest and Year 1 (t = 3.30; df = 268.0; 
p < .001), where the implicit group used more words to complete the task 
especially in Year 1 (∆ß = -33.64; SE = 16.32; p = .053), this combined with 
their lower pretest scores caused the significantly steeper development (see 
Figure 25).  

Figure 21 Stdz. means of vocabulary score 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 22 Stdz. means of grammar score  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 23 Stdz. means of fluency score  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 24 Stdz. means of functional adequacy  
score SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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RTTR: The analysis showed a significant interaction between Group and 
Time (χ2 (2) = 33.0; p < .001), contrast tests showed there was a significant 
difference in development between pretest and Year 1 (t = 5.29; df = 268.0; 
p <  .001), in which the implicit group outperformed the explicit group in their 
development from the pretest scores to Year 1 (∆ß = -.45; SE = .09; p < 
.001). There was also a significant difference in development between 
groups from Year 1 to Year 2 (t = -4.75; df = 24.71; p < .001). In this case 
the explicit group showed a steeper increase as compared to the implicit 
group (see Figure 26). 
 
Coordination: The analyses showed a significant interaction between Time 
and Group (χ2 (2) = 82.66; p < .001). There was a significant difference in 
development between groups from pretest to Year 1 (t = -9.84; df = 268.0; p 
< .001) and from Year 1 to Year 2 (t = 5.1; df = 261.9; p <.001). In Year 1 the 
explicit group showed significantly more signs of coordination than the 
implicit group as compared to Year 2 (∆ß = 3.07; SE = .61; p < .001) (see 
Figure 27). 
 
Subordination: The analyses showed a significant interaction between 
Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 5.48; p = .049). The development between groups 
differed significantly from Year 1 to Year 2 (t = 2.31; df = 221.38; p = .022) in 
which the explicit group showed significantly steeper development in 
subordination than the implicit group in Year 2 as compared to Year 1 (∆ß = 
.883; SE = .38; p = .022) (see Figure 28) 
 
Inflectional diversity: The analyses showed a significant interaction 
between Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 6.26; p = .043). Contrast tests showed 
that the development between groups differed significantly overall from 
pretest to Year 2 (t = 2.02; df = 255.99; p = .045). The inflectional diversity 
scores in Year 1 and Year 2 did not differ significantly between groups, but 
the development between groups showed significant differences in which the 
explicit group showed a steeper growth of inflectional diversity from Year 1 
to Year 2 (see Figure 29).  

Table 25 Means and standard deviations for complexity measures 
 
 Explicit (N = 130) Implicit (N = 138) 
 Pretest  

Stdz.  
Year 1 Year 2 Pretest  

Stdz. 
Year 1  Year 2 

Total tokens .161 (.99) 215 (74.4) 251 (89.7) -.152 (0.99) 250 (98.4) 271(114.5) 

RTTR .161 (.99) 4.24 (0.67) 4.91 (1.66) -.152 (0.99) 4.43(0.73) 4.75 (1.62) 

Coordination 
% 

.161 (.99) 9.59 (2.28) 10.4 (5.44) -.152 (0.99) 5.80(3.29) 9.73 (2.01) 

Subordination 
% 

.161 (.99) 4.51 (2.00) 6.08 (4.25) -.152 (0.99) 4.17(1.81) 4.87 (1.59) 

Inflectional 
diversity 

.161 (.99) .418 (0.29) .529 (0.26) -.152 (0.99) .392 (0.29) .467 (0.25) 
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Figure 25 Stdz. means of total tokens 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = 
Explicit  
	

Figure 26 Stdz. means of RTTR  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit,  
EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 28 Stdz. means of subordination  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 27 Stdz. means of coordination SE 
80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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5.7.3 Types of embedding 
 
Three types of subordination were most frequent. These different types of 
subordination were analysed separately. See Table 26 for the means and 
standard deviations. 
 

Table 26 Means and standard deviations for types of subordination 
 

 Explicit (N = 130) Implicit (N = 138) 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 1 Year 2  

% Adjunct that modifies a 
noun (NJCT) 

1.48 (1.12) 1.73 (1.01) 1.67 (1.04) 1.90 (1.00)  

% Finite clausal 
complement to a verb 
(COMP) 

1.31 (1.14) 1.49 (1.01) 0.90 (0.85) 1.32 (0.92)  

% Finite clause that is a 
nominal modifier or 
complement (CMOD) 

0.82 (0.83) 1.08 (0.66) 0.68 (0.71) 0.71 (0.62)  

	

Figure 29 Stdz. means of inflectional diversity 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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The first type of embedding was an adjunct that modifies a noun (NJCT), for 
instance; I see a boy with a frog, the turtle grabs the tail of the dog, then they 
dig a hole for the turtle. There was a significant interaction between Time 
and Group, however this was due to the pretest scores. The difference in 
frequency of this type of subordination between groups in Year 1 and Year 2 
was not significant (see Figure 30). The second most used type of 
subordination was a clausal complement of a verb (COMP), for instance:  he 
doesn’t know where it is, he is going to look if he is outside. The model 
showed a main effect for Group in which the explicit group used significantly 
more of this type of embedding in Year 1 (∆ß = .25; SE = .10; p = .013) (see 
Figure 30). The third type of subordination was a finite clause that is a 
nominal modifier, such as a relative clause, or a complement (CMOD). For 
instance: he is happy that he found it, I see a lamp that is shining, On the 
first picture I see that it is night. The model showed a main effect for Group, 
where the explicit group overall used more of this type of embedding (∆ß = 
.31; SE = .06; p = < .001) (see Figure 30). 
 
Figure 30 Standardized means of types of subordination and SE 80% CI. IM 
=Implicit, EX = Explicit 
 

 
 
 
 
 
5.7.4 Accuracy 
 
Table 27 presents the means and standard deviations of the total 
percentage of errors and of the percentage of different error types 
(calculated over the total number of tokens used to complete the task). The 
pretest scores are displayed as standardized values. 
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Total errors: the analysis showed a significant interaction between Time 
and Group (χ2 (2) = 52,69; p < .001). The development between groups 
differed significantly from pretest to Year 1 (t = -4.76; df = 266.0; p < .001) 
and from Year 1 to Year 2 (t = 8.88; df = 64.1; p <.001). The explicit group 
made significantly more errors in Year 1 (∆ß = 1.46; SE = .19; p  < .001). 
 
Use of L1 words: the analysis showed a significant interaction between 
Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 13.06; p < .01). The development between groups 
differed significantly from pretest and Year 1 (t = 3.15; df = 266.0; p = .002) 
and between Year 1 and Year 2 (t = -3.68; df = 168.32; p = < .001). The 
implicit group used significantly more L1 words in their speech in Year 1 (∆ß 
= -1.92; SE = .52; p < .001) (See Figure 31). 
 
Incorrect word errors: the analysis showed a main effect for Group (χ2 (2) 
= 8,71; p < .01). There was an overall difference between conditions (∆ß = 

Table 27 Means and standard deviations for percentage error types 
 
 Explicit (N = 130) Implicit (N = 136) 
 Pretest  

Stdz.  
Year 1 Year 2 Pretest  

Stdz. 
 

Year 1  Year 2 

Total errors .155 (.98) 3.66 (.12) 1.21 (.08) -.148(0.99) 2.20 (.11) 1.10 (0.76) 
Lexical errors        
   L1 word .155 (.98) 2.80 (3.5) 1.36 (1.9) -.148(0.99) 4.39 (5.1) 1.04 (1.5) 
   Incorrect word   .155 (.98) 0.57 (.67) 0.58 (.72) -.148(0.99) 0.54 (.59) 0.45 (.54) 
   Incorrect word  
   form  

.155 (.98) 0.23 (.40) 0.16 (.28) -.148(0.99) 0.23 (.42) 0.22 (.42) 

Function word errors      
   Total function  
   word  

.155 (.98) 1.12 (.96) 1.66 (1.5) -.148 (0.99 1.34 (1.1) 1.33 (1.3) 

   Incorrect  
   preposition  

.155 (.98) 0.80 (.80) 0.70 (.82) -.148(0.99) 0.85 (.74) 0.59 (.58) 

   Incorrect  
   pronoun  

.155 (.98) 0.08 (.26) 0.09 (.23) -.148(0.99) 0.20 (.45) 0.17 (.72) 

   Incorrect  
   conjunction  

.155 (.98) 0.02 (.07) 0.46 (.49) -.148(0.99) 0.02 (.11) 0.30 (.43) 

   Incorrect  
   article 

.155 (.98) 0.22 (.34) 0.41 (.46) -.148(0.99) 0.27 (.68) 0.28 (.40) 

Morphosyntactic errors      
   Word order  
   error 

.155 (.98) 0.48 (.62) 0.37 (.60) -.148(0.99)  0.39(.63) 0.41 (.53) 

   Verb form  
   error 

.155 (.98) 9.29 (2.7) 1.61 (1.5) -.148(0.99)  3.18(2.3) 1.93 (1.8) 

   Verb use error .155 (.98) 3.80 (1.7) 0.32 (.50) -.148(0.99)  0.89(.78) 0.10 (.21) 
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0.14; SE = .05; p = .004) in which the explicit group made more errors (see 
Figure 32). 
 
Incorrect word form: the analysis showed a significant interaction between 
Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 6.88; p = .032). The development between groups 
differed significantly from pretest and Year 2 (t = 2.62; df = 238.3; p = .009). 
The implicit group gradually increased in the number of errors whereas the 
explicit group gradually decreased in number of errors (see Figure 33).  
 
Function word errors: as the percentage of errors for the individual 
categories of function words was relatively low we first combined the 
categories for analysis. All of the function word errors combined showed a 
significant interaction between Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 8.66; p = .013). 
Between Year 1 and Year 2 there was a significant difference in 
development in which the explicit group showed a steeper increase in 
function word errors (∆ß = .424; SE = .14; p = .002). (see Figure 34) 
 
When viewing the separate categories of function words two categories 
stand out, the implicit group made significantly more pronoun errors (∆ß = -
.488; SE = .21; p = .024) throughout Year 1 and Year 2. The Explicit group 
showed a steep increase in the number of article errors from Year 1 to Year 
2 (∆ß = -.351; SE = .14; p = .013). 
 
Word order: for word order errors the analysis showed a significant main 
effect for Group (χ2 (1) = 3.86; p = .049). However, this is mainly caused by 
the explicit group’s higher pretest scores as compared to their lower 
percentage of errors in Year 2 (∆ß = .102; SE = .045; p = .03). In Year 1 the 
difference between groups was not significant (∆ß = .084; SE = .083; p = 
.33) (see Figure 35). 
 
Verb use and verb form: These types of errors showed the same pattern. 
There was a significant interaction between Time and Group (verb use: χ2 
(2) = 169.31; p < .001, verb form: χ2 (2) = 235.41; p < .001). The 
development between groups differed significantly from pretest to Year 1 
(verb use: t = 12.6; df = 266.0; p< = .001, verb form: t = 16.6; df = 266.0; p< 
= .001) and between Year 1 and Year 2 (verb use: t = 15.87; df = 91.88; p < 
.001, verb form: t = 19.59; df = 234.23; p < .001). The explicit group made 
significantly more verb use and verb form errors than the implicit group in 
Year 1 as compared to Year 2 (Verb use: ∆ß = 2.67; SE = .17; p < .001, 
Verb form: ∆ß = 6.41; SE = .33; p < .001), in Year 2 there were no more 
significant differences between groups. (see Figure 36 and 37). 
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Figure 31 Stdz. means of L1 word 
errors SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX 
= Explicit  
	

Figure 33 Stdz. means of incorrect 
word form errors SE 80%  CI. IM = 
Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 34 Stdz. means of function word 
errors SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = 
Explicit  
	

Figure 35 Stdz. means of word order  
Errors SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, 
 EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 36 Stdz. means of verb use errors 
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 32 Stdz. means of incorrect word 
errors  SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = 
Explicit  
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5.7.5 Fluency  
Table 28 summarizes the means and standard deviations for the fluency 
measures. 
 

 
Words per minute: There was a significant interaction effect between Time 
and Group for words per minute of speaking time (χ2 (2) = 8.10; p = .017). 
Contrast test showed that there was a significant difference in development 
from pretest to Year 2 (t = 2.94; df = 74.8; p = .004). The number of words 
per minute in Year 2 was significantly higher for the implicit group (∆ß = 
16.89; SE = 8.32; p = .043) (see Figure 38). 

Table 28 Means and standard deviations for fluency measures 
 Explicit (N = 113) Implicit (N = 134) 

 Pretest  
Stdz.  

Year 1 Year 2 Pretest  
Stdz. 

Year 1  Year 2 

Words per 
minute 

.147(.99) 166(88.9) 171 (32.0) -.124 (0.99) 161 (55.6) 188 (83.7) 

Silent 
pauses per 
minute 

.147(.99) 27.1 (4.2) 27.7 (3.8) -.124 (0.99) 27.3 (3.5) 27.6 (4.1) 

Length silent 
pause 

.147(.99) 1.27(0.42) 1.15(0.30) -.124 (0.99) 1.24(0.34) 1.11 (0.42) 

Filled pauses 
per minute 

.147(.99) 18.8(19.7) 3.71 (3.0) -.124 (0.99) 17.2(10.3) 9.94 (6.32) 

Repair per 
minute 

.147(.99) 5.59(6.72) 5.83(3.73) -.124 (0.99) 6.43(4.20) 6.09 (5.13) 

Figure 37 Stdz. means of verb form errors  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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Silent pauses per minute: There was no significant main effect or 
interaction effect for the number of silent pauses per minute (see Figure 39). 
 
Length of silent pause: The analyses showed a main effect for Group (χ2 
(1) = 4.13; p = .042) in which the explicit group had longer silent pauses in 
Year 1 and Year 2  (ß = .07; SE = .03; p = .041). Although there was an 
overall effect in development, the actual differences at each data point were 
not significant (see Figure 40). 
 
Filled pauses: There was a significant interaction between Time and Group 
for the number of filled pauses per speaking time (χ2 (2) = 10.0; p .007). 
Contrast tests showed that the development between pretest and Year 2 
differed significantly (t = 3.16; df = 17.6; p = .005). The decline in the use of 
filled pauses was steeper from Year 1 to Year 2 for the explicit group (∆ß = 
4.62; SE = 2.20; p = .037) (see Figure 41). 
 
Repair per minute: There was no significant main effect or interaction effect 
between the explicit and implicit group for repetitions and revisions per 
minute. (see Figure 42) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 38 Stdz. means of words per minute  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 39 Stdz. means of number of silent 
pauses per minute SE 80%  CI.  
IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
	

Figure 40 Stdz. means of length of silent 
pause SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = 
Explicit  
	

Figure 41 Stdz. means of filled pauses   
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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5.8 Discussion and Conclusion 
 
This study set out to discover a potential effect of delaying and reducing the 
amount of explicit FFI with metalinguistic information on students’ oral 
proficiency development over two years of secondary education. Several 
measures showed significant differences between the explicit and the 
implicit group. We will first discuss the teachers’ holistic ratings and then 
move on to the CAF measures. 
 
5.8.1 Holistic scores  
 
The teachers gave the implicit group higher scores in Year 1, especially for 
grammar. Vocabulary, fluency and functional adequacy also showed a 
steeper development for the implicit group from pretest to Year 1, but their 
lower pretest scores (that were based on receptive skills and vocabulary 
knowledge) mainly influenced this result. If the scores themselves and not 
the development are viewed, then only the grammar scores were 
significantly higher for the implicit group in Year 1. This seems surprising, as 
we would have sooner expected significant differences in fluency and 
functional adequacy as opposed to grammar, based on the results of other 

Figure 42 Stdz. means of repairs per minute  
SE 80%  CI. IM = Implicit, EX = Explicit  
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studies (Hüttner & Rieder-Bünemann, 2010; Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 
2012). The higher holistic scores for grammar did however correspond with 
our accuracy measures. The explicit group made significantly more verb 
form and verb use errors in Year 1.  This could be an effect of the rater’s 
focus while judging the oral task. The rubric descriptors included density, 
diversity and sophistication of vocabulary and grammar, but it has been 
observed that linguistically trained teachers tend to take accuracy more into 
account when holistically evaluating language production (Duijm et al., 
2018). This also seems to be the case here. Especially the differences in 
accuracy are reflected in the holistic scores whereas other significant 
differences such as in speed fluency (where the implicit group also 
significantly outperformed the explicit group) were not reflected in higher 
holistic scores for fluency. Despite this possible bias towards accuracy in the 
holistic scores we can conclude that, overall, the implicit group showed an 
initial advantage in Year 1.  
 
5.8.2 Complexity: Coordination and subordination 
 
After Year 1 the explicit group outperformed the implicit group on the 
percentage of coordinate phrases in their speech. However, when viewing 
the data we observed that the coordinate phrases were often used as a filled 
pause at the beginning of an utterance to continue the story with phrases 
such as and then…., or just ..and... In this case and can be characterized as 
utterance-initial discourse filler, without any semantic function other than to 
indicate that another utterance will follow (Berman & Slobin, 2013). 
 
Besides coordinate phrases the explicit group also showed a significant 
increase in the percentage of subordination from Year 1 to Year 2.  It was 
especially finite clauses that are a nominal modifier, such as a relative 
clause, or a complement (CMOD) that were used significantly more in Year 
2 by the explicit group. For instance: he is happy that he found it, I see that a 
lamp is shining, I think that the dog is bitten. Some types of subordination 
are viewed as syntactically complex constructions, which occur and develop 
late in L2 acquisition (Hawkins & Filipović, 2012), however the increased 
subordination in this dataset is presumably related to the task. To describe 
the story students frequently used I see a boy who .… or  I think that…. 
These verbs are often accompanied by subordinate clauses but are not 
believed to be cases of actual complexification. Instead they are viewed as a 
phenomenon apparent in beginner and lower-intermediate level (Diessel & 
Tomasello, 2001; Lambert & Kormos, 2014), as well as a criterial feature of 
A2 proficiency level (Hawkins & Filipović, 2012).    
 
In Year 1 the implicit group used significantly more words to complete the 
task. This could be the result of not being aware of making grammatical 
mistakes. Without the explicit FFI and especially without the exercises 
specifically focussing on accurate use of a grammatical structure, the implicit 
group might have felt freer to speak. Additionally, the token count included 



	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 5 Speaking 115 

	

all words, not only L2 words. Hence the lengthier task could be an effect of 
frequently using L1 words, which the implicit group did more than the explicit 
group in Year 1. Both issues are also discussed below with the accuracy 
measures. 
 
 
 
5.8.3 Complexity: Inflectional diversity 
 
The explicit group overall showed a steeper development in inflectional 
diversity. This measure is claimed to show a gradual development in 
language proficiency, more so than for instance coordination and 
subordination, and at this level it could be considered a valuable 
developmental indicator (Malvern et al., 2004). We were not able to find 
other studies that compared different instructional approaches and included 
inflectional diversity, but the instructional approach in our case did seem to 
affect the development of inflectional diversity. The increased amount of 
explicit FFI and practice of grammatical structures, which were mainly aimed 
at morphological changes, showed their effect. Not providing this type of 
instruction would presumably cause the development of morphological 
diversity to take longer. Perhaps the implicit group consistently used only 
specific salient verb tenses that they picked up from the input without explicit 
instruction. This is in line with the Noticing Hypothesis (Schmidt, 1992; 
Schmidt, 2012) that claims that for input to become intake attention must be 
drawn to language features so that they are noticed. Therefore, picking up 
less salient types of inflection would perhaps take longer or require more 
explicitness.   
 
5.8.4 Accuracy 
 
The significant difference in the frequency of verb form and verb use errors 
is striking. The explicit group made significantly more errors in Year 1, while 
they had received a full year of explicit FFI that included specific focus on 
accurate production of verb tenses. An explanation could be a combination 
of the grammatical structures that were predominantly elicited in the 
narrative and their susceptibility to instruction. A sub-study by Moesman 
(2017) where the same data was used to analyse the frequency of different 
tenses concluded that the narratives in question mainly prompted students 
to use the present simple and present continuous tense. Her analysis of the 
types of tenses used by the implicit and explicit group showed that the 
implicit group used the present continuous tense significantly more and that 
the explicit group used the present simple tense more. The present simple 
tense with its third person –s is considered to be a difficult structure to 
acquire because it is not salient in the input, conceptually complex (the 
inflection depends on person, number and tense) and not transparent (the 
inflection also occurs in plurals and genitives) (DeKeyser, 2016). The 
present continuous shares some features of difficulty, however it is far more 
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salient in the input, which makes it more noticeable and easier to pick up 
without a lot of intentional focus. It is a feature that is often extendedly used 
in beginner non-native English speakers and seems to have a 
communicative function by giving the verb more prominence and salience in 
the speaker’s utterance (see: E. Ranta, 2006). Despite the explicit focus that 
was spent on the present tense’s third person –s in the explicit group, it 
apparently was not sufficient to acquire this complex feature accurately 
(Pienemann, 2007). It was however sufficient to be noticed and used in 
speech. The pattern of verb from and verb use errors in the explicit group 
seems to resemble the witch’s hat as described by McCarthy (2016). This 
pattern indicates a steep increase in (verbal) errors followed by a steep 
decline as proficiency levels progress. This recurrent pattern was attested in 
oral data from the extensive Cambridge Learner Corpus and shows how 
errors increase after A2 CEFR level as a learner is exposed to large 
amounts of new input, especially in relation to tense and aspect, and needs 
to cope and assimilate this new information into the relatively limited existing 
knowledge. In our error analysis we see this pattern in verb form and verb 
use errors but only in the explicit group. Perhaps this pattern is a specific 
feature of development for language learners in more explicit FFI settings.  
 
As for the function word errors, the implicit group made significantly more 
pronoun errors in Year 1 and Year 2 and the explicit group showed an 
increase in the number of article errors from Year 1 to Year 2. Making 
pronoun errors such as he called hisself is a feature that shows significant 
differences in error frequencies that decline from B1 to B2 level of the CEFR 
(Hawkins & Filipović, 2012). Perhaps the explicit group made fewer pronoun 
errors because this feature is more susceptible to explicit instruction as it is 
not salient in the input. On the other hand the explicit group made more 
article errors in which they often omitted the article. Article omission is a 
typical feature in L2 development for language learners with an L1 that does 
not contain articles (Harvey-Scholes, 2018; Kupisch & Rothman, 2016), for 
instance Turkish, Korean or Russian. The Dutch language does have 
articles but there is a difference in the frequency of determiners in the input. 
The Dutch language more frequently uses bare nouns without requiring an 
article than the English language, and Dutch children seem to have a slower 
rate of acquiring determiners than English speaking children (Rozendaal & 
Baker, 2008). In the English language, however, article use is more 
systematic and transparent than in Dutch, which might explain why the 
implicit group made fewer article errors.  
 
The implicit group used significantly more L1 words in the first-year oral test. 
As observed in several bilingual education settings an implicit approach to 
L2 learning is especially effective for fluency, confidence and communicative 
effectiveness (see for an overview: Ruiz de Zarobe, 2015). In bilingual 
settings code-switching (alternating between two languages) is seen as a 
communicative strategy to improve communicative effectiveness also known 
as translanguaging (García & Wei, 2014). Presumably the students in the 
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implicit group were more focused on communication and therefore 
incorporated more communicative strategies such as code-switching. 
Additionally, the implicit approach was less focused on accurate language 
production, whereas the explicit group’s grammar exercises were. It is 
conceivable that the implicit group was less aware of or restricted by errors 
such as using their L1.  
Accuracy is probably one of the less stable and predictive measures of 
language proficiency in an L2 because it shows large variability throughout 
language development (Abrams & Rott, 2016; Spoelman & Verspoor, 2010), 
but the different patterns in error types between the explicit and implicit 
group could indicate that different areas of the language systems are 
developing and reorganizing (Verspoor, Lowie, & Van Dijk, 2008) due to the 
different pedagogical focus.  
 
5.8.5 Fluency: Phonation time and speech rate  
 
There was one measure on which the implicit group still outperformed the 
explicit group in Year 2, which was on the number of words per minute of 
speaking time. Fluency has been found to be an advantage in bilingual 
education approaches such as CLIL and immersion classes (Ruiz de 
Zarobe, 2015; Spada, 1997). As observed in the error analysis above, the 
implicit group incorporated communicative skills such as translanguaging, 
which would increase speech rate. Again, apparently it is not only the 
increased exposure to the target language (as in bilingual education) that 
promotes higher speech rate, but also the implicit teaching approach. 
Presumably the students in the implicit group are not restrained by explicit 
knowledge and possibly fear of making mistakes, which allows them to 
speak faster without speaking less (see complexity).  
 
5.8.6 Fluency: Pauses 
 
The number and length of pauses declined for both groups from Year 1 to 
Year 2. The decline was steeper for the explicit group concerning filled 
pauses and steeper for the implicit group concerning the length of silent 
pauses, but the difference in scores was not significant. The rate of repairs 
per minute, on the other hand, did not deviate much from Year 1. This could 
point towards the idea that repairs are more of a speech trait instead of a 
breakdown (Skehan, 2009). 
 
5.8.7 Initial advantage  
 
Overall, this longitudinal study shows that reducing and delaying the amount 
of explicit FFI in the language classroom has positive effects particularly on 
initial oral proficiency development. After one year of instruction, the implicit 
group outperformed the explicit group on several measures. They used more 
words to complete the oral task, showed more lexical diversity, made fewer 
errors, received higher holistic scores for grammar and had a steeper 
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development from pretest to Year 1 for holistic vocabulary, fluency and 
functional adequacy measures. The advantage of the implicit group in Year 
1 became less apparent in Year 2 where the explicit group showed steeper 
development in several areas. The error rate in the explicit group drastically 
declined in the number of verb form and verb use errors from Year 1 to Year 
2. Their lexical diversity also showed a steep increase from Year 1 and the 
differences between the groups on the teachers’ scores in Year 2 were no 
longer significant. This is in line with studies that found an implicit approach 
to be effective especially at initial stages of oral production (Rousse-Malpat 
& Verspoor, 2012; Verspoor & Hong, 2013; Verspoor et al., 2015) and for 
vocabulary development (Admiraal, Westhoff, & De Bot, 2006). There have 
been several calls for longitudinal studies comparing explicit and implicit 
instructional approaches, mainly because short-term studies would be 
biased towards explicit instruction. In studies that use accuracy measures of 
a specific grammatical feature this does seem to be the case (De Graaff & 
Housen, 2009; Goo et al., 2015), but once other output measures are 
included that presumably rely more on implicit knowledge it is the explicit 
approach that needs more time to reveal its equal effectiveness. It takes the 
explicit group longer, but eventually there is only one measure in which the 
implicit group significantly outperforms the explicit group, which is speech 
rate.  
 
These varying patterns of language development between groups can be 
explained from different perspectives. The initial advantage of the implicit 
group or the delayed growth of the explicit group could suggest that it takes 
longer for explicit knowledge to be proceduralised and available in oral 
production (DeKeyser, 2017), or that explicit FFI and practice do not limit 
implicit learning from occurring simultaneously with explicit learning, it simply 
takes longer (N. C. Ellis, 2015; Hulstijn, 2002). Also, in this stage of 
language development explicit FFI could have hindered and delayed oral 
language development because speech might rely too much on implicit 
knowledge (Ullman & Lovelett, 2018). The results in this study do suggest 
that pedagogical settings with varying levels of explicitness cause language 
systems to develop differently, 
 

5.9 Limitations  
 
A limitation of in-class longitudinal studies on effects of instructional 
procedures is that life outside and even inside of the classroom cannot be 
completely controlled or monitored. Language development is influenced by 
several factors that are not addressed in this study. Scholastic aptitude, 
motivation, socio-economic background, teacher views, teacher-student 
relationship, exposure to English outside of the classroom and many more 
factors besides instruction would have influenced the L2 development over 
these two years (DeKeyser, 2012; Dörnyei, 2014). All these individual 
differences have not been integrated in the present chapter.  
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In the Netherlands the English language has taken in a prominent position in 
young adults’ everyday activities (Peters, 2018; Verspoor et al., 2011). 
English is encountered outside of the classroom through television 
programmes that are subtitled and not dubbed, through social media, 
websites, computer games and song lyrics. This position of the English 
language in Dutch society is not comparable to that in many other European 
countries, which makes generalising the results to other countries or other 
FL not self-evident. Both groups would have been exposed to implicit 
learning outside of the classroom, so the extent of implicit learning in the 
explicit group is likely to be larger than for a different L2. Further research 
targeting a FL that is not encountered outside of the classroom or a country 
where English is not so prominent in society could give other insights (see 
also Chapter 3).  
 
Another limitation of this study is that the implicit group received a seven-
week grammar instruction crash course (see Chapter 7) before the second 
speaking test. This was not part of this study’s methodological focus, but a 
requirement from the participating school to ensure that both cohorts 
received the same EFL topics before moving on to the third year and that 
only the intensity and focus differed between the two cohorts. We do not 
know what the impact of this course on the implicit group was as their oral 
proficiency had not been tested before this grammar course.  
 

5.10 Pedagogical Implications  
 
This study has specifically shown that it can be effective to delay the 
prominent focus on explicit FFI at initial proficiency levels. There is a clear 
advantage of the implicit approach for several oral language proficiency 
measures in Year 1. In Year 2 the explicit group seems to catch up in 
several areas. The most significant difference after two years is the speed 
fluency. The implicit group is able to speak faster than the explicit group. In 
bilingual settings advantages in fluency measures have been found, 
however the question remained if this was due to the increased input or the 
teaching approach. This study indicates that for speed fluency, it is not only 
the increased exposure but presumably the teaching approach that 
promotes fluent speech. If the goal of FL education is to promote fluent 
speech, then an implicit approach should be favoured at this beginner level. 
 



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
 

	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	
	

	

Chapter 6 Individual Differences 
 
Individual Differences in Language Learning 
in Implicit and Explicit Learning Conditions  
 
Abstract  
 
In this chapter we report the results of analyses on several cognitive and 
affective individual difference (ID) variables and the impact they had on the 
language proficiency measures employed in the previous chapters. The 
analyses were primarily aimed at determining if the impact a cognitive or 
affective variable had on an outcome variable was significantly different 
between the implicit and explicit group.  
 
Results show that when there was a significantly stronger positive interaction 
between an ID variable and outcome measure in the explicit group, it always 
concerned accuracy measures. In the implicit group other outcome 
measures besides accuracy, such as filled pauses, chunks, length measures 
and listening comprehension, also showed significantly stronger interactions 
with ID variables. Especially L1 and anxiety showed stronger interactions 
with several outcome measures in the implicit group. 
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6.1 Introduction  
 
In the field of instructed second language acquisition each learner is unique 
and responds differently to input and instruction. Cognitive abilities, 
motivation, mood, behaviour, setting and task type are all examples of 
interacting variables in a complex dynamic system that influence each other 
over time (De Bot & Larsen-Freeman, 2011; DeKeyser, 2012; Dörnyei, 2014; 
R. Ellis, 2004; Gardner, 2010; MacIntyre, 2002; Verspoor, De Bot, & Lowie, 
2011). Teaching pedagogy research in FL learning attempts to evaluate the 
effect of different instructional approaches on language development by 
analysing language output of students with unique language learning 
characteristics and backgrounds. These types of studies, set in actual 
classrooms, often yield mixed results. According to Ellis (2012), the 
underlying problem of these studies is the difficulty to control for teacher and 
learner traits and exact classroom proceedings that potentially impact 
learning. Addressing these types of variables in classroom research has 
proven to be a difficult task and is an area that is still in need of more 
research (DeKeyser, 2012; Pawlak, 2012; Robinson, 2012).   
 
A pedagogical issue that has been a source of ongoing research and debate 
for several decades in FL learning is the timing, amount and the role of 
explicit and implicit form-focused instruction (FFI). This becomes evident 
when viewing the bulk of studies addressing this subject (see for overviews 
and discussions: De Graaff & Housen, 2009; Han & Finneran, 2014; Hulstijn, 
2005; Rebuschat, 2015; Rogers, Révész, & Rebuschat, 2015). Regarding 
the amount and type of focus on form in a FL classroom there are still many 
questions to be answered. One important question is whether particular 
learners benefit more from explicit or implicit FFI than others. As Spada 
(2011) remarks in a plenary talk regarding this issue “..this was the most 
under-researched area when I wrote my 1997 review and it still is; much 
more research is needed to investigate interactions between learner 
differences, instructional type and SLA.”  
 
In the previous chapters (see Chapter 3, 4, 5) we reported on the effects of 
an explicit and (more) implicit teaching approach over two school years in an 
EFL setting. These chapters focused on reading and listening, writing, and 
speaking skills. Throughout the two-year intervention additional information 
on the participants’ cognitive and affective abilities was collected. The 
present chapter takes these cognitive and affective individual variables and 
investigates if they had a differential effect on students in an implicit or 
explicit classroom setting.  
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6.2 Background 
 
On the continuum of explicit to implicit FFI, different types of instruction 
presumably draw on different sets of abilities. Instruction can be assisted or 
mediated by individual-related factors. Both affective traits (such as 
motivation, anxiety and parental encouragement), cognitive abilities (such as 
scholastic aptitude and analytic ability) and linguistic abilities (such as L1 
proficiency) can influence the success of a pedagogy. In this section we will 
broadly discuss literature on interactions of teaching conditions and ID 
variables that are relevant for this chapter.  
 
6.2.1 Interactions with learning condition and stages of development  
 
Several cognitive and linguistic abilities, such as working memory and 
grammatical sensitivity, have been shown to have differential effects in 
specific instructional settings. Robinson (2007) makes clear connections 
between different cognitive abilities and certain instructional settings in his 
Aptitude Complexes (Robinson, 2007; 2012; Snow, 1991). The idea behind 
the Aptitude Complexes is that certain aptitude profiles, which are 
combinations of abilities, can “be matched to specific instructional options to 
help ensure optimal learning conditions” (Robinson, 2012, p. 62). This 
concept is based on SLA research into the effects of Long’s (1991) 
distinction of Focus on Form (brief, more implicit attention to language form), 
Focus on FormS (explicit often decontextualized and rule-specific focus on 
form) and Focus on Meaning (no intentional attempt to draw attention to 
form). Explicit rule-centred instructional approaches would draw on a 
different set of abilities than, for instance, more implicit or incidental settings. 
Phonological working memory capacity and processing speed would be an 
ability that would help students in an implicit learning condition and 
grammatical sensitivity would be favourable in more explicit learning 
conditions (Robinson, 2012).  
 
Besides an interaction with teaching approach, certain abilities could also be 
more important in different stages of language learning. Skehan (2016) 
proposes to relate FL aptitude constructs to presumed stages in second 
language acquisition to see if there is a connection between the two. 
Language aptitude could influence language learning differently depending 
on the stage the language learner is in. In the first and second stage – input 
processing and noticing – working memory has shown to be important, 
whereas in the third stage – pattern identification – aptitude components 
such as grammatical sensitivity would be important predictors in an 
instructional setting (see for a summary, Skehan, 2016).  
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Trying to monitor the interaction between different ID variables on language 
development is a difficult endeavour and is characteristically described as 
“entering a hall of mirrors that extends to infinity” (Cronbach, 1975, p. 38). 
Some ID variables have shown to be of more influence on language 
development than others. Among them are some affective variables.      
 
 
6.2.2 Affective ID variables  
 
Affective variables refer to feelings, emotions and attitudes that influence 
behaviour. Several affective ID factors have shown to be significant 
predictors of successful L2 development; these factors include attitudes 
towards the FL and the learning situation, motivation, parental 
encouragement and anxiety. Especially motivation has been labelled one of 
the most prominent affective ID variable explaining language proficiency (R. 
Ellis, 2004). Motivation is described as primary in language learning because 
neither appropriate curricula nor good teaching can ensure student 
achievement without it (Dörnyei, 2014). Pfenninger and Singleton’s study 
(2016), for instance, followed the development of students’ L2 proficiency 
and motivation throughout five years of secondary education in either early 
or late instructed FL learners to determine if either starting young or being 
highly motivated was more predictive for language proficiency. In the end, 
motivation trumped age in a way that their level of motivation predicted their 
success in the L2 irrespective of the starting age.  
 
A different pedagogical approach could fuel different levels of motivation if 
the approaches draw on different sets of abilities. Anxiety, for instance, is 
thought to interfere with motivation (Gardner, 2010) and it is seen as 
debilitating in language performance (MacIntyre, 2017). In an implicit 
classroom approach where generally more time is spent on speaking 
exercises and less on grammar instruction, students with higher levels of 
anxiety could be confronted more with this anxiety and become less 
motivated. In anxiety research the most anxiety provoking aspect of 
language learning is the thought of future communication (MacIntyre, 2002). 
 
The question remains if motivation is a cause of being successful in 
language learning or if it is the consequence of being successful in language 
learning (Dörnyei, 2014; Sparks, Patton, & Ganschow, 2012). If it is the 
result of being successful in language learning then perhaps cognitive 
variables would have more influence and eventually determine the 
interaction with affective variables. However, the age of the language learner 
could also play a role in motivation being the cause or result of language 
proficiency. Younger school learners could be more motivated and have a 
more positive attitude towards learning a FL than older school learners 
whether they perform well or not (Edelenbos, Johnstone, & Kubanek. 2006), 
in which case also low achieving students could still be highly motivated. 
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6.2.3 L1  
 
Besides motivation, L1 skills are also believed to be of substantial 
importance when learning an L2. Sparks and Ganschow (1991) proposed 
the Linguistic Coding Differences Hypothesis that holds that students’ 
natural L1 skills serve as the foundation for their L2 learning aptitude and 
achievement and that language learning depends on basic components that 
are common to both languages. In subsequent studies L1 aptitude and 
achievement have appeared to be significant predictors for successful L2 
proficiency development (Carroll, 1990; Sparks, Patton, Ganschow, & 
Humbach, 2009; Sparks, 2012). For example, Sparks et al. (2009) followed 
54 high school students for ten years to determine if early L1 abilities in word 
decoding, spelling, phonological awareness, vocabulary and listening and 
reading comprehension had an effect on L2 proficiency development. They 
concluded that a students’ L2 aptitude is presumably a residual of their L1 
skills and that L2 aptitude is componential and problems with one 
component of language will have a negative effect on the learning of both L1 
and L2. Indeed, other studies that compared L1 and L2 language proficiency 
skills have found L1 proficiency to be the strongest predictor, particularly in 
reading and writing. For instance in Schoonen, Van Gelderen, De Glopper, 
Hulstijn, Simis, Snellings & Stevenson’s study (2003) L2 writing proficiency 
turned out to be highly correlated with L1 writing proficiency, more than with 
either L2 linguistic knowledge or accessibility of this knowledge. In a later 
study Schoonen, Van Gelderen, Stoel, Hulstijn, & De Glopper (2011) 
followed the development of L1 and L2 writing in secondary education over 
three years. They concluded that in year one, L1 writing proficiency was 
strongly correlated with and predicted EFL writing proficiency, which could 
not be accounted for by the English language subskills. Their results also 
revealed that the influence of L1 remained the same over the three years.  
 
L1 language abilities therefore could be a mediating factor in effects of 
different pedagogical approaches. Even if a certain approach appears to 
have positive effects on certain language subskills, L1 skills could mediate 
the performance in L2 language production. Or perhaps certain pedagogical 
approaches are more prone to allow positive transfer from L1 to L2 
(Cummins, 2016).   
 
6.2.4 Aptitude tests  
 
The findings in many previous ID studies included in Skehan’s (2016) and 
Robinson’s (2012) reviews are based on research that incorporated the 
available tests at the time such as the Modern Language Aptitude Test 
(MLAT, Carroll & Sapon, 1959), and the Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB, 
Primsleur 1966), but questions have been raised as to what these batteries 
really measure and how well they still apply to current pedagogical 
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developments. These test batteries were developed to predict success in L2 
learning with the then pre-dominant Grammar Translation methodology 
(Robinson, 2012, p. 61). New test batteries have been developed since, 
such as the CANALA-F (Grigorenko et al. 2002) test and the HiLAB (Linck et 
al. 2013), to measure alternative learning abilities such as the ability to factor 
memory for contingent speech, selective attention, selective encoding, long 
term memory retrieval, deep semantic processing, phonological working 
memory capacity and speed. However, these tests are not readily available 
and certainly not yet part of standardized testing in regular school settings. 
 
Instead many primary and secondary schools rely on either commercial or 
governmental ability tests to gauge a student’s cognitive ability. In the 
Netherlands the educational system requires primary school teachers to 
advise the level of future education according to each child’s scholastic 
aptitude. They commonly use validated tests provided by a national institute 
called CITO  (Van Til & Van Boxtel, 2015). Although not all aspects of 
language learning abilities are included in these tests, the subcomponents 
do reflect those of the common aptitude tests that predict success in a 
formal setting targeting explicit knowledge. Indeed the CITO score has 
shown to be a reliable predictor of success in L2 development (Verspoor et 
al., 2011) 
 
6.2.5 Current study  
 
The current study specifically focuses on different pedagogical settings in 
which instruction is either explicitly form-oriented including metalinguistic 
information or implicit in its focus on form without metalinguistic information 
or specific grammar exercises. Previous studies that make similar 
distinctions related to individual differences often used oral or written 
language output and analysed specific morpho-syntactic accuracy measures 
(for instance in: Li, 2013; Tagarelli et al., 2016; Trofimovich, Lightbown, & 
Halter, 2013). These studies provide insight in the interaction between 
language accuracy performance, different implicit and explicit conditions and 
individual abilities.  
 
However, language output measures of accuracy can be biased towards 
explicit conditions and might not clearly illuminate the abilities drawn on in an 
implicit condition. Language proficiency has commonly been considered “a 
multi-componential phenomenon” that can be “fruitfully captured within the 
notions of complexity, accuracy and fluency” (CAF) (Housen et al., 2012, 
p.1), adding such measures together with receptive L2 skills could shed a 
different light on the influence of cognitive ID’s in implicit and explicit 
teaching conditions. The studies that utilized other proficiency measures 
besides accuracy, such as listening comprehension, have shown cognitive 
abilities to play an insignificant role in both explicit and implicit conditions 
(Andringa, Olsthoorn, Van Beuningen, Schoonen, & Hulstijn, 2012; L. Ranta, 
2002).  
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In this chapter we add several ID variables to the intervention outcomes of 
the previous chapters in which receptive skills were included and the oral 
and written proficiency was analysed with several CAF measures. Our aim is 
to determine if the different ID variables have a differential effect on the two 
pedagogical approaches. The research questions we aimed to answer are: 
 

1. Does the (possible) effect of cognitive and affective ID variables 
differ in an explicit and an implicit instructional setting for several 
specific holistic and CAF measures in speaking and writing? 

2. Does the (possible) effect of cognitive and affective ID variables 
differ in an explicit and implicit instructional setting for L2 reading 
and listening comprehension? 

 
6.3 Method 
 
6.3.1 Participants  
 
Participants in this chapter were selected from the total of 463 students. The 
analyses included students who had completed all reading, listening, writing 
and speaking assignments under supervision of the instructed teachers in 
the two consecutive years. Students who had not completed tests or 
questionnaires concerning the IDs were excluded from the present analyses. 
This left a total of 240 students divided over two cohorts (explicit group N = 
119, and the implicit group N = 121).  
 
All students starting their first year of school in 2014 (explicit group) and 
2015 (implicit group) were included in the study. The average age at entry 
was 12;6 and all levels of education (prevocational secondary education, 
general secondary education, and pre-university education) were 
represented in the sample. In both cohorts, the students were divided over 
10 different classes in the first year receiving four 50-minute English classes 
a week and in the second year they were divided over nine different classes 
with three 50-minute English classes a week. The school was located in the 
Netherlands and for all students Dutch was their L1 or their dominant 
language. According to school protocol, parents received a curriculum and 
testing overview at the beginning of each school year. Parents were given 
the option to exclude their child from sharing data for analyses through a 
letter of informed consent. 
 
Forming two groups from two different cohorts as opposed to selecting 
students from the same cohort or two different schools gave the opportunity 
to control for possible school, socio-demographic and teacher differences 
and made it possible for students to be unaware of any specific intervention 
as all their peers were exposed to the same teaching procedure and testing.  
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6.3.2 Teachers 
 
Eight teachers were involved in this study, one of whom was the first author. 
Table 3 (Chapter 2) shows the years of experience and the total number of 
classes taught during the study.  
 
The first author instructed each participating teacher on the teaching 
procedures for the implicit group. Because the first author was employed at 
the participating school as an English teacher the department meetings were 
used to discuss the daily proceedings and any difficulties that were 
encountered. All participating teachers, including the first author, were 
interviewed and observed to evaluate treatment fidelity (see Chapter 2). 
 
6.3.3 Teaching approach 
 
In this study both groups incorporated specific types of FFI, which we will 
define as “any pedagogical effort which is used to draw the learners’ 
attention to language form” (Spada 1997, p. 73). 
 
The explicit group received explicit FFI, which consisted of extensive 
grammar instruction including metalinguistic information. According to 
teachers’ self-reported estimates 37% of the classroom time was spent on 
explicit FFI of grammar rules and grammar exercises. After two school years 
this totalled up to 86 hours of explicit FFI spent on grammar teaching and 
practice, out of a total 233 hours of English classroom time. The rest of the 
classroom time (65%) was spent on reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- 
and vocabulary exercises.  
 
The implicit group received the same number of classroom hours but these 
hours were predominantly spent on reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- 
and vocabulary exercises that focused on meaning and implicitly on form. All 
of the explicit grammar exercises that required explicit FFI were removed 
from the course book materials and teachers were not allowed to explain 
grammar rules or use metalinguistic language. Preferably all types of FFI 
were implicit, however teachers were allowed to use any type of pedagogical 
approach in their lessons they felt comfortable with as long as it did not 
involve grammar rules. Therefore, according to teachers’ self-reports and 
classroom observations, there were certain types of explicit feedback 
present in the classes, but these did not involve metalinguistic information.  
 
6.3.4 Teaching materials  
 
In the first year both groups worked with the course book More! (Puchta and 
Stranks 2008), which is a four-level course for lower-secondary students. In 
the second year the prevocational level continued with More!’s level 2 book. 
The general secondary and pre-university levels used Activate! A2 (Boyd 
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and Barraclough 2010). Both course books are internationally oriented for L2 
learners of English, so there is no L1 (Dutch) used in the course books.  The 
books are form-focused and each chapter has listening, reading and 
vocabulary assignments that are used to attract students’ attention to 
specific language features followed by a grammar section in which explicit 
attention is directed to form. During this section the explicit group received 
explicit FFI and this was followed by grammar exercises. For the implicit 
group these pages were removed. 
 
6.3.5 Cognitive and linguistic ID variables  
 
In Dutch secondary schools students are taught on different levels according 
to cognitive abilities. There is a distinction between Pre-vocational education 
(VMBO-TL), Senior general secondary education (HAVO) and Pre-university 
education (VWO). These educational levels differ with regard to the extent to 
which each track prepares a student for future education. For example, the 
VMBO-TL level (a four-year track) aims to prepare students to enter 
vocational education after graduation while the VWO level (a six-year track) 
aims to prepare students for a university education. To determine which 
level is most suitable for each student, schools commonly use tests provided 
by a national Dutch testing agency CITO (Van Til & Van Boxtel, 2015). This 
test measures students’ general scholastic aptitude and consists of subtests 
on Dutch, Maths and (L1) Language in Use. These test items have been 
used in previous studies and have shown to measure cognitive abilities to a 
great extent  (Bartels, Rietveld, Van Baal, & Boomsma, 2002; Verspoor et 
al., 2011). The different subtests represent different linguistic and cognitive 
IDs and are discussed below.  Z-scores were calculated per group (explicit 
and implicit group) because CITO had made adaptions to the scale length 
between the two cohorts. The scores themselves therefore cannot be used 
to directly compare differences between groups but they can be used to 
determine a relationship with proficiency scores.   
 

General scholastic aptitude  
The elements of the subtests for math and L1 comprehensive reading are 
comparable to other standardised aptitude tests, such as the Scholastic 
Aptitude Test that is used in the United States to asses a student’s 
preparedness for university. The L1 comprehension subtest consisted of 50 
items and measured students’ ability to understand and interpret text 
elements, such as general thoughts, main topic, meaning of specific 
elements, references, text coherence, and relationships between sentences 
and paragraphs. The math subtest contained 68 items on numbers, 
fractions, algebra, formulas, interpreting graphs, statistics and probability.  
 

L1 vocabulary knowledge  
Initial L1 receptive vocabulary knowledge has proven to be one of the strong 
predictors for eventual L2 proficiency (Sparks, Patton, Ganschow, Humbach, 
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& Javorsky, 2006), therefore the L1 receptive vocabulary scores were used 
as an L1 score. The subtest consisted of 50 items where students had to link 
words in sentences with alternatives. 
 

Analytic ability 
Another skill often tested in aptitude tests is analytic ability or grammatical 
sensitivity, which is closely intertwined with metalinguistic skills (L.Ranta, 
2002). This is the ability to think about, reflect on and manipulate language 
(Sparks et al., 2009, p. 746).  The subtest language in use consisted of 60 
items testing orthographic, logographic, lexical-morphologic spelling, and 
metalinguistic knowledge of tenses, word type, punctuation, and word and 
sentence construction. This ID was added especially as the intervention was 
mainly focused on systematically adding metalinguistic knowledge in the 
explicit condition and leaving it out in the implicit condition.  
 
6.3.6 Affective ID variables 
 
An Attitude and Motivation test was administered, once in December and 
again in June in the second year of education. The test was a selection of 
questions from the Attitude and Motivation Test Battery (Gardner, 2010) (see 
Appendix I). In total there were 41 items, measuring four underlying 
constructs. The items were translated into Dutch and then piloted. If students 
indicated they did not understand a question, the question was either 
removed or slightly adapted.  There were 12 items on attitudes toward 
foreign languages and the learning situation. 15 items on Motivation, 4 items 
on Parental Encouragement and 8 items on Language Anxiety. The 
separate constructs had a high level of internal consistency as determined 
by Cronbach’s alpha. Respectively these were: Attitudes toward foreign 
languages and the learning situation .790, motivation .842, parental 
encouragement .726, and language anxiety .859. This resulted in a score 
per construct. Averages of the results from December and June 
questionnaires were used for analyses to increase the reliability of the 
scores and to control for possible fluctuations in a student’s perception.  
 
6.3.7. Language outcome variables 
 

Reading and listening 
In the last semester of Year 1 and Year 2 a listening and reading test were 
administered separately by the participating teachers. The tests were from 
Cambridge English Language Assessment (2014, September). Sample tests 
were used that are freely available from Internet.  
 
In first year the subcomponents reading and listening of the Key Test for 
Schools were administered. This is a test at A2 level of the Common 
European Framework of Reference (CEFR). The listening test had 5 parts 
and 25 questions. The fragments were all played twice. The reading test 
consisted of selected items from the reading and writing component of the 
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Cambridge Key test. It had 7 texts and 39 questions. In the second year the 
students received the subcomponents of listening and reading of the 
Preliminary Test for Schools. The assignments are designed for the 
language proficiency level B1 according to the CEFR (see Chapter 3).  
 

Writing tests 
A writing assignment was given to the students after each educational year. 
These assignments were developed for students with an A1 and A2 
proficiency level according to the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001). There 
was no restriction on word count and the students were encouraged to write 
as much as they could in the 50 minutes of classroom time they had. In the 
first year the students wrote a letter to a new friend and were asked to give 
information about their living environment and to describe their room. In the 
second year the students were asked to pretend they were on vacation and 
to write a letter to a friend and describe where they were and what they were 
doing. They also had to describe the room they slept in. The teachers rated 
the written tests with a 5-point Likert scale on vocabulary, grammar and 
functional adequacy (see Appendix F). Additionally, several CAF measures 
were used to analyse the written work (for an elaborate description of the 
procedure see Chapter 4).  
 

Speaking tests 
As a measure of oral proficiency, a story-telling task was administered after 
each instructional year. In this narrative task, participants were presented 
with pictures from one of two picture books: Frog, Where Are You? (Mayer, 
1969) and A Boy, a Dog, a Frog, and a Friend (Mercer & Mayer, 1993). A 
subset of pictures (N = 15 for Frog, Where Are You? and N = 13 for A boy, a 
Dog, a Frog, and a Friend) was selected from these picture books while 
ensuring that the pictures still followed a logical story. The participants had a 
10-minute oral assessment in pairs. The assessment was led by one of the 
teachers and audio recorded. To lessen anxiety of being graded all 
participants were informed beforehand about the assessment procedure. 
The exact picture narratives were not disclosed but examples of the 
procedure, using a different set of pictures, were given and practised in class 
during at least two 50-minute lessons one week in advance. The teachers 
rated the oral tests with a 5-point Likert scale on vocabulary, grammar, 
fluency and functional adequacy (see Appendix H). Additionally, several 
CAF measures were used (for an elaborate description of the procedure see 
Chapter 5).  
 
6.3.8. Baseline scores  
 
Another subtest of the general scholastic aptitude tests (described above) 
measured general English language proficiency. This part of the test was 
used to determine the students’ baseline English language proficiency level. 
The L2 language tests consisted of reading and vocabulary assignments. An 
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extra reading and listening test was used to validate the results of the CITO 
scores. These were distributed and corrected by the English teachers. There 
was a strong positive correlation between the CITO scores and the schools’ 
reading test (r =.64, p <.01) and a moderate positive correlation between 
CITO score and the schools’ listening test (r =.51, p <.01). Because the four 
tests were positively correlated an average of the four scores was calculated 
and used as a baseline score. In the analyses the baseline score is used as 
a pretest to control for proficiency differences between students at the start 
of secondary education.   
 
6.4 Analysis 
 
For this study multilevel modelling (MLM) was used. These models take into 
account that the students that are in the same class must have more in 
common than those who are not (Hox et al., 2017), and therefore the nesting 
in classes in these models controlled for similarities between students within 
classes. Additionally, an advantage of MLM over a repeated measures 
approach is that the MLM combines random factors, subjects and items, into 
a single full analysis (Quené & Van den Bergh, 2004). 
 
The models were run on the dependent variables that were used to analyse 
the students’ receptive and productive language output. The rationale and 
operationalization of these measures can be found in Chapters 3, 4 and 5. 
To answer the research questions the following models were run on each 
dependent variable:  
 

- Model 1: Includes class as a random intercept allowing the 
intercepts for the different classes to vary and it includes Time 
(pretest, Year 1, Year 2), as a fixed effect.  

- Model 2: interaction between Time (pretest, Year 1, Year 2) and 
Group (explicit vs. implicit) is added to the model.  

- Model 3: the cognitive and affective ID variables are added one at a 
time as a fixed effect to test for a main effect.  

- Model 4: an interaction is added between an ID variable and Time 
to see if the ID has a different effect on the outcome variable as a 
result of time.  

- Model 5: an interaction between ID variable and Group is added to 
see if the ID variable had a different effect on the outcome variable 
in both learning conditions. 

- Model 6: an interaction is added between the ID variable, Time and 
Group to see if the effect of the ID variable depends on 
combinations of Time and Group.  

 
If a significant effect was found in Model 3, then the ID variable in question 
had an effect on the dependent variable regardless of Time or Group. If 



	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter 6 Individual Differences 133 

	

	

Model 4 was significant then the ID variable had a significant effect at a 
certain point in time.  
 
If Model 5 increases the fit of the model there might be two interpretations: 
the distribution of the ID variable differs between both conditions, or both 
types of education draw differently on the specific ID variable. Because for 
most ID variables (except analytic ability) the means and standard deviations 
of the ID variables do not differ between conditions, the first interpretation 
can be rejected in all cases besides analytic ability.  
 
If a significant effect was found in Model 6, then this indicated that the ID 
variable in question had a differential effect on the explicit or implicit 
condition as a function of time. Especially Models 5 and 6 answered our 
research question: in what respect does the influence of ID variables differ in 
an explicit and implicit instructional setting. 

6.5 Results  
 
Our main research question concerns differential effects of ID variables in 
the implicit or explicit group. To answer these questions Models 5 and 6 are 
of interest. If Models 5 or 6 did not show a significant model improvement 
but Model 3 or 4 did, then the ID variable did have a significant effect on the 
outcome variable but the effect was the same for both the implicit and 
explicit group. We will first briefly discuss the ID variables that showed a 
significant equal effect on the outcome variables and then we will present 
the differential results of Models 5 and 6.  
 
Table 29 presents the means and standard deviations of the ID variables. 
Only the ID variable analytic ability showed a significant difference between 
groups (t = 4.83, df = 227.9 p < .01). The other ID variables showed no 
significant differences between the implicit or explicit group.  
 
Table 29 Means, standard deviation and score range of ID variables 

 Score range Explicit (N=118) Implicit (N=122) 
  Mean (St.dv) Mean (St.dv) 
Linguistic ID variable     
L1 vocabulary 0-100% 60 (15) 62 (14) 
Cognitive ID variable    
Analytic ability* 0-100% 61 (17) 51 (14) 
General aptitude 0-100% 54 (9) 56 (11) 
Affective ID variables    
Attitude  1-5 4.1 (.73) 4.0 (.67) 
Motivation 1-5 4.6 (.68) 4.5 (.58) 
Anxiety 1-5 2.8 (1.1) 3.0 (.94) 
Parental encouragement 1-5 3.9 (.95) 4.0 (.84) 
* = significant difference between implicit and explicit group  
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6.5.1 Model 3 and 4: Equal general effect on implicit and explicit group 
 
Appendix J shows an overview of which model was significant for which 
interaction. We will discuss the general findings of Models 3 and 4 first, per 
ID variable. 
 

L1 vocabulary knowledge 
In general L1 vocabulary knowledge mostly had a positive effect on the 
outcome variables, the higher the L1 vocabulary scores the higher the 
scores on the outcome variables. A few exceptions were for lexical, word 
order and verb use errors in the writing assignments in Year 1. In these 
cases L1 vocabulary knowledge had a weakening effect where the students 
made more errors the higher their L1 vocabulary knowledge scores.   
 

Analytic ability 
Analytic ability had a positive effect on the outcome variables. The effects 
were mainly notable in Year 2. In the writing assignments the effects were 
stronger in Year 2 for mean length of clause, lexical diversification and 
chunks and in the oral data in Year 2 for verb form errors (fewer errors). In 
Year 1 students with higher scores on analytic ability also received higher 
scores from the teachers on functional adequacy and fluency in their oral 
performance.   
 

General scholastic aptitude 
As the other cognitive variables, general scholastic aptitude had an overall 
positive effect on the outcome variables. A noteworthy general finding is that 
it had no effect on almost all of the accuracy measures in the oral data, the 
only exception was verb form errors in Year 2.   
 

Attitude 
In general attitude had a positive effect on most of the outcome variables. In 
the oral data attitude had no effect on the accuracy measures with the 
exception of function word errors. In writing attitude also had no effect on the 
syntactic complexity measures. 
 

Motivation  
Motivation did not have any effect on the complexity measures in the oral 
data. Also in the written data motivation only had an effect on two out of the 
six complexity measures (lexical diversity and number of dependent 
clauses). In the written data motivation had no effect on the holistic scores 
but it did always show a positive effect in the oral data. There were some 
differential effects of motivation between the explicit and implicit group (see 
differential effects below). 
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Anxiety 
Anxiety showed a positive effect on several error rates, so the more anxious 
the more errors. Anxiety often had a negative effect on length measures, so 
the more anxious the fewer words per minute, the shorter the sentences and 
the fewer words in the writing assignment. The number of silent pauses 
showed a positive effect, so the more anxious the more silent pauses. As 
opposed to writing, anxiety had a negative effect on all holistic scores in the 
oral assignment in Year 2. For the receptive skills anxiety had a significant 
negative effect in Year 2 for both reading and listening.  
 

Parental encouragement 
Parental encouragement often had a negative effect on the outcome 
variables. For the receptive skills parental encouragement had a negative 
effect in Year 2. The higher the scores on parental encouragement, the 
lower the scores on reading and listening. The same was the case for text 
length in writing and in the oral data for task length, coordination and all 
fluency measures. The accuracy measures often showed a differential effect 
between the implicit and explicit group (see below).  
 
6.5.2 Model 5: Differential main effect of group  
 
Model 5 and 6 present differential effects of ID variables on a variety of 
outcome variables. Table 30 presents the model comparison of the 
significant improvement from Model 4 to Model 5. In this case there is a 
main differential effect between the implicit and explicit group.  
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Table 30. Model 5 with significant differences between implicit and explicit 
group 

 
L1 vocabulary knowledge 

In the written data of the implicit group L1 vocabulary knowledge showed a 
significantly stronger positive effect on the number of dependent clauses per 
clause and the number of clauses per sentence (CS: ∆ß = .07; SE = .03; p = 
.041, DCC: ∆ß = .04; SE = .01; p < .001).  
In the oral data L1 vocabulary knowledge showed a significant differential 
effect on incorrect word and verb form errors, again it had a significantly 
stronger effect on the implicit group (verb form: ∆ß = -.15; SE = .07; p = .037; 
incorrect word: ∆ß = -.12; SE = .04; p = .006). This means that the higher the 

  
 
χ2 

 
 
Df 

 
 
p 

Stronger  
positive  
effect on 

Written data       
L1*Dependent clause per clause (DCC) 12.37 1 < .001 Implicit 

L1*Clauses per sentence (CS) 4.08 1 .04 Implicit 

Attitude*Verb form errors 3.81 1 .049 Explicit 

Motivation*Verb form errors 6.67 1 .009 Explicit 

Ex Motivation*Verb use errors 4.00 1 .043 Explicit 

Ex Parental encouragement* Verb use errors 3.84 1 .050 Explicit  

Oral data     
L1* Incorrect word 7.43 1 .006 Implicit  

L1* Verb form errors  4.09 1 .04 Implicit 

Analytic ability* Word order errors 7.39 1 .007 Explicit 

Attitude* Function word error 5.12 1 .023 Explicit  

Motivation*Function word errors 7.00 1 .008 Explicit 

Motivation*Word order errors  5.43 1 .020 Explicit 

Anxiety*Incorrect word errors 6.40 1 .011 Explicit 

Parental encouragement* L1 word errors 6.46 1 .011 Explicit  

Receptive data     

Motivation*Listening 4.19 1 .040 Implicit 
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L1 vocabulary score the fewer errors were made, but significantly more so in 
the implicit group.  

 
Analytic ability  

In the students’ oral data analytic ability had a significantly stronger effect 
(fewer errors) for the explicit group for word order errors (∆ß = -.12; SE = 
.044; p = .006). The higher their score on analytic ability the fewer word 
order errors they made. However, the explicit group scored significantly 
higher on analytic ability (see Table 29).  
 

Attitude 
In the written data a student’s attitude score had a significantly different 
impact on the number of verb form errors. There was a significantly stronger 
effect of attitude for the explicit group. The higher their attitude score the 
fewer verb form errors they made in their written work (∆ß = -.14; SE = .07; p 
= 0.049).  
 
In the oral data there was a differential main effect between the implicit and 
explicit group on the number of function word errors, in which there was a 
stronger effect on the explicit group (∆ß = -.22; SE = .10; p = .023). The 
higher their attitude scores the fewer function word errors they made.  
 

Motivation 
On the (few) outcome variables that motivation did show an effect it was 
always a differential effect. This was the case for several accuracy 
measures. Motivation showed a differential effect for verb form and verb use 
errors in the students’ written work. The explicit group showed a significantly 
stronger effect for motivation (verb form: ∆ß = -.18; SE = .07; p = .009; verb 
use: ∆ß = -.12; SE = .06; p = .043). The higher the students’ motivation the 
fewer errors they made.  
 
In the oral data motivation also had a differential main effect on function 
word errors and word order errors. Here again there was a significantly 
stronger effect (fewer errors) for the explicit group (word order error: ∆ß = -
.16; SE .07; p = .020; function word errors: ∆ß = -.28; SE = .11; p = .008).  
 
For the receptive skills motivation showed a differential main effect for 
listening. There was a stronger positive effect of motivation on the listening 
scores in the implicit group (∆ß = .32; SE = .15; p = .040).  
 

Anxiety 
In the oral data there was a significantly stronger effect (fewer errors) of 
anxiety on incorrect word errors in the explicit group (∆ß = .11; SE = .04; p = 
.011).  
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Parental encouragement 
In the written data parental encouragement had a differential main effect on 
the number of verb use errors. There was a significantly stronger effect in 
the explicit group (∆ß = -.11; SE = .06; p = .050). The higher the parental 
encouragement the fewer errors they made. 
 
In the oral data there was a significantly stronger effect of parental 
encouragement on L1 word errors for the explicit group (∆ß = -.24; SE = .09; 
p = .011). So the more parental encouragement the fewer L1 words were 
used in the oral assignment.  
 
6.5.3 Model 6: Differential effect as a function of time  
 
Table 31 presents the model comparison of the significant model 
improvements from Model 5 to Model 6. In this case there is a differential 
effect between the implicit and explicit group in either Year 1 or Year 2.  
 
Table 31 Model 6 with significant interaction between an ID variable*Group 
(implicit vs. explicit)*Time (Year 1 or Year 2) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

χ2 Df p Stronger 
effect on 

group 

Year 

Written data        

Attitude*Chunks 7.42 2 .024 Implicit Year 1  

Anxiety*Verb form errors 
 

6.88 2 .032 Explicit Year 1 

Anxiety*Verb use errors  6.82 2 .033 Explicit Year 1 

Parental encouragement*Chunks 6.07 2 .048 Implicit Year 1 

Parental encouragement*Lexical errors  7.52 2 .023 Implicit Year 1 

Oral data      
L1*Holistic grammar score 7.43 2 .024 Explicit  Year 1 

Gen. scholastic aptitude*Filled pauses 6.60 2 .037 Implicit Year 1 

Analytic ability*Verb use errors  9.47 2 .009 Implicit Year 1 
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L1 vocabulary knowledge 
The holistic scores in the oral data showed a significant differential effect 
between groups only during the first oral assignment. The L1 had a 
significantly stronger positive effect on the holistic grammar scores for the 
explicit group (∆ß = .20; SE = .10; p = .024). 
 

Analytic ability 
Analytic ability showed a stronger effect in the implicit group during the oral 
assignment in Year 1 for verb use errors (∆ß = -.52; SE = .17; p = .009). The 
higher the implicit group’s analytic ability the fewer verb use errors were 
made.  
 

General scholastic aptitude  
The only differential effect of general scholastic aptitude was on the number 
of filled pauses in the Year 1 oral assignment. Here there was a significantly 
stronger effect for the explicit group (∆ß = 5.3; SE = 2.52; p = .035), the 
higher their general scholastic aptitude score the more filled pauses they 
made.  
 

Anxiety 
In the written data the effect of anxiety had a differential effect between 
groups during the first writing assignment. Anxiety had a stronger effect in 
the explicit group (fewer errors) for verb form errors (verb form: ∆ß =-.91; SE 
= .42; p = .031) and verb use errors (∆ß = -.51; SE = .20; p = .009). So, in 
the implicit group the higher the anxiety the more verb form and verb use 
errors were made.  
 

Parental encouragement 
For the number of lexical errors there was a differential effect between 
groups during the first written assignment. There was a stronger effect in the 
implicit group (∆ß = -.56; SE = .25; p = .023), where the higher the parental 
encouragement the fewer lexical errors were made.  
During the first writing assignment parental encouragement also had a 
different effect per group on the chunk ratio. There was a significantly 
stronger positive effect in the implicit group (∆ß = .01; SE = .004; p = .016). 
 

6.6 Discussion  
 
In this chapter we set out to determine if certain ID variables had a 
differential impact on a variety of language outcome variables in an explicit 
FFI and an implicit FFI classroom setting. Although essentially we were 
interested in the differential effects of ID variables on the explicit and implicit 
group there were some additional results that are worth discussing as well. 
First we will focus on the ID variables that showed a stronger interaction for 
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either the implicit or explicit group on the different outcome measures and 
then we will move on to several general findings.  
 
6.6.1 Variety of measures 
 
As we outlined in the introduction, many studies comparing the interaction of 
ID variables with explicit and implicit pedagogical settings use outcome 
variables that specifically target accuracy. We speculated that using 
additional measures such as general comprehension in receptive skills or 
measures of complexity and fluency on oral and written production would 
show different interaction patterns between ID variables and explicit and 
implicit teaching approaches. Our assumption was confirmed.  
 
In total 36 outcome variables were selected to evaluate oral, written and 
receptive language proficiency (see Appendix J). Of the 36 outcome 
variables 23 showed a significantly differential interaction with one of the ID 
variables in either the implicit or the explicit group. Of these significant 
differential interactions with ID variables, the majority (16) concerned 
accuracy measures (error rates). This confirmed our assumption that only 
using accuracy measures might give a limited representation of interaction 
effects between ID variables, teaching conditions and language proficiency. 
If we view language proficiency in terms of error rates then we know from 
the bulk of studies that in a lot of cases there will be clear differences 
between explicit and implicit teaching conditions (see for overviews: De 
Graaff & Housen, 2009; Goo et al., 2015; Spada & Tomita, 2010). Therefore, 
the primary difference in interaction between an implicit and explicit FFI 
condition and ID variables would most likely be found in error rates, which 
indeed was the case in our data.  
 
Of the 23 significantly differential interactions only eight concerned linguistic 
and cognitive ID variables. This could imply that in an instructed FL setting 
the influence of different pedagogical approaches mainly interacts with 
affective variables. Also, higher levels of attitude and motivation could be of 
more importance than cognitive abilities in language proficiency 
development, at this stage of language learning. 
 
6.6.2 L1 vocabulary knowledge 
 
Overall, L1 vocabulary knowledge showed to interact with almost all of the 
dependent variables. This is in line with previous findings in research that 
investigated the influence of L1 on L2 language development (Schoonen et 
al., 2003; Sparks, 2012; Van Gelderen et al., 2007). However, in this study 
L1 vocabulary knowledge had a significantly stronger effect on the implicit 
group on three outcome measures.  
 
The positive effect of L1 was significantly stronger for the implicit group in 
the oral data on incorrect word and verb form errors and in the written data 
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on the frequency of dependent clauses. The higher the students’ L1 
vocabulary knowledge the fewer errors they made and the more dependent 
clauses they used, and this effect was significantly stronger in the implicit 
group. Perhaps in an implicit learning environment the L1 plays a more 
significant role, as the development of the L2 resembles the process of L1 
more than in an explicit setting where students are explicitly confronted with 
the differences between the L1 and L2. The language learning mechanisms 
that are similar in both L1 and L2 (Sparks, 2013) could be more apparent in 
an implicit FFI setting. Especially for morphemes with equivalent forms in L1, 
as these have shown to be used with higher accuracy in an L2 (Murakami & 
Alexopoulou, 2016). Providing explicit FFI with metalinguistic information 
could have weakened or superseded the (positive) effect of the L1 language 
learning mechanisms. Because English and Dutch share common traits both 
lexically and morphologically, the L1 could have helped the early 
development of the L2 in the implicit condition, making the participants in the 
implicit group more prone to positive transfer (Cummins, 2016). 
 
6.6.3 Analytic ability  
 
For analytic ability there was a differential effect on the frequency of different 
error types in the oral data. Here analytic ability had a stronger interaction 
(fewer errors) with the explicit group for word order errors, but had a stronger 
interaction with the implicit group (fewer errors) on the number of verb use 
errors in Year 1. The stronger interaction with the implicit group is in line with 
results found by Erlam (2005) and Robinson (1997) where analytic ability 
was found to correlate more strongly with language output measures for 
students in the implicit conditions of their studies. Presumably because 
students with higher analytic ability would be more able to cope with less 
structured input and find regularities and identify patterns themselves. An 
analysis of the different types of verbs used in the oral data (see Chapter 5) 
showed that the implicit group more frequently used the present continuous 
in their oral assignment. When describing actions in a picture story the 
progressive is the more appropriate form to use. The progressive is also a 
tense that is often extendedly used in beginner non-native English speakers 
and it is easier to pick up out of the input because of its salience (E. Ranta, 
2006). It is likely that students in the implicit group especially picked up the 
present continuous form from the input, and more so the higher their analytic 
ability. The more they used the progressive tense the fewer verb use errors 
they made.  
 
The stronger effect analytic ability had on the explicit group for the rates of 
word order errors could also be due to the properties of the grammatical 
feature. Based on the relatively high levels of errors found in word order 
throughout different proficiency levels of Dutch EFL learners (Verspoor et al., 
2012) this feature could be characterized as difficult. Difficult in a sense that 
learning requires more time and more mental activity (Housen & Simoens, 
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2016). The explicit group spent more time on exercises where students had 
to produce sentences and put words in the correct order. This practice 
combined with high levels of analytic ability presumably caused the inverse 
relationship between analytic ability and frequency of word order errors to be 
stronger in the explicit group. Indeed, Morgan-Short, Faretta-Stutenberg, 
Brill-Schuetz’s (2014) study also found declarative (explicit) memory to be 
associated with syntactic word order development at early stages of 
acquisition.  
 
6.6.4 General scholastic aptitude  
 
The last differential interaction found for the cognitive variables was for the 
number of filled pauses in the oral data. In Year 1 general scholastic aptitude 
had a stronger effect for the implicit group: The higher their general 
scholastic aptitude the fewer filled pauses were used. It could be that 
students in the explicit group with a higher general scholastic aptitude were 
trying harder in Year 1 to apply explicit knowledge they learned in class in 
their speech, which would draw on cognitive abilities and cause more (filled) 
pauses to occur (Hilton, 2011; Temple, 2005). On the other hand this type of 
pausing could have a different (communicative) function and be less of an 
indication of breakdown as compared to repetitions and revisions (Skehan, 
2009). Therefore it could also mean that in the explicit group, the higher the 
general scholastic aptitude the better the students were at being 
communicatively effective by using more filled pauses.   
 
6.6.5 Parental encouragement 
 
Interestingly parental encouragement had a negative effect on accuracy, 
where the higher the encouragement the more errors were made. There 
were differential effects for both the implicit and explicit group. Parental 
encouragement had a significantly stronger effect (more errors) on verb use 
errors and use of L1 words, and it had a significantly stronger effect on the 
explicit group for lexical errors. Other studies have also shown that parental 
encouragement that involves help with homework shows a negative 
interaction with academic achievement (Castro et al., 2015; Wilder, 2014), 
and in our questionnaire the questions selected for parental encouragement 
predominantly included questions about help with schoolwork (see Appendix 
I). So apparently when students produced more errors, the parents became 
more involved in helping them study. Or, if parents were too involved the 
students made more errors, possibly due to higher levels of anxiety.   
 
6.6.6. Attitude and motivation 
 
Attitude and motivation will be discussed together as they had a strong 
positive correlation (r = .79) and similar interactions. For accuracy measures 
attitude and motivation had a significantly stronger effect on the explicit 
group. The higher their attitude and motivation the fewer errors were made 
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on function words and word order in the oral data and on verb use and verb 
form errors in the written data. The traditional approach of presenting, 
practicing and producing grammatical features in the explicit group is often 
combined with an increased focus on accurate language use (Richards & 
Rodgers, 2014), presumably the fact that the focus on accuracy was 
stronger in the explicit group caused motivation to play a stronger role in the 
number of errors made. In which case; the more motivated the students 
were, the more they studied and the fewer errors they produced fewer 
errors.  
 
The only significantly stronger positive effect that attitude and motivation had 
in the implicit group was in the listening scores and in the use of chunks in 
Year 1. Because focus in the implicit group was less explicitly on form and 
accuracy, the implicit group’s positive effects of attitude and motivation 
would be more apparent in areas they could study for, like learning chunks. 
Moreover, higher attitude and motivation could have led students to be more 
engaged during listening exercises. For developing meta-cognitive listening 
skills higher motivation has shown to be important (Vandergrift & Baker, 
2015). Perhaps the students in the implicit group with high levels of 
motivation were more inclined to do their best during listening exercises 
because there were few other activities, like grammar learning, that they 
believed to be important for language development.  
 
6.6.7 Anxiety 
 
Anxiety had a stronger effect in the implicit group on the number of incorrect 
word errors, verb use and verb form errors, the higher the anxiety the more 
errors were made. Perhaps the difference could be that for accuracy 
measures explicit instruction was beneficial and that this pedagogical 
approach made lower proficiency students more confident and lessened 
their anxiety. Explicit instruction could have also given lower proficiency 
students more confidence because they could successfully achieve a feeling 
of success in assignments focusing on grammar rules. In a study on 
corrective feedback Tavakoli and Zarrinabadi (2018) found that the more 
explicit types of feedback promoted the willingness to communicate more 
than implicit corrective feedback for low intermediate EFL learners. Being 
more explicit in what and why something was wrong seemed to positively 
influence learners’ willingness to communicate in the L2 by “lowering their 
anxiety and increasing their perceived competence” (Tavakoli & Zarrinabadi, 
2018, p. 10). Indeed, in anxiety research the most anxiety provoking aspect 
of language learning is the thought of future communication (MacIntyre, 
2002), which was more evident in the implicit group and could have made 
anxiety more debilitating for these students.  
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6.6.8 General findings  
 
Besides the differential effects ID variables had on the outcome measures of 
the explicit and the implicit condition, there were also several ID variables 
that had equal impact on outcome measures in both the explicit and implicit 
condition. We will discuss a few noteworthy general findings.  
 

Receptive skills 
The cognitive ID variables always interacted with reading proficiency, both in 
Year 1 and in Year 2, whereas listening only interacted with cognitive 
variables in Year 2.  Again this could be due to the different development in 
language systems and their cognitive demand. Listening can be seen as 
more cognitively demanding than reading as a listener does not have time to 
review the information presented nor do they have control over the speed at 
which it is presented. More importantly a listener has to segment what is 
heard into meaningful units that can be meaningfully processed (Buck, 2001; 
Vandergrift, 2006; Vandergrift, 2007). One would think that if listening is 
more cognitively demanding than reading, then the cognitive ID variables 
would be more strongly related to listening. However, it could also be related 
to an L2 threshold that first must be reached for other variables to show an 
effect. A connection has been made concerning the transfer of L1 skills to L2 
listening in which there seems to be an L2 vocabulary threshold before this 
transfer becomes evident (Schoonen, Hulstijn, & Bossers, 1998; Vandergrift 
& Baker, 2015). It is possible that listening skills were simply not adequate 
enough in Year 1 for cognitive variables to distinguish between good or poor 
listeners, whereas in Year 2 it did.  
 

Motivation 
Motivation often had no interaction effect on the outcome variables. For one 
of the big two ID variables influencing language proficiency this was 
surprising. Out of the total 36 outcome variables 23 did not interact with 
motivation (see Appendix J). This could be in line with the finding that 
younger school learners are more motivated and have a more positive 
attitude towards learning a foreign language than older school learners 
(Edelenbos et al. 2006) whether they perform well or not, in which case also 
low achieving students could still be highly motivated.  
 

6.7 Conclusion 
 
To summarize, this study shows that ID variables affect language 
development differently in classrooms with different pedagogical 
approaches. The differences seem to reflect different learning mechanisms 
at work. The implicit group more often shows stronger interactions with ID 
variables on outcome measures that presumably rely more on implicit 
knowledge or do not require explicit knowledge to be retrieved, such as 
listening proficiency, use of chunks, filled pauses and length measures. The 



	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter 6 Individual Differences 145 

	

	

explicit group only showed stronger interactions with ID variables on the 
outcome measures of different types of errors. In class the explicit group 
predominantly focused on explicit grammar knowledge, and the 
effectiveness of explicit FFI on grammar knowledge has often shown to arise 
most in accuracy measures. Interactions with affective or cognitive abilities 
would then most likely be stronger in accuracy measures. The implicit group 
received implicit FFI and the effectiveness of this approach is most 
noticeable in measures such as receptive skill, fluency and length measures, 
therefore interactions with abilities would be stronger in this area of language 
development. The different classroom focus draws on different types of 
knowledge and consequently on different types of abilities.  
 

6.8 Limitations  
 
The tests used as cognitive ID variables were tests that were part of the 
standard curriculum during the years the study took place. They are all 
associated with L1 abilities as the L1 is the language to assess analytic 
ability and general scholastic aptitude. Although they clearly discriminate 
between different cognitive abilities they do not resemble the sub tests most 
commonly used in ID studies, such as components as phonemic coding 
ability, inductive language learning ability, and associative memory. 
Preferably a more recent and validated test battery would have been 
administered, if it were widely available. Unfortunately, there was no 
measure for working memory included in this study which would have been 
desirable as it has been argued to be strongly linked to L2 processing and 
could have added to insights in the interaction of working memory and 
language learning in implicit and explicit conditions.  Especially because 
working memory has shown to be predictive of learning in incidental 
conditions (Robinson, 2007). 
 
The CITO tests used to gather information on linguistic and cognitive IDs 
received an update between the two cohorts. The scale length was changed 
and questions in subcomponents were adapted (Van Til & Van Boxtel, 
2015). In essence the components were the same but we cannot determine 
the impact of these alterations. The participating school uses the results to 
determine if a student was in the appropriate educational level and 
determining which score represents which level is partly based on national 
results. Therefore we were not allowed to use the exact same test in both 
cohorts.  
 
For the affective ID variables a caveat is the short timespan between the two 
times the questionnaire was administered in the second year. Attitude, 
motivation, anxiety and parental encouragement are most likely to change 
and interact with other variables over time, which was not included in this 
study. However it was important to assess the attitude and motivation later in 
the process to be able to investigate differences between groups that could 
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have been attributed to the teaching approach. Still the initial states would 
have added insight and strengthened a claim of a teaching approach 
influencing affective variables.  
 

6.9 Practical Implications 
 
It is practically not possible in mainstream education to measure student’s 
affective and cognitive abilities and then assign them individually to the most 
appropriate learning condition. This would require organizational flexibility, 
time and money, which are the three things that secondary schools 
commonly do not have. The results of this study do, however, show which 
abilities are drawn on more heavily in an explicit or more implicit EFL setting. 
For instance the influence of L1 vocabulary knowledge is stronger in an 
implicit setting. Also, anxiety has a stronger effect on higher error rates in an 
implicit setting. This would mean that if a more implicit teaching approach 
were adopted, then especially students with low L1 vocabulary knowledge 
and high anxiety would need extra attention.  In an explicit FFI setting 
students attitude and motivation seems to strongly influence error rates, or 
more likely the other way around, high error rates in an explicit condition 
could cause students to become demotivated. Therefore students that make 
a lot of errors in language output could benefit from a different way of 
analysing their production instead of focusing too much on accuracy.  



	
	

	

Chapter 7 Grammar Test2 
Effects of Explicit Form-focused Instruction 
After two Years of Implicit EFL Learning  
 
Abstract  
 
In the present chapter we investigate if reducing and delaying explicit form-
focused instruction (FFI) and practice concerning grammar would affect 
performance on common grammar tests as compared to the effects of a 
more traditional explicit FFI approach. Two cohorts of secondary school 
children learning English as a foreign language participated in this study. 
One cohort received traditional explicit FFI with metalinguistic information 
and grammar exercises. According to the participating teachers’ self-report 
approximately 37% of classroom time was spent on grammar instruction and 
practice (see Chapter 2). Another group (the implicit group) received 
predominantly implicit FFI without any metalinguistic information and all 
grammar exercises were removed from the course book materials. In the 
last seven weeks of the second school year the implicit group received 
seven classes of explicit grammar instruction and practice (total of 
approximately 6%). Grammar tests were administered in a pre-, immediate 
post and delayed post-test design. The implicit group was tested before the 
grammar course, then both groups were tested at the end of the second 
year and again four months later.  
 
Results of multilevel modelling showed that the implicit group improved 
significantly between the pre-test and the immediate post-test. The implicit 
and explicit group scored equally well on the immediate and delayed post-
test. This study shows that after a (longer) period of implicit FFI only minimal 
explicitness and practice is sufficient to score well on a common grammar 
test.  

																																																								
2 This chapter is based on the following article: 

Piggott, L., Tribushinina, E., de Graaff, R. (Submitted). The icing on the 
cake? Effects of explicit form-focused instruction after two year of implicit 
EFL learning.  
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7.1 Introduction  
 
The popularity of grammar teaching and grammar testing in the curriculum of 
foreign language (FL) classrooms has a multifaceted background. First it is 
the remains of the grammar translation method, which was most prominent 
ever since modern language classes were common in schools (Richards & 
Rodgers, 2014; Wilhelm, 2018). Secondly, it appears that teachers’ and 
learners’ views, habits and beliefs play a strong role in keeping grammar an 
important component in the language classroom (Borg, 2003; Graus & 
Coppen, 2017; Jean & Simard, 2011b; Larsen-Freeman, 2015). Graus and 
Coppen (2017) investigated teacher cognitions of pre-service and in-service 
secondary school teachers in the Netherlands and found that there was a 
“marked preference for explicitly teaching declarative grammatical 
knowledge in a systematic manner, often relatively decontextualized and 
isolated from skills work or communicative tasks” (p. 658). This finding is 
also reflected in what we see in language course book materials, which are 
commonly centred on grammatical features (Hinkel, 2017; Maijala & 
Tammenga-Helmantel, 2017; McCarthy, 2016; Ur, 2017; Ur, 2011). The role 
of grammar in the FL classroom might have been reduced over the years as 
compared to the grammar translation method but it still seems to be the 
mainstay in many FL curricula both in the Netherlands and internationally 
(De Bot & Maljers, 2009; Richards & Rodgers, 2014; Ur, 2011; West & 
Verspoor, 2016). Even after decades of research the language classroom 
remains fairly unaltered (Larsen-Freeman, 2015). This is not only due to 
conservative teachers unwilling to apply research findings to the classroom. 
The function of explicit FFI and grammar rules goes beyond teacher 
cognition and language learning alone.  
 
Larsen-Freeman (2015) offers several possible reasons why research 
findings along the line of implicit focus on form have generally not found their 
way in the language classroom. One is a kind of ‘learner security’, which is 
described as students’ preference for being given explicit rules, because 
they want “the security of knowing what is right, which they believe rules give 
them” (p. 271). Explicit FFI is a kind of classroom management tool that 
provides this feeling of ‘learner security’ and gives the impression that true 
instruction and learning is taking place (Borg, 2003; Larsen-Freeman, 2015), 
which fits best in an educational setting where knowledge is transmitted. 
Teachers make learning activities that are perceived as having an outcome. 
They set goals and evaluate if goals have been reached. One of the easiest 
ways of achieving this is by focussing on grammar rules. A goal for a lesson 
could be to teach the students how to talk about what they did yesterday and 
the teacher could attempt to achieve this goal by explaining the past tense. If 
students understand the grammar rules, and can reproduce sentences using 
the past tense then the goal has been met for that lesson, regardless of 
whether the students will be able to do the same in spontaneous 
communication outside of the classroom. Explicit FFI of grammar rules has 
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such a broad classroom convenience it does not seem surprising that it still 
plays a pronounced role in FL curriculum, teaching and testing.  
 
With a large amount of grammar in the FL curricula the focus in class 
automatically centres on grammar. There are different ways of focussing on 
form in an instructional setting. Determining what is the most optimal way 
has often been on the continuum of how implicit or how explicit FFI should 
be. Explicit FFI is predetermined and planned, directing attention to a target 
form in isolation often with metalinguistic information, whereas implicit FFI 
attracts attention to form but is generally spontaneous, communication-
oriented, unobtrusive and without use of metalinguistic language (Housen & 
Pierrard, 2005; Long & Robinson, 2004). Explicit FFI has shown to be more 
effective for tests targeting grammatical features (Goo et al., 2015; Norris & 
Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010), but when it comes to oral fluency, 
willingness to communicate, written complexity, lexical diversity and reading 
comprehension, approaches without explicit (FFI) of grammar rules have 
also shown to be successful. As becomes clear in Ruiz-Zarobe’s (2015) 
review of evidence provided by applied linguistic research on the effects of 
Content Language Integrated Learning. This approach uses the FL in the 
teaching of non-linguistic subjects so that the learning of the FL is integrated 
in the learning of other subject matter, combining content and language in 
the curriculum. This then results in increased exposure to the FL without 
(explicit) focus on form. Ruiz-Zarobe’s (2015) review study concluded that 
positive effects could be found for both writing and speaking in terms of 
general competence, fluency and lexical and syntactic complexity.  
 
Without this increased exposure in minimal-input settings, like many 
mainstream FL classrooms, the general stance seems to be that some kind 
of intentional focus on form is favourable for optimal language learning (R. 
Ellis, 2015; R. Ellis, 2016; Lightbown, 2014). However, in Chapters 4 and 5, 
where we analysed the oral and written language proficiency in a minimal-
input setting, results showed that the students who had not received explicit 
FFI performed better on lexical diversification, length measures and fluency. 
For the group with explicit FFI it was predominantly the accuracy measures 
in written proficiency that showed an advantage of an explicit approach.  
 
Despite this observation, a lot of the course book materials and tests from 
mainstream FL curriculum rely on accuracy measures to gauge a student’s 
language performance (De Bot & Maljers, 2009; Garton & Graves, 2014b; 
West & Verspoor, 2016). If we must accept that grammar in FL classrooms 
seems to have practical value for language teaching and testing, then 
maybe a more concrete question is if we could delay and reduce the amount 
of explicit FFI in the mainstream FL classroom and still achieve favourable 
results on accuracy measures that are commonly provided in FL course 
book and testing materials. There is reason to believe that for novice 
learners explicit FFI might be less effective, even in a minimal-input setting. 
For instance, a recent study by Vyn, Wesely and Neubauer (2019) indicates 



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
150 Chapter 7 Grammar Test 
 

	

that; “judicious, explicit focus on grammar may be effective once students 
have developed sufficient proficiency in the language” (p. 60). Perhaps 
explicit FFI of grammar could be the icing on the cake after a certain 
language proficiency level is reached. 
 
7.2 Background 
 
7.2.1 Reducing FFI 
 
The final exam at the end of secondary education in the Netherlands is 
primarily based on reading comprehension (CVE, 2012). Because of this the 
FL curriculum commonly becomes less focused on grammar in the higher 
grades of secondary education. In the lower secondary grades teachers 
often use the tests provided by the publisher of the course books where 
grammar is rather prominent (De Bot & Maljers, 2009; Garton & Graves, 
2014b; West & Verspoor, 2016). The curriculum is commonly centred on the 
grammatical subjects of the course book material and other language 
activities are usually aimed at consolidating the grammatical feature (Garton 
& Graves, 2014a; Hinkel, 2017; McGrath, 2006). To be able to implement a 
more implicit approach in the language classroom and reduce the central 
position of grammar, a question that is of practical importance to language 
teachers is how much explicitness is necessary to achieve favourable results 
on the types of grammar tests that are provided.  
 
Several studies have experimented with the amount and type of FFI with and 
without transferring explicit metalinguistic information. It has become 
apparent that the type of outcome measure is an important variable in the 
effectiveness of different treatments. Goo, Granena, Yucel and Miguel’s 
(2015) meta-analysis combined data from 34 studies on the effects of 
implicit and explicit teaching approaches. Overall, explicit teaching 
approaches yielded a larger effect than implicit teaching approaches, 
however it depended on the way language performance was tested. The 
largest effect was for selected response measures (like a grammaticality 
judgement task), where the participants had to choose a correct answer out 
of a list of options. In the studies that used free-constructed response 
measures, usually writing assignments, the differences in effectiveness 
between the implicit and explicit condition were less notable. This was also 
apparent in Kang, Sok and Han’s (2018) meta-analysis on the effects of L2 
instruction. They aimed at identifying factors that could modulate the efficacy 
of language instruction. They concluded that type of instruction was the most 
significant moderator where both implicit and explicit instruction had a large 
effect on L2 learning but that implicit instruction appeared to have a 
significantly longer lasting impact (p. 13). The authors relate this finding to 
the inclusion of more divers outcome measures than previous meta-
analyses where explicit FFI yielded larger effect-sizes. 
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Apparently, depending on the type of outcome measure that is chosen an 
implicit FFI approach could have a more lasting effect than an explicit 
approach. Unfortunately the grammar tests in common FL course books do 
not use free production measures and the test questions resemble a 
selected response measure where students have to choose or produce a 
specific linguistic or syntactic element in a text. For these types of exercises 
more explicitness has quite consistently proven to be better (Goo et al., 
2015; Norris & Ortega, 2000).     
 
It is possible that implicitly trained language learners that receive tests with 
selected response measures have a harder time completing this type of task 
because the cognitive process is different to how they were taught, as 
described in the Transfer Appropriate Processing theory. This theory posits, 
“that we are more likely to remember something we have learned if the 
cognitive processes activated during learning are the same as those 
activated during retrieval” (as described in: Lightbown, 2008, p. 27; Spada et 
al., 2014, p. 454). Indeed there are studies that show that implicitly trained 
learners perform better on tasks that presumably draw on implicit knowledge 
and explicitly trained learners perform better on tests that presumably draw 
on explicit knowledge (Lichtman, 2013). In other words, it does not 
necessarily have to be a lack of knowledge that causes implicitly trained 
language learners to perform lower on common grammar tests, but more a 
construct and test-taking skills issue. Therefore, perhaps only a small 
amount of explicit focus and practice is necessary to prevent this 
phenomenon.     
 
7.2.2 Delaying FFI 
 
Besides reducing the amount of explicit FFI in FL classrooms another option 
that can be considered is delaying explicit FFI until students are past initial 
proficiency levels. Concerning when to focus on form, different theories have 
been proposed. For instance, the Processability Theory (Pienemann, 1998; 
Pienemann, 1989) suggests that learners follow set stages of acquisition. 
The theory was designed to explain the sequence of acquisition of 
morphological structures in learner language. Explicit FFI according to this 
theory would be ineffective or maybe even counterproductive if provided 
before a learner is developmentally ready. 
 
In this light, an important issue would be determining when language 
learners are developmentally ready for explicit FFI. Studies evaluating 
language development in immersion classrooms, where there is minimal 
formal instruction, have shown that students are able to develop the 
proficiency needed for fluent communication without any explicit FFI (R. 
Ellis, 2006; Lazaruk, 2007). One of the general outcomes of bilingual types 
of instruction as compared to traditional instruction with explicit FFI is that 
language learners in a bilingual setting are more willing to communicate but 
that their (grammatical) accuracy is low (Ruiz de Zarobe, 2015). The low 
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accuracy is typical for early stages of language development where a lot of 
formulaic sequences (chunks) are combined with faulty productive grammar 
(Myles, 2012), but it is also evident that a great deal of grammar can be 
learned naturally. Arguably, the immersion classes provide more input that a 
regular FL classroom cannot offer, but to our knowledge there are no studies 
that tried delaying explicit FFI in a regular FL classroom over a longer period 
of time.  
 
In an L1, metalinguistic awareness emerges later on in language 
development. A child first develops intuitive awareness of grammaticality 
and can indicate that a sentence is wrong but metalinguistic awareness 
arises later and is evident when a child is able to indicate why a sentence is 
incorrect (Karmiloff, Karmiloff-Smith, & Karmiloff, 2009). It has been 
proposed that this also holds for L2 acquisition in a naturalistic setting 
(Bialystok, 2001). If time is first provided to develop intuitive awareness 
through a more implicit approach then maybe later the explicit FFI and 
grammar rules will be (more) effective as learners might then be ready to 
incorporate them into their “emerging representational structure” (as cited in: 
R. Ellis, 2005, p. 148).  
 
There are studies that have experimented with the timing of explicit FFI 
within a shorter timespan. For instance Shintani (2017) examined to what 
extent the timing of explicit FFI affected the development of explicit 
knowledge and accuracy in subsequent writing. The participants received 
either pre-writing explicit FFI, post-writing explicit FFI or pre- and during-
writing explicit FFI.  The study took into account the prior knowledge 
participants had of the target structure under investigation, which in this case 
was the use of a conditional clause. Shintani used an error correction test 
and a written text reconstruction test to evaluate the effects of explicit FFI. 
The findings indicated that for accuracy in writing development, the 
prewriting explicit FFI was most effective for students with no prior 
knowledge of the conditional clause. For the group with prior knowledge of 
the conditional clause it was the other way around. Then the post-writing 
explicit FFI resulted in the most improvement. For learners who were able to 
use the conditional clause noticing the gap between their output and the 
correct form, followed by revision of their writing, facilitated L2 learning more 
than explicit FFI when the structure was not yet part of their linguistic 
repertoire. Waiting until students were developmentally ready had its 
advantages and made explicit FFI more effective. This also seems in line 
with findings in Vyn et al. (2019) where teachers’ reported level of 
agreement with teaching explicit grammar correlated negatively with 
language gains at lower proficiency levels, while their reported level of 
agreement with teaching explicit grammar correlated positively with 
language gains at higher levels of language proficiency. 
 
Combining implicit and explicit types of FFI differently in the FL classroom 
might bring the best of both sides, where explicit FFI can be the icing on the  



	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter 7 Grammar Test 153 

 

	

cake; higher grades on grammar tests and more fluent and communicatively 
willing students. The question is if the merits of an implicit approach could be 
achieved in a mainstream FL setting without extra time for input but simply 
by reducing and delaying the amount of explicit FFI. The previous chapters 
have shown this to be possible. So starting with a long and extensive period 
of implicit FFI and providing isolated explicit FFI after a basic level of 
proficiency is acquired could bring advantages from both pedagogical 
approaches together. To date, no work has explored effects of delayed and 
reduced explicit FFI. If this approach proves effective then perhaps teachers 
will be confident to try implementing more pure forms of implicit FFI 
approaches knowing that explicit knowledge of grammar can be obtained 
later on in the learning process with less explicit FFI. Therefore this chapter 
sets out to answer the following research question:  
 
What are the effects of delaying and reducing the amount of explicit FFI with 
metalinguistic information and practice until the end of the second year of 
secondary education on the learners’ performance on a grammar test? 

 
7.3 Method 
 
7.3.1 Participants 
 
For the analysis in this chapter students were included if they completed all 
three tests and were in three consecutive years of secondary education. 
Groups were formed over two different cohorts. The first cohort was the 
explicit group and started in 2014 (N = 184); the second cohort was the 
implicit group and started in 2015 (N = 209). All students starting their first 
year of secondary education in 2014 and 2015 were included in the study. 
The age at entry varied between 11 and 13 years old and the average age at 
entry was 12;6. All levels of education (prevocational secondary education, 
general secondary education, and pre-university education) were 
represented in the sample (see table 32). The school was located in the 
Netherlands and for all students Dutch was their L1 or their dominant 
language. According to school protocol, parents received a curriculum and 
testing overview at the beginning of each school year. Parents were given 
the option to exclude their child from sharing data for analyses through a 
letter of informed consent.  
 
Forming two groups from two different cohorts as opposed to selecting 
students from the same cohort or two different schools gave the opportunity 
to control for possible school, socio-demographic and teacher differences 
and made it possible for students to be unaware of any specific intervention 
as all their peers were exposed to the same teaching procedure and testing.  
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7.3.2 Teachers 
 
Eight teachers were involved in this study, one of whom was the first author. 
Table 3 (see Chapter 2) shows the years of experience and the total number 
of classes taught during the study. The first author instructed each 
participating teacher on the teaching procedures for the implicit group. 
Because the first author was employed at the participating school as an 
English teacher the department meetings were used to discuss the daily 
proceedings and any difficulties that were encountered. All participating 
teachers, including the first author, were interviewed and observed to 
evaluate treatment fidelity see Chapter 2. 
 
7.3.3 Teaching approach 
 
In this study both groups incorporated specific types of FFI, which we will 
define as “any pedagogical effort which is used to draw the learners’ 
attention to language form” (Spada 1997, p. 73). 
 
The explicit group received explicit FFI, which consisted of extensive 
grammar instruction including metalinguistic information. According to 
teachers’ self-reported estimates, 37% of the classroom time was spent on 
explicit FFI of grammar rules and grammar exercises. After two school years 
this totalled up to 86 hours of explicit FFI spent on grammar teaching and 
practice, out of a total 233 hours of English classroom time. The rest of the 
classroom time (63%) was spent on reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- 
and vocabulary exercises.  
 
The implicit group received the same number of classroom hours but these 
hours were predominantly spent on reading-, listening-, speaking-, writing- 
and vocabulary exercises that focused on meaning and implicitly on form. All 
of the explicit grammar exercises that required explicit FFI were removed 
from the course book materials and teachers were not allowed to explain 
grammar rules or use metalinguistic language. Preferably all types of FFI 
were implicit, however teachers were allowed to use any type of pedagogical 
approach in their lessons they felt comfortable with as long as it did not 
involve grammar rules. Therefore, according to teachers’ self-reports and 
classroom observations, there were certain types of explicit feedback 
present in the classes, but these did not involve metalinguistic information.   
 
In the last seven weeks of the second school year the students in the implicit 
group received a ‘grammar crash course’ that involved all of the grammatical 
subjects that had initially been removed from the course book materials. One 
of the three classes a week was spent on these grammatical subjects and 
included grammar rules. In total the implicit group spent approximately 6 
hours out of the total 233 hours of classroom time on explicit FFI and 
grammar exercises (2.5% of classroom time) as compared to the explicit 
group who, according the teachers’ self-report, spent approximately 86 
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hours out of 233 hours on explicit FFI and grammar exercises (37% of 
classroom time over two years). The explicit group did not receive any more 
explicit FFI during these last seven weeks than they were used to in their 
weekly lessons.  
 
7.3.4 Learning activities and materials 
 
In the first year both groups worked with the course book More! (Puchta and 
Stranks 2008), which is a four-level course for lower-secondary students. In 
the second year the prevocational level continued with More!’s level 2 book. 
The general secondary and pre-university levels used Activate! A2 (Boyd 
and Barraclough 2010). Both course books are internationally oriented for L2 
learners of English, so there is no L1 (Dutch) used in the course books.  The 
books are form-focused and each chapter has listening, reading and 
vocabulary assignments that are used to attract students’ attention to 
specific language features followed by a grammar section in which explicit 
attention is directed to form. During this section the explicit group received 
explicit FFI and this was followed by grammar exercises. For the implicit 
group the pages with grammar explanations and exercises were removed. 
 
Teachers received a questionnaire to gain insight into their activities in class 
(see Chapter 2). The answers to the questions were discussed with an 
independent interviewer in Year 1 and Year 2. According to estimates from 
the teachers’ self-reports in the questionnaire the time that was not spent on 
grammar in the implicit group was spent on extra reading (+7%), listening 
(+6%), writing (+14%) and speaking (+5%) exercises as compared to the 
explicit group. During the interview several teachers mentioned that a 
considerable amount of extra time was spent on vocabulary but that this was 
integrated in the reading, listening, writing and speaking exercises. In the 
interviews it also became apparent that teachers either spent more time on 
the exercises in the course book or they developed their own exercises to 
use in class.  
 
7.3.5 Grammar test  
The grammar test consisted of gap filling exercises on multiple grammatical 
features: Verb forms (14 questions), degrees of comparison (5 questions), 
indefinite pronouns (4 questions about some and any), quantifiers (4 
questions about much and many), and word order (11 questions). The test 
was designed by Schoonen, Van Gelderen, Stoel, Hulstijn, & De Glopper 
(2011) based on the content analysis of common EFL textbooks in the 
Netherlands. The fill-in-the-blank items with a prompt between brackets 
made it possible to assess the knowledge of grammatical forms without the 
need to search for the intended lexical item. The tests were administered 
digitally, graded in an online testing system and checked by a research 
assistant. 
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The test was administered three times within nine months in the participants’ 
second and third year of secondary education. The first time was seven 
weeks before the end of the second school year, just before the implicit 
group would receive explicit grammar instruction. At this time the implicit 
group received the test digitally whereas the explicit group received the 
same test on paper, due to organisational limitations. For this reason, the 
results of the explicit group’s first test were not included in the analyses. 
After the implicit group had received 6 hours of explicit FFI with grammar 
rules and practice divided over seven lessons the same test was 
administered digitally to both groups. For the explicit group the results of this 
second test were used for both Time 1 and Time 2 in the analyses. As the 
explicit group did not receive any (extra) explicit FFI or practice on the 
selected test items, we predicted that differences in scores between the 
explicit group’s (unchecked) Time 1 and Time 2 test would be minimal. The 
fact that also the explicit group did see and make the test at Time 1 did 
ensure that there would not be a test bias in favour of the implicit group.    
 
A delayed post-test was administered to both groups digitally at the 
beginning of the third school year. At this time no extra formal instruction 
concerning the test items had taken place for both the implicit and explicit 
group. Not all of the participants completed this third test but the sample was 
still considered to be representative for comparison because it was only a 
small number of students per class in each cohort that did not complete the 
delayed post-test (see table 32).  

7.4 Analysis 
 
This study implemented multilevel modelling (MLM).  MLMs provide a way of 
analysing data that has a hierarchical structure; in this model students are 
nested into different classes. MLMs take into account that individuals that 
share the same environment must have more in common than those who do 
not (Hox, Moerbeek et al. 2017). Additionally, an advantage of MLM over a 
repeated measures approach is that the MLM combines random factors, 
subjects and items, into a single full analysis (Quené & Van den Bergh, 
2004).  
 

Table 32 Number of students per educational level 
 Explicit  Implicit  
 Test 1, 2 

 (N=184) 
Test 3 
 (N=141) 

Test 1, 2 
(N=209) 

Test 3 
(N=120) 

Prevocational 31 28 43 15 
General secondary 85 59 103 74 
Pre-university  68 54 63 31 
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The fixed occasion multilevel model design tested if being in either the 
explicit or implicit group had an effect on the grammar test at Time 1 (before 
the implicit group received any explicit FFI), at Time 2 (after the implicit 
group received the grammar crash course) and at Time 3 (four months after 
Time 2 in the third year of secondary education).  
 

- The first model, the null model, was an intercept only model in 
which class was added as a random intercept allowing the intercepts 
for the different classes to vary.  

- In Model 1 Time was added as a repeated fixed effect.  
- In Model 2 Group (explicit vs. implicit) was added to determine the 

main effect of being in either the explicit or implicit group.  
- In Model 3 an interaction effect was added between Time*Group to 

determine if the effect of group varied over Time 1, Time 2, Time 3.  
 

If Model 3 showed a significant model improvement then contrast tests were 
carried out to determine if there was a significant interaction between Time 1 
and Time 2 or between Time 2 and Time 3 or from Time 1 to Time 3.   
 
The models were evaluated with likelihood ratio tests by comparing the test 
model with the previous model. The p-values reported are based on this 
likelihood ratio tests. The models were fit using SPSS 24.0.  

7.5 Results 
 
Table 33 shows the means and standard deviations of the total number of 
correct responses and of the number of correct responses per category. 
Note that in the explicit group analyses the test scores of Time 2 were also 
used as dummy test scores for Time 1. 

* For the explicit group the scores at Time 2 were also used in te analysis for Time 1 
 

 
 

Table 33. Means and standard deviation of the correct items on the grammar test 

 Explicit  Implicit  

 Time 1* 
(N=184) 

Time 2 
(N=184) 

Time 3 
(N=141) 

Time 1 
(N=209) 

Time 2 
(N=209) 

Time 3 
(N=120) 

Total (38 items) - 28.3(6) 30.0(6) 23.2(7) 28.3 (6) 27.6 (9) 
Verb form (14 items) - 9.0(3.0) 9.7(3.2) 5.7 (3.5) 8.4(3.4) 9.3 (2.8) 
Degrees of 
comparison (5 items) 

- 4.1(.93) 4.3(.97) 3.6 (1.2) 4.2(1.1) 4.1 (.98) 

Indefinite pronouns 
(4 items)  

- 3.7(.59) 3.8(.45) 3.6 (.76) 3.7(.71) 3.7 (.68) 

Quantifiers (4 items)  - 3.3(1.0) 3.4(.87) 3.1 (1.1) 3.7(.81) 3.5 (1.1) 
Word order (11 items) - 8.3(1.8) 9.0(1.7) 7.3 (2.3) 8.4(2.1) 8.7 (2.9) 
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Total score 
For the total scores, the model showed a significant interaction between 
Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 180.4; p < .001). Contrast tests revealed the 
difference to be significant between Time 1 and Time 2 (t = 15.1; df = 393; p 
< .001). At Time 1, when there had been no explicit FFI for the implicit group, 
the difference between the implicit and explicit group was significant (t = 
3.37; df = 20.9; p  < .01), as compared to the explicit group’s Time 2 scores. 
During the other tests no significant differences in total scores appeared 
(see Figure 43). 
 

Verb form  
The performance on the feature verb form also showed a significant 
interaction between Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 133.7; p < .001). The 
interaction was significant between Time 1 and Time 2 (t = 12.5; df = 393; p 
< .001). Especially at Time 1, when there had been no explicit instruction in 
the implicit group, the implicit group scored significantly lower as compared 
to Time 2 in the explicit group  (t = - 4.6; df = 20.7; p < .001). After the 7-
week explicit instruction there were no significant differences between the 
groups (see Figure 44). 
 

Degrees of comparison  
The performance on degrees of comparison showed a significant model 
comparison between Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 42.5; p < .001), with a 
significant difference between Time 1 and Time 2 (t = 6.7; df = 393; p < 
.001). The performance of the two groups on degrees of comparison did not 
yield significant differences but there was a significant difference in 
development from Time 1 to Time 2 between groups. The implicit group 
showed a significant improvement by Time 2. (see Figure 45) 
 

Indefinite pronouns 
There were no significant model comparisons for the questions about 
indefinite pronouns. (see Figure 46) 
 

Quantifiers 
The performance on the questions about the quantifiers much and many 
revealed a significant interaction between Time and Group. The contrast 
tests showed that there was a significant interaction between Time 1 and 
Time 2 (t = 5.9; df = 393; p < .001) and between Time 2 and 3 (t = 2.6; df = 
295.5; p = .010). This was mainly caused by the significant differences 
between groups at Time 2 where the implicit group scored significantly 
higher than the explicit group (t = 4.5; df = 393; p < .001) (see Figure 47). 
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Word order  
There was a significant interaction between Time and Group (χ2 (2) = 57.0; 
p < = .001). Contrast tests showed that the significant difference was 
between Time 1 and Time 2 (t = 7.8; df = 393; p < .001). Again the scores at 
Time 1 differed significantly as compared to the explicit group’s Time 2 
scores (t = 2.4; df = 20.5; p = .027). At the implicit group’s Time 2 the 
differences were no longer present (see Figure 48). 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 43 Means of the number of correct 
items,SE 80%  CI. IM =Implicit Group EX = 
Explicit Group 
	

Figure 44 Means of the number of correct verb form 
items, SE 80%  CI. IM =Implicit Group EX = 
Explicit	Group 
	

Figure 45 Means of the number of correct 
degrees of comparison items, SE 80%  CI. 
IM =Implicit Group EX = Explicit Group 
	

Figure 46 Means of the number of correct indefinite 
pronoun items, SE 80%  CI. IM =Implicit Group  
EX = Explicit Group 
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7.6 Discussion and Conclusion  
 
Grammar tests are common in the FL curriculum in the lower secondary 
classes. This entails that quite a lot of time in class is spent on explicit FFI 
and grammar exercises. At the participating school the teachers reported 
that in the explicit group they spent approximately 37% of the time in class 
on grammar rules and grammar exercises. The question we set out to 
answer is if reducing and delaying this amount of explicit FFI and grammar 
exercises could still lead to high scores on typical classroom grammar tests. 
In the implicit group there was first a long period of implicit FFI (1 year and 9 
months) followed by a 7-week grammar course. The implicit group spent a 
total of 6 hours in those last 7 weeks (1 classroom hour per week) on explicit 
FFI and grammar exercises, whereas the explicit group spent approximately 
86 hours on explicit FFI and grammar exercises spread over the two school 
years. We will discuss the results of the grammar test per testing occasion.  
 
7.6.1 Time 1: Implicit vs. explicit FFI 
 
The results of the grammar test at Time 1, before the implicit group had 
received any kind of explicit FFI, have clearly shown that omitting explicit FFI 
with metalinguistic information and grammar exercises results in lower 
performance on a grammar test. At this time the implicit group had not yet 
received any explicit FFI or specific grammar exercises on any of the 
grammatical features. The total score on the grammar test was significantly 
lower for the implicit group at this time as compared to the explicit group’s 

Figure 47 Means of the number of correct 
quantifiers items, SE 80%  CI.  
IM =Implicit Group EX = Explicit Group 
	

Figure 48 Means of the number of correct 
word order items, SE 80%  CI. IM =Implicit 
Group EX = Explicit Group 
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Time 2 test, indicating that without any explicit FFI certain grammatical 
errors are made in this type of grammar testing. This is in line with studies 
comparing explicit FFI with a control group with no specific focus on form, 
such as in several of the studies in Norris and Ortega’s meta-analysis 
(2000). Our results seem to confirm that to achieve accuracy in controlled 
grammar tasks, explicit FFI is more effective than implicit FFI (Goo et al., 
2015; Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010). Even though we 
cannot make claims about the mental processes involved, as no online 
measures were employed, it is most likely that the explicit group used their 
explicit declarative knowledge and their trained metalinguistic awareness to 
complete the task, whereas the implicit group presumably was not able draw 
on that type of knowledge and simply did what felt right, using their intuitive 
implicit knowledge. It is also quite possible that the explicit group relied on 
implicit knowledge but that they were trained more in this type of exercises 
that accompanied the explicit FFI and was removed from the implicit group’s 
classroom material.  
 
If we look at the grammatical features individually then we see that 
especially for the verb form and word order items the implicit group scored 
significantly lower than the explicit group at Time 2. Apparently, drawing 
attention to form implicitly for these features was not sufficient. The verb 
form items required students to produce the correct form of the verb in 
brackets (see Appendix K). They had to recognise person (first, second, 
third-person), number (singular or plural) and tense (present, past, 
continuous etc.) and know how to form a question or a negative. This made 
the verb assignment difficult.  To be able to come to the correct answer 
students had to make quite a few morphological alterations. Additionally, 
features like the third person -s are not salient in the input, which would have 
made it difficult for students to pick it up out of input without explicitly 
directing their focus and raising awareness to the grammatical feature 
(DeKeyser, 2016).  The explicit group had more classroom opportunities to 
make these features more salient through the explicit FFI and the 
accompanying exercises. The implicit group would have had to find 
regularities in the input themselves, which is considered difficult when it 
concerns a feature that requires a lot of alterations (DeKeyser, 2016). In the 
implicit group the input in the (remaining) course book material drew 
attention to these features, but it is likely that the lack of systematic 
presentation and practice was the cause of the implicit group making 
significantly more errors for these relatively difficult features. 
 
For the word order assignment the implicit group also significantly improved 
after the grammar course. At Time 1 the implicit group scored significantly 
lower as compared to the explicit group’s Time 2. This could be due to L1-L2 
differences. In the students’ L1 (Dutch) the sentence structure is quite 
different especially when sentences become more complex. L2 English error 
development shows that the number of word order errors remains relatively 
high throughout different proficiency levels (Verspoor et al., 2012) instead of 
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declining as language learner becomes more proficient. This language 
feature then could be perceived as difficult because its processing and 
learning require more time and more mental activity (Housen & Simoens, 
2016). Therefore word order could have relied more on explicit knowledge, 
explaining why the explicit group significantly outperformed the implicit 
group. In the analysis of writing (Chapter 4) and speaking (Chapter 5) 
assignments from the same participants we also see that verb form and 
word order errors steadily decline for the explicit group from Year 1 to Year 2 
whereas the number of these errors increases in the implicit group. For 
accurate production of verb forms and word order explicit knowledge seems 
to be beneficial, especially at this lower proficiency level. 
 
 
7.6.2 Explicit FFI after implicit FFI 
 
At Time 2 we viewed the effects of offering a short intensive grammar course 
after two years of implicit focus on form. At this time the explicit group had 
received approximately 86 hours of explicit FFI with metalinguistic 
information and grammar exercises spread out over two years of education 
and the implicit group had received 6 hours of explicit FFI after two years of 
implicit FFI during the last seven weeks. The results clearly show the strong 
short-term effects of explicit instruction. Any differences between the groups 
that were present at Time 1 disappeared by Time 2. This is in line with the 
bulk of studies showing the positive effects of explicit instruction on 
grammatical accuracy and grammar test results (De Graaff & Housen, 2009; 
Kang et al., 2018; Norris & Ortega 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010).  
 
This result also seems to indicate that after a longer period of implicit 
learning only a reduced amount of explicit FFI and practice is needed to 
develop the knowledge required to successfully complete a grammar test. 
Perhaps rule learning is most effective when learners are developmentally 
ready to incorporate the rules into their emerging representational structures 
(Bialystok, 2001; R. Ellis, 2005; Pienemann, 1998). This is in line with results 
found by Vyn et al. (2019) where explicit FFI on grammar appeared to be 
effective once students had developed sufficient proficiency in the L2. The 
question that remains is whether these short-term effects are durable. 
 
7.6.3 Time 3: Durable effects  
 
At Time 3 we investigated if the positive effects of brief explicit FFI after 
almost two years of implicit FFI were durable. After the summer holidays in 
the third school year the students completed the same grammar test again. 
There had been language classes for both groups but there had not been 
additional FFI on any of the test items. The results showed that there were 
no significant differences between groups from Time 2 to Time 3, which 
indicates that the effects of delayed and reduced explicit FFI after 1 year and 
9 months of implicit FFI are durable, just as the effects of long-term explicit 
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FFI. With as little as 6 hours of Explicit FFI after extensive implicit FFI the 
same results were achieved as with 86 hours of Explicit FFI spread over two 
school years.  Presumably, through implicit FFI prior knowledge of 
grammatical features was acquired after which a considerably reduced 
amount of instruction was sufficient to improve accurate performance on a 
grammar test. As Shintani (2017) also found; briefly directing attention to the 
less salient aspects of the grammatical features seems to be sufficient to 
improve accuracy on grammar tests. Hence, it can be concluded that 
reducing and delaying FFI in the first two years of FL secondary education 
will not place learners at a disadvantage in terms of (traditional) testing and 
grading practices.  
 

7.7 Limitations  
 
The explicit group’s first test at Time 1 was administered on paper and not 
used in the analyses. Organisational limitations in administering the test to 
the explicit group at Time 1 caused the test scores to possibly be unreliable. 
Therefore we chose to use the Time 2 scores to compare with the implicit 
group’s test scores at Time 1. The explicit group received explicit FFI on the 
test items throughout the 2 years of the study but did not receive any extra 
explicit FFI concerning the test items between Time 1 and 2. Therefore it 
was expected that the explicit group’s scores would not alter significantly 
from Time 1 to Time 2. However, this assumption was not verified.    
 
In the analysis the grammatical features were also viewed separately. 
However, the test that was selected predominantly focused on verb forms 
and word order. The other categories only consisted of 4 to 5 questions. For 
these categories individually, firm conclusions cannot be drawn from such a 
small number of items. They do however contribute to the overall total view 
of errors.   
 
The same test was used for all three testing points. This makes direct 
comparison possible, however it also has its limitations. Preferably the same 
grammatical feature would be evaluated in different sentences to be able to 
avoid task bias. The test results were not discussed with the students after 
the testing, however teachers reported that some students discussed correct 
and incorrect answers with their peers directly after the test, which might 
have influenced sequential testing.    
 
Finally, conclusions have been drawn about the effectiveness of explicit FFI 
but we are not able to distinguish between metalinguistic explanations and 
the exercises that accompanied the instruction. The exact role that the 
grammar exercises or the actual grammar instruction played is an issue for 
further research.  
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7.8 Implications for Teaching Practice  
 
Accuracy is not a stable language feature that linearly improves over time 
while a language is being learned (Polio & Shea, 2014; Verspoor, Schmid, & 
Xu, 2012). Especially in the initial stages of language development a 
relatively high error tolerance is desirable when learning an L2. For 
instructed environments where a FL is being learned, it is important to 
consider what a common grammar test tells us, and what it does not. If an 
instructional approach is changed in the language classroom but the way of 
testing language progression is not altered, it is possible that the 
pedagogical change will not show its effectiveness. Common grammar tests 
targeting metalinguistic knowledge are not completely representative of 
accuracy levels in free production measures. In the previous chapters we 
have seen that in our written and spoken data the error rates fluctuate from 
Year 1 to Year 2 in both the implicit as well as the explicit group (see 
Chapters 4 and 5). Also, in a lot of cases the error rates increased from Year 
1 to Year 2 instead of decreasing. This appears to indicate that the grammar 
test as used in this chapter required a different type of language knowledge 
and awareness than the knowledge used when speaking and writing. Only 
after a few hours of test preparation the students in the implicit group were 
able to perform equally well on this grammar test. This result should 
stimulate teachers to seriously reconsider their objectives for including 
grammar tests in their curriculum in lower secondary FL education. 
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Chapter 8  
General Discussion and Conclusion   
 
This study followed two cohorts of students (total N = 463) in their first two 
years of secondary education and observed their English language 
development. In essence the two cohorts were alike. The participants had 
similar demographic backgrounds, came from the same variety of primary 
schools, had the same mean age, followed the same number of mainstream 
English classes, were taught at the same school by the same pool of English 
teachers and used the same course book materials. The only difference was 
the presence or absence of explicit form-focused instruction (FFI) 
concerning grammar and its accompanying exercises. For one of the 
cohorts, which we called the implicit group, explicit FFI was omitted until the 
end of the second year. The implicit group would have no explicit FFI about 
grammar until the last seven weeks of the second year and all of the 
grammar exercises were plainly ripped from the course books. The language 
development of this group was compared to the previous cohort, which we 
called the explicit group. Our main question was; what are the effects of 
omitting explicit FFI of grammar rules on language development in a 
mainstream EFL classroom until the end of the second school year?  
 
We wanted to evaluate language proficiency as a multi-componential 
phenomenon that develops non-linearly and is influenced by several external 
factors (Housen, De Clercq, Kuiken, & Vedder, 2018). We incorporated 
measures on the dimensions of complexity, accuracy and fluency, as well as 
holistic ratings with relatively broad descriptors for language teachers. 
Additionally, we evaluated several cognitive and affective individual 
differences that would potentially influence the effectiveness of the explicit or 
implicit teaching approach.  
 
First we will summarise the main findings of the questionnaires and 
interviews that evaluated the implementation of the implicit approach 
(Chapter 2), thereafter the receptive skills reading and listening (Chapter 3), 
then the productive skills writing (Chapter 4) and speaking (Chapter 5), 
followed by the cognitive and affective individual differences (Chapter 6), 
and finally the results of a crash-course grammar after two years of implicit 
instruction (Chapter 7).  After the summary of the main findings we will bring 
the different chapters together and discuss certain relationships and 
interactions as well as the implications these could have for the foreign 
language (FL) classroom. 
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8.1 Main Findings 
 
8.1.1 Chapter 2: Implementation of an implicit approach and teachers’ 
views towards grammar 
 
The data collected in Chapter 2 was aimed at evaluating treatment fidelity. 
There were four research questions; 1.What were the differences in 
classroom activities between the implicit and explicit group according to 
teachers’ self-report?; 2. How did the participating teachers experience 
working without the explicit FFI of grammar and the accompanying 
exercises?; 3. How did the teachers teaching the implicit group respond to 
students’ language output?; 4. What are the participating teachers’ attitudes 
towards grammar? 
 

1. What were the differences in classroom activities between the 
implicit and explicit group according to teachers’ self-report? 

The teachers were asked to give approximated percentages of time spent on 
different activities in class. On average the explicit group spent 37% of 
classroom time per week on grammar instruction, exercises and practice. 
With four 50-minute classes per week in the first year and three in the 
second year and 40 school weeks per year this totals up to approximately 86 
hours in two years’ time out of the total 233 hours of classroom time for 
English. As compared to the implicit group that had a short grammar course 
only at the end of the second year that totalled up to 6 hours of explicit FFI 
and grammar practice. In the implicit group the teachers initially seemed to 
have replaced the explicit FFI by reading, listening, speaking and writing 
skills, but during the interview where the teachers elaborated on their 
estimates, they indicated that they also focused a lot on vocabulary. In the 
interview in the second year we added the option vocabulary; it appeared 
that the percentage of time spent on grammar in the explicit group was 
mainly replaced by vocabulary in the implicit group.   
 

2. How did the participating teachers experience working without the 
explicit FFI of grammar and the accompanying exercises?  

In the first year the teachers indicated that it was difficult to adapt to teaching 
without grammar instruction and practice. They experienced the classes as 
being more chaotic because they switched from listening, to speaking, to 
reading activities instead of the structured approach of starting a lesson with 
explicit FFI and then continuing to students completing grammar exercises 
individually. Several teachers, however, also indicated that they were happy 
to have the opportunity to try new (interactive) materials, watch movies with 
assignments or have time to select tasks in the course book material that 
they would have normally skipped because of a lack of time. In the second 
year the teachers were, in general, more positive towards the implicit 
approach and the time they had to choose other classroom activities.  
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Overall, the students did not seem to notice the absence of grammar 
instruction. The teachers very rarely received direct questions about why 
grammar was not part of the curriculum. When they did it was usually 
evoked by external factors such as parents and private tutors. Overall 
students did not inquire as to why something was wrong and were satisfied 
by knowing what they should have said or written. The teachers indicated 
that they did not always correct students’ mistakes to avoid interrupting the 
communicative context and because they did not want to weaken their 
students’ self-confidence.  
 

3. How did the teachers teaching the implicit group respond to 
students’ language output?  

According to classroom observations, recasts were the most common type 
of corrective feedback. There was a large amount of variance between 
teachers in the amount and types of feedback they provided. This is 
concluded as being due to teachers’ individual teaching styles and the 
classroom focus for that specific lesson. We hypothesised that teachers 
might fall back on explaining grammar rules during corrective feedback 
moments as these usually occur unplanned and reactions are intuitive. This, 
however, was not confirmed in the observations and the feedback 
occurrences were essentially implicit types of feedback such as recasts and 
no-responses. Even when, incidentally, explicit corrective feedback types 
were used with metalinguistic information, such as metalinguistic clues, the 
teachers tried not provide a grammar rule. For instance (3): 
 

(3) Student: What is your favourite subjects? 
Teacher: “Subjects” is plural so you have to change 
something in your sentence.  

 
4. What are the teachers’ attitudes towards grammar? 

In general, the teachers’ views towards grammar seemed to correspond 
more with statements that favoured implicit teaching approaches. There 
were a few statements favouring an explicit approach that scored high in the 
teachers’ response. These statements had to do with productive practice 
and improving accuracy. In essence the teachers agreed that students could 
learn grammar through exposure and that practice should always be within a 
full, communicative context by focussing on meaning. Also, errors should 
only be corrected if they interfered with communication. One of the teachers, 
with the least teaching experience, scored higher on the statements 
favouring a more explicit approach towards grammar. This latter was in line 
with Graus and Coppen’s (2016) study where they also found student 
teachers with minimal teaching experience to have a preference for explicit 
grammar instruction and decontextualized practice of grammar.   
 
Overall, we concluded that the intervention was implemented as intended 
and that there were clear differences between the teaching approaches in 
the implicit and explicit group. Therefore, if differences in language 



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
168 Chapter 8 General Discussion and Conclusion 

	

development would occur, the teaching approach could be considered to 
have contributed to these differences.  
 
8.1.2 Chapter 3: Receptive skills and out-of-school English  
 
In this chapter there were three research questions we aimed to answer: 1. 
What are the effects of reducing the amount of explicit FFI over two years of 
EFL in secondary education on students’ listening and reading skills?; 2. 
What is the relationship between English out of school and listening and 
reading skills?; 3. Does the relationship between English out of school and 
the receptive skills differ between the explicit and implicit condition? 
Reading and Listening were tested at the end of each school year. At the 
end of the second year the students completed a questionnaire about the 
type and frequency of exposure to English out of school. Receptive English 
proficiency was added as a pretest to control for differences at the start of 
secondary education. 
 
The implicit group showed a significantly steeper development in reading as 
compared to the explicit group. We related this finding to the greater focus 
on vocabulary in the implicit group. Reading is strongly correlated with L2 
vocabulary knowledge (Goh & Aryadoust, 2016; Jeon & Yamashita, 2014; 
Shiotsu & Weir, 2007), the increased focus on vocabulary in the implicit 
group presumably caused a stronger development in lexical knowledge, 
which would have had a positive effect on the reading skills.  
 
There was also a significantly differential development from pretest to Year 1 
between the implicit and explicit group for listening. The implicit group 
showed a spurt in development in Year 1, whereas the explicit showed this 
spurt in Year 2. Unlike in reading, the differences between groups in test 
scores however were not significant. We relate this to the amount of aural 
out-of-school exposure to English. There were no significant differences 
between groups on the amount and type of out-of-school English so the 
exposure was equal for both groups, and the exposure to English was 
predominantly in the aural mode. This could have reduced the effect of the 
teaching approach and the impact of L2 vocabulary knowledge on the 
listening scores between groups.  
 
8.1.3 Chapter 4: Writing  
 
Data on the productive skill writing was collected after one and two years of 
intervention. The data was holistically rated by the teachers and analysed 
with several measures of complexity, accuracy and fluency. Receptive 
English proficiency was added as a pretest to control for differences at the 
start of secondary education. Table 34 is an overview of the measures that 
were employed. It was analysed if the development was significantly 
different between groups from pretest to Year 1, from Year 1 to Year 2 and 
overall from pretest to Year 2. Table 34 also indicates where and in favour of 
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which group significant differences in development were found.   
 
* = for these measures ‘in favour’ implies fewer errors 

 
The explicit group outperformed the implicit group on accuracy measures 
and on the holistic rating they received for grammar from the teachers. We 
believe that the holistic rating is connected to the grammatical errors, as 
linguistically trained teachers have appeared to be more preoccupied with 
accuracy in their ratings (Duijm et al., 2018). The implicit group excelled in 
text length and lexical measures. We attribute the higher rates in syntactic 
complexity measures to elaboration in written speech and not necessarily to 
higher proficiency measures. The findings seem to show different language 
learning mechanisms at work, where the implicitly taught students excel in 
areas that presumably rely more on implicit knowledge (such as fluency and 
length measures), and the explicitly taught students excel more on 
measures that presumably rely more on explicit knowledge (such as 
accuracy).  
 
 
 
 

Table 34. Overview of measures used for analysis of written data and 
indication of significant differences in development in favour of either the 
implicit or the explicit group 
 
 Pretest – 

Year 1 
Year 1 – 
Year 2 

Pretest – 
Year 2 

Holistic     
  Vocabulary - - - 
  Grammar - - Explicit 
  Functional Adequacy  - - - 
Complexity     
  Mean length of clause Implicit - - 
  Mean length of sentence - Implicit - 
  Subordination - Implicit - 
  Coordination - - Implicit 
  Overall complexity - Implicit - 
  Lexical diversification Implicit - - 
Accuracy*    
  Lexical errors - - Explicit 
  Word order errors - - Explicit 
  Verb form errors - - Explicit 
  Verb use errors  - - Explicit 
Fluency    
  Length of text  Implicit - - 
  Chunks - - Implicit 
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8.1.4 Chapter 5: Speaking  
 
Data on speaking skills was also collected at the end of the first and at the 
end of the second year. The only difference from the written data is that, for 
organisational reasons, the implicit group received a grammar course with 
explicit FFI on grammar rules before (and not after) the second oral test. 
Therefore we distinguished between explicit FFI and reduced and delayed 
FFI for the implicit group. The task was a picture-elicited narrative, which 
was used both in the first as the second year.   
 
The data was holistically rated by the teachers and analysed with several 
measures of complexity, accuracy and fluency. Receptive English 
proficiency was added as a pretest to control for differences at the start of 
secondary education. Table 35 is an overview of the measures that were 
employed and an indication of where significant differences in development 
were found and in favour of which group.   
 
The differences between the implicit and explicit group were more diverse in 
the oral data as compared to the written data. For the implicit group the 
development of the holistic scores from pretest to Year 1 was steeper than 
for the explicit group. On grammar the implicit group received significantly 
higher scores from the teachers as compared to the explicit group in Year 1. 
Also, the implicit group had a longer phonation time, they showed more 
signs of lexical diversification, they used more L1 words to communicate, 
and used more words per minute. Then in Year 2 the explicit group showed 
more lexical diversification, used more L1 words to communicate, and had 
fewer filled pauses per minute. The syntactic error rates in the explicit group 
showed a significant peak in Year 1 and a steep decline in Year 2 combined 
with increased inflectional diversification. The only measure in which the 
implicit group still outperformed the explicit group in Year 2 in the oral data 
was their number of words per minute.  
 
Overall, the implicit group showed an advantage after Year 1 and the explicit 
group showed a steeper development in Year 2. These results suggest that 
it might take longer for explicit knowledge to become retrievable in oral 
production (DeKeyser, 2017) or that explicit FFI and grammar practice do 
not prevent implicit learning from occurring simultaneously with explicit 
learning, it simply takes longer (N. C. Ellis, 2015; Hulstijn, 2002). In this 
stage of language development explicit FFI could have delayed the 
development of implicit knowledge (Ullman & Lovelett, 2018), which is 
presumed necessary in speaking. 
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Table 35. Overview of measures used for analysis of oral data and 
indication of significant differences in development in favour of either 
the implicit or the explicit group 
 
 Pretest – 

Year 1 
Year 1 – 
Year 2 

Pretest – 
Year 2 

Holistic     
  Vocabulary Implicit - - 
  Grammar Implicit Explicit - 
  Fluency Implicit - - 
  Functional adequacy  Implicit - - 
Complexity     
  Length of task Implicit  - - 
  Coordination Explicit Implicit - 
  Subordination - Explicit - 
  Verbal inflectional diversity - - Explicit 
  Lexical diversification Implicit Explicit - 
Accuracy*    
Lexical errors    
  Use of L1 words Explicit Implicit - 
  Incorrect word error - - Implicit 
  Incorrect word form - - Explicit 
  Function words  - Implicit - 
Syntactic errors    
  Word order errors - - Explicit 
  Verb form errors Implicit - - 
  Verb use errors  Implicit - - 
Fluency    
  Words per minute - - Implicit 
  N silent pauses per minute* - - - 
  Mean length of silent pause* - - Implicit 
  Filled pauses per minute*  - - Explicit 
  Repairs per minute*  - - - 

* = for these measures ‘in favour’ implies fewer errors or a larger decrease  
 
8.1.5 Chapter 6: Individual differences  
 
During the two-year intervention several affective and cognitive variables 
were collected from the participating students. In Chapter 6 we set out to 
answer the following research questions: Does the (possible) effect of 
cognitive and affective ID variables on language development differ in an 
explicit and implicit instructional setting for reading and listening skills and for 
several specific holistic and CAF measures in speaking and writing? The 
affective variables were collected using parts of the Attitude and Motivation 
Test Battery (Gardner, 2010). All of the cognitive measures were part of 
standardized tests provided by a national testing institute CITO (Van Til & 
Van Boxtel, 2015). In the Netherlands these tests are used to determine a 
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child’s scholastic aptitude. All of the outcome measures from the previous 
chapters were used to determine if any of the ID variables had a differential 
effect on any of the outcome variables. Table 36 shows the ID measures 
and which ID variables had a significantly different effect and in favour of 
which group. 
 
Table 36. Overview of cognitive and affective measures used to analyse if 
they had a significantly differential impact on the language proficiency 
measures of the implicit or the explicit group 
 
 Outcome measures 

with  
differential effects 

Stronger 
positive  
effect for  

Main effect, 
Year 1 or 
Year 2 

Receptive skills     
  Motivation Listening skills Implicit Main 
Written data 
  Attitude Verb form errors 

Chunks 
Explicit 
Implicit  

Main 
Year 1 

  Motivation Verb form errors, verb 
use errors 

Explicit Main 

  Language anxiety* Verb form errors, verb 
use errors 

Implicit Year 1 

  Parental encouragement* Verb use errors  
Chunks 
Lexical errors  

Explicit 
Implicit 
Explicit 

Main 
Year 1 
Year 1 

  General scholastic aptitude - - - 
  L1 vocabulary knowledge Dependent clause 

ratio, Clauses per 
sentence  

Implicit Main 

  Analytic ability - - - 
Oral data 
  Attitude Function word error Explicit Main 
  Motivation Function word error, 

word order error 
Explicit Main 

  Language anxiety* Incorrect word errors Implicit Main 
  Parental encouragement* Use of L1 words Explicit Main 
  General scholastic aptitude Filled pauses Implicit Year 1 
  L1 vocabulary knowledge Incorrect word error, 

verb form error 
Holistic grammar ccore 

Implicit 
 
Explicit 

Main 
 
Year 1 

  Analytic ability Word order errors  
Verb use errors 

Explicit 
Implicit 

Main 
Year 1 

* If errors had a stronger interaction with an ID measure it entailed that the 
students with a higher ID score made more errors.  
 
As the overview shows, several ID variables had a significantly different 
impact on the language outcome measures in either the implicit or explicit 
group. The differences seem to reflect different learning mechanisms that 
possibly rely on different types of abilities. The implicit group showed 
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stronger interactions with ID variables on outcome measures such as 
listening, use of chunks, filled pause, and length measures and the explicit 
group had stronger interactions with ID variables on outcome measures 
concerning accuracy. The affective variables attitude and motivation always 
interacted positively with the language aspects that were part of the 
curriculum in the respective groups that could be explicitly learned. For 
example, in the explicit group this had to do with morphosyntactic aspects 
such as verb use, verb form, word order and function words. In the implicit 
group only chunks had a stronger interaction with motivation, which was the 
main aspect in the implicit group’s curriculum that could be explicitly learned.  
 
Anxiety showed a stronger interaction with the implicit group. The more 
anxious the students were, the more errors they made. This perhaps could 
be linked to the implicit pedagogical approach that is more communicatively 
oriented. Students with higher levels of anxiety in the implicit group would be 
confronted with their anxiety as the most anxiety provoking aspect of 
language learning is believed to be the thought of future communication 
(MacIntyre, 2002). Additionally for the students in the explicit group the 
grammar rules could have provided a feeling of security that possibly 
lowered their anxiety in language production, causing anxiety to affect 
accuracy levels less than in the implicit group. L1 vocabulary knowledge also 
showed a significantly stronger effect on several measures in the implicit 
group. We concluded that the implicit teaching approach perhaps stimulated 
positive transfer between the L1 and L2 because it resembles the process of 
L1 language learning more than in the explicit group. As English and Dutch 
share common traits both lexically and morphologically the L1 could have 
helped the early development of the L2 in the implicit condition. If linguistic 
knowledge is viewed as a set of automatized patterns, then patterns that are 
similar to the L1 can serve as a basis for L2 patterns (Bybee, 2008). 
 
8.1.6 Chapter 7: Grammar test  
 
The final sub study focuses on the effects of the 7-week grammar course 
that the implicit group received at the end of the second year. Grammar 
knowledge was tested in a common grammar test before the implicit group’s 
7-week grammar course, immediately after this course and again four 
months later. The test was based on topics that are common in English 
course book materials and present in the two years of explicit FFI. According 
to the participating teachers’ self-report the explicit group spent around 37% 
of weekly classroom time on grammar instruction and practice. In hours this 
would mean that the implicit group spent approximately 6 hours on grammar 
instruction and practice out of a total 233 hours available for English lessons 
as opposed to 86 hours for the explicit group.  
 
The results show that the implicit group improved significantly after the six-
hour grammar course. The differences were especially apparent in the 
assignments concerning verb form and word order. When we compare 
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results of the explicit group’s grammar test at the end of the second year 
with the implicit group’s results before the grammar course, we see that the 
explicit group significantly outperforms the implicit group. The explicit 
instruction in combination with the systematic practice that was present in 
the explicit group’s curriculum had its merits in such a grammar test. At Time 
2, immediately after the implicit group’s grammar course, there were no 
significant differences between groups. Apparently, the 6 hours of focused 
instruction and practice were sufficient to perform well on a grammar test 
after a longer period of implicit FFI. The measurement at Time 3, four 
months after the second test, showed that the effects were durable, as again 
no significant differences were found. We conclude that with as little as 6 
hours of explicit FFI after an extensive period of implicit FFI the same results 
can be achieved as with 86 hours of Explicit FFI spread over two school 
years. Presumably, through implicit FFI prior knowledge of grammatical 
features had been acquired after which a reduced amount of instruction and 
practice was sufficient to perform equally well on explicit grammar tests.  
 

8.2 Relationship and Interactions 
 
In the summary of the main findings above we have presented the results 
separately. We will now discuss the most noteworthy connections and 
interactions between these findings.  
 
8.2.1 Explicit and implicit knowledge 
 
It is likely that in any type of L2 language learning both explicit and implicit 
knowledge plays a role, and that learning an L2 is a complex interplay of 
explicit-implicit knowledge development (Hulstijn, 2015). In several chapters 
we have mentioned that the effects of an explicit FFI approach and an 
implicit FFI approach seemed to represent different language learning 
mechanisms at work. This was based on the productive data that showed 
effects of the explicit group predominantly in the domain of accuracy 
measures and the implicit group showing effects in predominantly fluency 
and text length measures. We conclude that the explicit group excels in 
assignments that allow them to draw on their explicit knowledge and that the 
implicit group excels in assignments that (presumably) tap more into implicit 
knowledge.  
 
Other studies, comparing implicit and explicit training conditions, have also 
found differences in the learning process they seemingly activate. A finding 
in Andringa and Curcic’s (2015) study, based on eye-tracking measures, 
was that the implicitly trained participants showed a gradual increase of the 
proportions of looks towards the correct items and the explicitly trained 
participants showed a decrease before an increase. The authors describe 
this as an “extended period of indecision that might be evidence of a 
disambiguation process that was possibly triggered by the presence of 
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metalinguistic information” (p. 262). In our case the implicitly taught students 
excelled in outcome measures such as length and formulaic sequences 
(chunks), which are also apparent in learning processes in early proficiency 
situations where language is learned implicitly, like a child’s L1 (Brown, 
1973; Michel, 2017). For the explicit group the starting point seems to be 
explicit knowledge. In the first year this group used shorter sentences in 
writing and made fewer errors. This could be because they were trying to 
retrieve what they had learned in class and what they retrieved were short 
accurate sentences learned by heart. In the oral data we see that in the first 
year the explicit group made significantly more verb errors and that the 
knowledge, although available when they had time to review in writing, was 
not yet available in speech. In the second year it appeared that the explicit 
group’s explicit knowledge was becoming available in a more implicit 
process such as speaking, and at the same time the number of errors in the 
speaking assignments steeply decreased. Also in Lichtman’s (2013) study 
participants were divided in implicit and explicit training conditions and 
language output was extracted by means of assignments that would likely 
rely on either explicit or implicit knowledge. Her results showed that implicitly 
taught participants scored higher on tasks that presumably relied more on 
implicit knowledge and explicitly taught students scored higher on tasks that 
presumably relied more on explicit knowledge.  
 
The observation that in the implicit group the written and spoken data share 
the same characteristics while in the explicit group there seems to be distinct 
differences between their written and oral data could indicate different 
learning processes at work. It appears that the students in the implicit group 
draw on the same (more implicit) type of knowledge both in the written 
assignments and in the oral assignments, while the performance in the 
explicit group is distinctly different.  
 
It is difficult to draw firm conclusions about language learning processes 
from language output alone without online measures, but our output data 
does give reason to believe that different instructional approaches promote 
different types of knowledge development and thus different learning 
processes at work.  
 
8.2.2 Error patterns and development 
 
For both groups the error pattern appears to be linked with development. 
When viewing language development from a complex dynamic point of view, 
errors are indications of risk-taking creativity that have a functional part in 
language development (De Bot et al., 2007; Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 
2018; Verspoor, 2017). Discovering and experimenting with new 
grammatical structures would first show variation and instability, indicating 
that the language system is being rearranged and is developing (Spoelman 
& Verspoor, 2010; Tilma, 2014). Sentences can be error-free when using 
early emerging structures, and error-full when more complex structures start 
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to emerge (Pallotti, 2009). We clearly see that in the written data the explicit 
group produces short accurate sentences, especially in Year 1. In the oral 
data we see that the explicitly taught students are trying to use more 
different types of verb structures and have a significantly higher range of 
inflectional diversity but are not yet able to do this accurately, resulting in far 
more verb related errors than in the implicitly taught group. The implicit 
group spoke more, and more fluently (in terms of words per minute) but also 
made significantly more lexical errors, that is, they especially used more L1 
words.  
Some studies have shown that after longer periods of implicit instruction 
accuracy increases and that there is little difference between implicitly and 
explicitly taught students (Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2012; Tilma, 2014). In 
our data we come to the same conclusion but only in the oral data. In the 
written data the implicit group remains making significantly more errors, 
especially verb form errors.  
 
8.2.3 Complexity measures  
 
Language complexity honoured its name by being the most complex feature 
in this study to operationalize and evaluate, especially for syntactic 
complexity. We tried to incorporate several complexity measures at lexical, 
clausal, and morphological level to be able to view complexity from a multi-
faceted/cross-linguistic perspective. In the end, several measures were 
generally not predictive of higher levels of language proficiency but seemed 
rather to be related to other language characteristics and speech traits.  
 
For instance, the implicit group’s written work showed a significantly steeper 
development in subordination (dependent clause ratio), but it did not 
necessarily imply that students were able to intentionally produce more 
complex subordinate sentences. Instead it was most likely an item-based 
phenomenon because of certain early emerging verbs that evoke 
subordination (e.g.; see, think) and are common in beginner language 
(Diessel & Tomasello, 2001; Lambert & Kormos, 2014).  
 
Interestingly, for the speaking data the same was the case but now for the 
explicit group. From Year 1 to Year 2 the explicit group showed a 
significantly steeper development in subordination and coordination. On 
further inspection the most common type of subordination in the explicit 
groups’ data were finite clauses that are a nominal modifier, such as a 
relative clause or a complement, for instance: he is happy that he found it, I 
see a lamp that is shining, I think a dog is being bitten.  Again, it was this 
early emerging formulaic language that could have caused this kind of 
complexification. The significant increase in coordinate phrases was also not 
related to more complex sentences. Instead, the explicit group overused the 
coordinating connective and as a filled pause at the beginning of an 
utterance to continue the story with phrases such as and then…., or just 
..and... In this case and can be characterized as utterance-initial discourse 
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filler, without any semantic function other than to indicate that another 
utterance will follow (Berman & Slobin, 2013). Like other studies using 
coordination and subordination measures in beginner L2 development our 
measures showed a lot of variation between groups, between oral and 
written data and over two years (Bulté & Housen, 2018; Verspoor et al., 
2008). We describe this as an unintentional side effect in language 
development rather than a representation of different language proficiency 
levels.  
 
The results of our complexity measures therefore seem to confirm notions 
that the relationship between (syntactic) complexity measures and 
proficiency is mediated by linguistic, cognitive and task related factors (De 
Clercq & Housen, 2019; Pallotti, 2009) and that these measures, like the 
accuracy measures, are unreliable units to gauge progression at this level of 
proficiency. 
 
8.2.4 Teacher perception 
 
Teachers participating in this study generally held a positive view for implicit 
teaching. Most agreed that explicit FFI could improve accuracy but they also 
agreed that productive practice of structures is a necessary part of the 
learning process. Interestingly, although in their opinion grammar was not 
the most important element in language learning it did seem to be the most 
important element when they holistically judged the written and spoken work, 
as it was only grammar that turned out to show correspondence with the 
CAF measures.    
 
The participating teachers holistically rated students’ language production in 
both the implicit and explicit group. They received a rubric with 5 different 
descriptor levels for the categories vocabulary, grammar, fluency and 
functional adequacy (see Appendix F and H). When comparing the holistic 
ratings with the CAF measures we found that the ratings most notably seem 
to correspond with the accuracy measures, and more specifically syntactic 
errors. For instance, in writing the implicit group made more syntactic errors 
in Year 1 and 2 and for the holistic scores they consequently received 
significantly lower scores from the teachers on grammar. Likewise in the oral 
data, where the explicit group made more verb form errors in Year 1, the 
teachers gave lower scores to the explicit group. This is in line with the 
finding that linguistically trained teachers tend to be more preoccupied with 
accuracy in their ratings (Duijm et al., 2018) than with other features of 
language proficiency. While Duijm et al. (2018) also found fluency to reflect 
in human ratings, this was not the case in our data. Even though the implicit 
group had used significantly more words per minute in Year 2, which is seen 
as a robust measure of fluency in spoken data (Michel, 2017), this did not 
reflect in the teachers’ holistic rating for fluency. This pattern of results also 
corresponds with findings in studies on views and beliefs of grammar in 
language education. Teachers consider grammar instruction targeting 
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accurate language production to be an important part of language teaching 
(Borg, 2015; Graus & Coppen, 2016) and apparently also in assessing 
productive language proficiency.  

8.3 Implications for the FL Classroom 
 
Finally, we will discuss the practical implication this study could hold for the 
FL classroom. This is a delicate section as research findings should always 
be “applied with caution” to avoid making “leaps of logic” from one context to 
another (Hatch, 1979; Spada, 2015). An advantage of this study is that it 
was ecologically valid, set in an actual classroom over a two-year period with 
a large number of participants who were not constantly aware of being 
included in an intervention. However, the ecologically valid and longitudinal 
characteristics of this study also made it more difficult to draw firm 
conclusions and determine the impact of the intervention. Everything we 
concluded was based on student output and the assumption that our 
intervention could have had an impact on this output, but there are 
numerous other factors that might have influenced the results. Think of 
classroom dynamics, out-of-school exposure, L1 development, cognitive 
development and teacher-learner relationship. Many of these external 
factors could have also influenced (group) results. As always, more studies 
are necessary for findings to become representative of a larger population. 
So, until then, apply with caution.  
 
There is theoretical reason to believe that at initial stages of language 
development explicit FFI could be less effective than more implicit FFI when 
learning a FL in an instructional setting (Hulstijn, 2015; Rousse-Malpat & 
Verspoor, 2018). There are studies investigating effects of implicit 
pedagogical approaches in bilingual streams in primary and secondary 
education (see for instance: Admiraal et al., 2006; Bergström, Klatte, 
Steinbrink, & Lachmann, 2016; Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004; Lyster, 
2004; Verspoor et al., 2015), but these differ from mainstream FL settings 
especially in the amount of input. This study kept the classroom input equal 
and still showed some positive results that correspond with the findings in 
bilingual classes. Therefore our study seems to indicate that it is the implicit 
teaching approach and not only the increased input that contributes to 
students being more willing to communicate through producing longer texts, 
speaking more and speaking more fluently.  
 
For teachers there is very little compelling empirical evidence that 
abandoning an explicit grammar-focused approach is effective for their 
students’ language development. Only recently studies are starting to 
appear that show some differential positive effects of implicit approaches in 
a regular FL classroom (Gombert et al., forthcoming; Lichtman, 2013; 
Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2018). These studies all have taken a 
longitudinal approach, with young adolescent participants, and used free 
production measures and multi-componential ways of analysing the data. 



	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Chapter 8 General Discussion and Conclusion 179 
 

	

Especially the free production measures combined with a longitudinal 
research design seem to be a prerequisite to find positive effects of implicit 
approaches.  
 
As the summary of the main findings above indicates, there were 
advantages in adopting a more implicit approach in the FL classroom but 
there were also advantages to maintaining a more explicit approach. It all 
depends on the assessment type and curriculum objectives. It is up to the 
English teachers to decide where they would like the emphasis in their 
curriculum. If the curriculum objective is accurate language production first 
and elaborate language production later, then an explicit FFI approach 
seems suitable. If the curriculum objective is elaborate, lexically diverse and 
fluent speech first and accurate production later, then an implicit FFI 
approach is most suitable. Viewing the descriptors of the Dutch 
recommended competency levels in the first years of secondary education, 
an implicit approach initially seems more appropriate. It is not until B2 
(CEFR) level that a higher level of grammatical accuracy is expected, and 
even then, mistakes are acceptable as long as they do not lead to 
misunderstanding the message (Liemberg & Meijer, 2004, March; Westhoff, 
2006; Westhoff, 2007). An initial implicit approach in FL teaching also seems 
best suitable if we take the proposed actions of the European Commission 
into account. They stress that teaching practices should not aim at an 
unrealistic native speaker level but focus on language skills that will enable 
students to perform tasks they are likely to face in further education and real 
life situations.  
 
8.3.1 Teaching material 
 
Finding teaching material without grammar exercises that provoke teachers 
to provide explicit FFI is difficult. Often course books’ chapters are centred 
on grammar and each chapter highlights a new grammatical feature (Hinkel, 
2017; McGrath, 2006; Ur, 2017). The question most teachers asked 
throughout the years of this study is how we worked without explicit FFI? 
.“What did you do in class? ” and “What material did you use?” The answers 
were quite simple; we plainly ripped out pages with grammar rules and the 
accompanying exercises. All of the other materials fit very well in a more 
implicit FFI approach. Through listening, reading, writing and speaking 
exercises you can draw attention to form without explicitly explaining its 
characteristics. An essential criterion for this approach to be successful is 
that you do not only use accuracy measures to evaluate language 
proficiency. This is where it becomes more complex and it explains the 
choices made by the participating school after this study had ended.  
 
 
 



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
180 Chapter 8 General Discussion and Conclusion 

	

8.4 After the Study  
 
After two years of working without grammar the English teachers at the 
participating school in this study could choose how they would continue. 
Most teachers had adapted well to working without grammar instruction and 
had a positive attitude towards a more implicit approach. Additionally, this 
study gave teachers the confidence that reducing grammar instruction was 
possible and that students pick up quite a lot along the way without explicit 
FFI. Nevertheless, the course book that was selected for the following years 
was a predominantly grammar-oriented course book. The main reason the 
teachers had for this choice was because the teachers wanted a well-
structured and complete course book that provided clear and ready-to-use 
tests and online material for remedial teaching. The course book they chose 
met these requirements. Another reason for this choice was that the tests 
contained a categorisation that could be used in an online tool that the 
school board had set as obligatory for test evaluation. In the end the 
practical (timesaving) convenience outweighed their experience of working 
without explicit FFI, grammar exercises and grammar tests.  
I am not confident that in the future there will be publishers that will risk the 
leap to a more implicit approach with fewer grammar rules, grammar drills 
and tests that evolve around accuracy or that teachers will risk the switch to 
abandoning the prescribing role of course books in their curriculum, but 
there are other steps that could be taken.      
 
8.4.1 Future language proficiency evaluation 
 
For the future I would encourage the development of different language 
proficiency evaluation methods that go beyond accuracy. Explicit FFI with 
grammar rules is not vital for language development, it can be added to 
promote more accurate language production, but it does not have to be the 
starting point or the main focus. This study has shown that the effects of 
deviating from a grammar-oriented approach in mainstream EFL are far from 
detrimental. It simply depends on how you define and measure language 
proficiency. On the other hand we cannot turn a blind eye to the practical 
convenience of grammar instruction and the fact that it fits best in an 
educational system that demands a learning process and outcome to be 
made transparent and easily assessable. Even research has been 
dominated by accuracy measures because of this convenience.  
 
A first step could be to experiment with different ways of evaluating language 
proficiency. The triad of complexity, accuracy and fluency was first proposed 
close to the millennium by adding complexity to the then common measures 
accuracy and fluency (Skehan, 1998).  Together these measures were 
increasingly used to gauge global language proficiency. Recently, it has 
been proposed to include Functional Adequacy (FA) to CAF making it 
complexity, accuracy, fluency and functional adequacy (CAFFA) based on 
studies showing its importance in language evaluation (Kuiken & Vedder, 
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2017). Teachers and course book developers could also try to adopt this 
multi-componential approach. Especially for English there are several 
materials and online tools to measure the size, elaborateness, richness, 
diversity, fluency and functional adequacy (Ai & Lu, 2013; Brezina & Pallotti, 
2019; Kyle & Crossley, 2015; Lu, 2011). The FL curriculum should 
incorporate tests that utilize measures other than accuracy right from the 
start. We could make sure that the language proficiency tests are course 
book independent, so that the course book topics will go back to being a tool 
for language practice and not a goal. This does mean that tests and 
evaluation tools have to be readily available. Perhaps if we shift our focus in 
the evaluation of language proficiency, a shift in teaching approach will 
follow. On the other hand, the implementation of the Common European 
Framework of Reference has also attempted to measure language 
proficiency from ‘can do’ statements, but this has generally not caused a 
shift in teaching practice at micro-level of individual teachers’ classroom 
practice (Hulstijn, 2007; Moonen, Stoutjesdijk, de Graaff, & Corda, 2013). 
The focus on what a language learner can do at different proficiency levels 
instead of what they cannot do appeals to most educators, but there are still 
a lot of practical and theoretical issues to attend to before classroom practice 
will change its focus.   
 
An interesting development that has taken place in the past years are the 
corpus studies that have started to define criterial features in language 
development to help evaluate language production (see for instance: 
Hawkins & Filipović, 2012). Many of these corpus studies are part of a global 
research program called The English Profile Project, which aims to describe 
what aspects of English are typically produced at each CEFR level. Studies 
like these could eventually add to new ways of evaluating language 
production and progress. Unfortunately, the criterial features for beginner 
language are not very transparent and beginner language development 
tends to be non-linear, variable and therefore difficult to grasp in a single 
grade. Nevertheless, if there are steps that can be taken, they should be in 
the area of language proficiency evaluation.   
 
8.4.2 Reading comprehension 
 
One of the noteworthy and promising results of this study for classroom 
implementation was the positive effect the implicit approach had on reading 
comprehension (see Chapter 3). In the Netherlands the final exam is 
primarily aimed at this competence and promoting its development is 
important to enhance success during this final exam. This positive result was 
not due to an increased classroom focus on reading comprehension, as the 
difference between time spent on reading in the explicit or implicit group was 
not substantial according to the teachers’ self-report (see Chapter 2). We 
assign this positive effect mainly to the increased focus on lexical units in the 
implicit group. The teachers indicated that in the implicit group they spent 
more time on vocabulary by offering more words and chunks to learn and 
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spending more time on consolidating them in classroom exercises. As L2 
vocabulary knowledge has shown to be strongly correlated to reading 
proficiency (Jeon & Yamashita, 2014; MacCartty, 2000; Zhang, 2012) it 
seems that this shift from grammar to lexical units is also a shift that should 
be encouraged. The correlation between grammar knowledge and reading 
comprehension on the other hand is not that clear (MacCartty, 2000; Oh, 
2016; Zhang, 2012).  It remains remarkable that so much time in FL 
classrooms is spent on explicit FFI of grammar while there are no exact 
formal requirements concerning accuracy measures in secondary education 
in the Netherlands.  
 
8.4.3 Teacher development 
 
This study offered the opportunity for several teachers to implement and 
evaluate a different pedagogical approach. This required the participating 
teachers to invest time and effort to make implementation and evaluation to 
a success. We were able to compensate for their time and effort with a grant 
provided by a Dudoc Alfa from the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and 
Science. Because of this grant several teachers were compensated for the 
time they invested in implementing and evaluating the more implicit 
classroom approach. Such initiatives are important in bridging the gap 
between research and practice and encouraging classroom practices to 
progress. The present study was frequently received with surprise in how we 
were able to remove explicit instruction for two years and comments from 
teachers on how brave we were as teachers to set out on this endeavour. 
But to understand effects of different teaching approaches it is crucial to 
have longitudinal classroom-based studies. It is not difficult or brave, it 
simply requires time and support.   
 
In the end there is one goal I hope to have achieved by this research project; 
that is for language teachers to be confident to reconsider the prominent role 
that explicit FFI with metalinguistic information plays in our language 
curriculum at initial proficiency levels.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
Questionnaire: evaluation of the implementation of implicit approach 
 
Naam:  
Aantal jaar werkzaam als docent Engels: 
Tijdsverdeling lessen 
1. Geef  een schatting van hoe jij de verdeling van lestijd die besteed 
werd aan onderstaande onderdelen hebt ervaren bij de eerste klassen van 
vorig jaar (dus eerste klas 2014/2015) 
Leesvaardigheid:    ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
Luistervaardigheid:    ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
Spreekvaardigheid:    ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
Schrijfvaardigheid:     ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
Grammatica-instructie + oefening:  ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
      ___________ + 
      …..100….% 
☐ Ik had vorig jaar geen eerste klas.  
Opmerkingen: 
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………… 
 
2. Geef  een schatting van hoe jij de verdeling van lestijd die besteed 
werd aan onderstaande onderdelen hebt ervaren  BIJ DE HUIDIGE 
EERSTE KLASSEN (dus eerste klas 2015/2016) 
Leesvaardigheid:    ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
Luistervaardigheid:    ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
Spreekvaardigheid:    ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
Schrijfvaardigheid:     ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
Grammatica instructie + oefening:  ……………..% van de 
totale lestijd 
___________ + 
      …..100….% 
Opmerkingen: 
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………… 
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Deze vragen gaan over de HUIDIGE EERSTE KLASSEN, dus alle eerste 
klassen 2015/2016 
 
3. Hoe vaak werk je met eigen/ander materiaal naast de leergang? 
☐   Alleen tijdens VTO-lessen. 
☐   Tijdens VTO-lessen en af en toe in de reguliere les.  
☐   Tijdens VTO-lessen en geregeld in de reguliere les.  
☐   Tijdens VTO-lessen en heel vaak in de reguliere les.  
Opmerkingen: 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
4. Wat voor soort materiaal was dit? Vink de drie meest gebruikte 
materiaalsoorten aan.  
☐   Het materiaal in de bijgeleverde reader  
☐   Interactieve spellen met elkaar 
☐   Digitale (interactieve) spellen 
☐   Film 
☐   Leesmateriaal 
☐   Luisteropdrachten 
☐   Spreekopdrachten 
☐   Schrijfopdrachten 
☐   Anders, namelijk: 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
5. Is het jouw leerlingen opgevallen dat er geen grammatica in het 
curriculum zit? 
☐   Nee, niemand. (0 leerlingen) 
☐   Een enkele leerling (tussen de 1 en 10 leerlingen over het hele jaar) 
☐   Ja, af en toe gedurende het jaar (gemiddeld 2 a 3 leerlingen per  maand) 
☐   Ja, veel leerlingen gedurende het jaar (5 of meer leerlingen per  maand) 
☐   Ja, heel vaak (bijna elke les wel een leerling) 
☐   Anders, namelijk: 
…………………………………………………………………….. 
6. Als het leerlingen is opgevallen, hoe heb jij erop gereageerd? Je 
mag meerdere opties aanvinken.  
☐   Door ze te vertellen over het onderzoek 
☐   Door ze te vertellen dat het volgend jaar aan bod komt 
☐   Door ze uit te leggen wat de rol van grammatica is bij het leren van een 
vreemde taal 
☐   Door een ontwijkend antwoord te geven. (bijv. ‘dat is nu niet belangrijk’) 
☐   Anders, namelijk: 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
7. Hebben leerlingen gedurende het schooljaar vragen gesteld over 
grammaticale aspecten van de taal?  
☐   Nee, niemand. (0 leerlingen) 
☐   Een enkele leerling (tussen de 1 en 10 leerlingen over het hele jaar) 
☐   Ja, af en toe gedurende het jaar (gemiddeld 2 a 3 leerlingen per maand) 
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☐   Ja, veel leerlingen gedurende het jaar (5 of meer leerlingen per maand) 
☐   Ja, heel vaak (bijna elke les wel een leerling) 
☐   Anders, namelijk: 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
8. Zo ja, weet je nog wat de vragen waren? 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
9. Hoe heb jij gereageerd op de vragen over grammatica? Je mag 
meerdere opties aanvinken. 
☐  N.v.t. 
☐  Door het te omzeilen. bijv. door aan te geven dat het er nu niet toe doet 
☐  Door een paar voorbeelden te geven van wanneer je die grammaticale 
vorm gebruikt.  
☐  Door de grammaticale regels (grammaticale vorm en gebruik van de 
vorm) aan de desbetreffende leerling uit te leggen en weer door te gaan.  
☐ Door de grammaticale regels (grammaticale vorm en gebruik van de vorm) 
aan de hele klas uit te leggen.   
☐   Door alleen aan te geven wat de goede vorm is, dus verbeteren.   
☐   Door in je antwoord de goede grammaticale vorm te gebruiken maar er 
verder geen aandacht aan te besteden.  
☐   Anders, namelijk: 
……………………………………………………………………………..………… 
10. Hoe reageerde je meestal als leerlingen grammaticale fouten 
maakten in hun schrijfopdrachten in de les? Je mag meerdere opties 
aanvinken.  
☐  Niet. 
☐  Onderstrepen maar verder geen aandacht aan schenken.   
☐  Onderstrepen en de grammaticale regel (grammaticale vorm en gebruik 
van de vorm) aan de desbetreffende leerling uit te leggen en weer door te 
gaan.  
☐ Onderstrepen en de grammaticale regel (grammaticale vorm en gebruikt 
van de vorm) aan de hele klas uit te leggen.   
☐   Door aan te geven wat de goede vorm is, dus verbeteren.   
☐   Anders, namelijk: 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Toelichting bij aanvinken van meerdere opties: 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
11. Hoe reageerde je meestal als leerlingen grammaticale fouten 
maakten tijdens het spreken? Je mag meerdere opties aanvinken.  
 
☐ Niet 
☐ Verbeteren (de zin herhalen met de goede vorm). 
☐ De goede constructie nadrukkelijk in je reactie gebruiken, maar verder de 
grammaticale fout niet expliciet benoemen.  



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
216 Appendix 

	

☐  Verbeteren en aan de leerling uitleggen waarom het fout is.  
☐  Verbeteren en aan de hele klas uitleggen waarom het fout is.  
☐   Anders, namelijk: 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Toelichting bij aanvinken van meerdere opties: 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
12. Hoe bevalt het jou om zonder aandacht voor grammatica te werken? 
☐ Verschrikkelijk 
☐ Niet geheel naar wens 
☐ Het bevalt mij aardig, maar: 
…………………………………………………………………………………………
. 
☐ Het bevalt goed 
☐ Geweldig  
Opmerkingen: 
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
13. Wat voor rol zou grammatica voor jouw gevoel moeten spelen in de 
eerste twee jaar van het voorgezet onderwijs? 
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
14. Op welke momenten in de les is het moeilijk om grammaticale 
structuren niet uit te leggen? 
.………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
EINDE INTERVIEW 
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Appendix B 
 
 
Classroom feedback observation form 
Feedback 
Strategy  Number of 

times 
Examples 

Recast 4 S: it went good 
T: it went well 
S: You can buy a lot of horses 
T: You can buy or would you 
buy? 

Prompts 1 S: She’s angry. 
T: Is she angry or is she 
grumpy? Do you really want to 
hang on to that choice of 
words? 

Elicitation 2 S: What is ‘herhalen’? 
T: Repeats. 
S: She repeats words. 

Repetition   

Explicit correction   

Implicit correction   

Metalinguistic clues   

No response 3 Tijdens het lezen werden 
leerlingen niet gecorrigeerd op 
uitspraak; wel wanneer deze 
zorgde voor verwarring. 
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Overige opmerkingen / opvallend heden tijdens observatie: 
 
Verloop van de les: 
1. Op het bord staat geschreven: “who wants to be a millionaire? What 

would you do?” 
2. Docent vraagt aan leerlingen: “What did you do on your holiday?” 
3. Leerlingen mogen hun mening geven over VTO n.a.v. verwarring 

over wie naar VTO moet. 
4. Leerlingen vertellen wat ze zouden doen als ze millionaire zouden 

zijn. 
5. Gezamenlijk tekst lezen over wat het is om een millionaire te zijn. De 

moeilijke woorden moeten onderstreept. 
6. Oefeningen maken in tweetallen. 

 Er is geen grammatica gevoelig onderwerp behandeld deze les. 
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Appendix C  
 
 
 
 
Adapted version of questionnaire developed by Burgess and 
Etherington (2002) 
 
APPROACHES TO THE TEACHING OF GRAMMAR 
 
1. The role of grammar in language is as: (please answer for each 
option)  
a) a framework for the rest of the language—a basic system to build 
everything else on. 
 
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
b) the building blocks of language, which are combined to form a 
whole.  
 
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
c) something which is added on to language proficiency: a refinement 
of more basic language knowledge.  
 Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
d) an equal pillar in supporting language proficiency. (Other pillars 
could be knowledge about pronunciation, appropriacy or culture etc.)  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
 
2. Students can learn grammar through exposure to language in 
natural use.  
Disagree  1  2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
3. Formal instruction helps learners to produce grammatically correct 
  language.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
4. Student use of language does not involve conscious knowledge of 
the grammatical system and how it works.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
5. Students can improve their grammatical accuracy through frequent 
practice of structures.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
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6. Students need a conscious knowledge of grammar in order to 
improve their language. 
 
 
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
7. Practice of structures must always be within a full, communicative 
context.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
8. Separate treatment of grammar fails to produce language 
knowledge which students can use in natural communication.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
9. Students need to be consciously aware of a structure's form and its 
function before they can use it proficiently.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
10. The separation of work with a grammar focus from the rest of the 
language syllabus is useful for students.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
11. Decontextualised practice of structures has a place in language 
learning. Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
12. Productive practice of structures is a necessary part of the learning 
process.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
13. Grammar is best taught through work which focuses on message. 
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
14. Participating in real-life tasks with language is the best way for 
students to develop their grammatical knowledge.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
15. Students learn grammar more successfully if it is presented within a 
complete text. Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
16. Teachers should only correct student errors of form which interfere 
with communication.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
17. Comparison and contrast of individual structures is helpful for 
students learning grammar.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
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18. Form-focused correction helps students to improve their 
grammatical performance. 
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
19. Grammar is best taught through a focus on individual structures.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
 
20. Explicit discussion of grammar rules is helpful for students.  
Disagree  1 2 3 4 5   Agree 
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Appendix D 
 
Adapted version of questionnaire about English outside of school 
(Stichting Cito Instituut voor Toetsontwikkeling, 2013) 
 
 
Engels buiten school 
 
Geef van de volgende activiteiten of en hoe vaak je hiermee bezig bent 
buiten school: 
 
Nooit 
Soms (een keer per week of minder) 
Best vaak (elke week twee of drie keer) 
Heel vaak (bijna elke dag) 
 

1. Luisteren naar Engelse Liedjes  
2. Engelstalige films, series, soaps of andre programma’s kijken met 

Nederlandse ondertiteling 
3. Engelstalige films, series, soaps of andre programma’s kijken 

zonder Nederlandse ondertiteling (of met Engelse ondertiteling) 
4. Engelstalige computerspelletjes spelen 
5. Korte Engelstalige filmpjes kijken zonder Nederlandse ondertiteling 

(bijv. YouTube) 
6. Engelse websites bekijken om informatie te zoeken 
7. Een boek of een tijdschrift in het Engels lezen 
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Appendix E 
 
Writing assignment Year 1 and Year 2 

 
Writing Assignment Year 1 

You are going to write a letter to your new PenFriend Jonathan. To get to 
know each other you are going to say something about where you live and 
what your room looks like. A letter must have a beginning, middle and an 
end. When you’re done count the amount of words and write them in the top 
right corner (there is no minimum or maximum). 
Good luck!! 
Write a letter. Include: 

- Introduce yourself first: name/age 
- Say where you live, town/city. 
- Where in the house is your room (upstairs/downstairs) 
- Size of your room.. 
- What you have on your walls... 
- How many windows are there..... 
- Furniture you have (name at least six things) 
- Where the furniture is (use three prepositions, on, between etc.) 
- About your clothes....where do you keep your clothes...... 
- What is your favourite thing in your room... 
- What don’t you like in your room. 
- Who cleans your room and when. 
- EXTRA/SPECIAL info and a good ending. 

 
Writing Assignment Year 2 

Think about your last holiday, now pretend you are still on this holiday. 
You are writing a postcard to your best friend at home. Include the following 
information in your postcard: 

- Waar ben je?  Where are you? 
- Hoe ben je daar gekomen (auto/vliegtuig etc.)?  How did you get 

there (car/plane etc.)? 
- Waar verblijf je? Where are you staying? 
- Omschrijf de kamer waarin je slaapt. Wat staat er allemaal in. 

 Describe the room you are staying in. What is in this room. 
- Schrijf over een activiteit die je al hebt gedaan en wat je nog gaat 

doen.  Write about an activity you have done and about what else 
you will do. 

- Vertel wat je tot nu toe het leukst vond van je vakantie.  Tell what 
you liked the best so far in your holiday. 

Don’t forget a correct greeting and ending for your letter. Write a 
minimum of 140 words. 
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Appendix F 
 
Holistic rating scale writing 

 1  2  3 4 5 
Vocabulary 
 
 
Density, 
diversity and 
sophistication 

Produces 
only isolated 
words 
combined 
with words 
from L1 
and/or 
incorrect use 
of words. 
Unable to 
produce all 
words 
needed to 
communicat
e the entire 
message. 
Clearly 
struggles. 
 

Produces 
mainly isolated 
words and 
phrases. 
Phrases and 
chunks can 
occur but are 
not always 
target like. 
Sporadically 
uses words 
from L1.  

In addition to 
isolated words, 
uses 
phrases/chunks. 
Use is quite 
divers but not 
always accurate 
or sophisticated. 
Able to 
communicate 
with words in 
English without 
falling back on 
L1 words.  
 

Is able to use 
a wide range 
of words, 
phrases, 
chunks to 
communicate. 
Predominantly 
Accurate 
production, 
however not 
always target 
like/sophisticat
ed.   
 

Uses a wide 
range of words, 
phrases, chunks 
to communicate. 
There is a 
balanced 
production of 
target like choice 
of words. Errors 
are due to 
attempts to 
produce more 
complex words 
or word 
combinations. 

Grammar 
 
Diversity and 
sophistication 

Only uses 
short simple 
sentences. 
A lot of 
sentences 
are not 
target like 
structures.  

Predominantly 
uses one  
(simple) 
sentence 
structure. 
Grammar is 
not yet 
sufficiently 
sophisticated 
to convey the 
intended 
message 
correctly.  
 

Can create 
correct 
grammatical 
sentences. 
Structures are 
still 
predominantly 
short and 
simple.  
Structures can 
be divers but not 
always 
successful.  
 

Mainly creates 
correct 
grammatical 
sentences. 
Length of 
sentences is 
not only short 
and there are 
some forms of 
coordination 
and 
subordination.                

Creates correct 
grammatical 
sentences and 
has a balanced 
use of different 
sentence types. 
(divers). 
Grammatical 
errors are due to 
attempts at more 
complex L2 
structures.  

Functional 
Adequacy 

Overall the 
task was 
unsuccessfu
lly 
completed. 
Content 
scarcely 
conveys the 
intended 
message.  
 

Task was 
almost 
successfully 
completed. 
Content 
sometimes 
met the expe 
ctations. The 
general 
message is 
starting to be 
comprehensibl
e.  
 

Task was overall 
successfully 
completed. 
Content 
sometimes didn't 
meet the 
expectations.  
The general 
message is 
mainly 
comprehensible.  
 

Task was 
successfully 
completed. 
Content met 
the 
expectations 
of the task and 
were 
comprehensibl
e enough in 
the ears of a 
native speaker 
 

Task was very 
successfully 
completed. 
Content was 
relevant and met 
the 
expectations. 
Utterances are 
consistently 
comprehensible.  
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APPENDIX G  
 
Categorisation of chunks, adaption of Verspoor et al. (2012), and Hou 
et al. (2016) 
 
Label Definition Examples* 
Partially schematic chunks / Grammatical chunks: 
Structures Chunks with a fixed 

structure with slot-fillers. 
One of the reasons I love my room so 
much is because it is really light; Since 
our room wasn’t accessible for the first 
few hours we went to the pool; First I 
was a little scared but later it was all 
fine; It is much bigger than my own 
room, etc. 

Complements  Chunks with verbs and 
complements such as 
infinitives, gerunds, 
nominal sentences, or 
reflexives. 

Interested to …, need to…, be sure 
that…, did you ever…, feel like going 
to…, etc. 

Fixed chunks / Lexical chunks: 
Compounds Fixed combinations of 

nouns, adjectives, 
prepositions, or particles 
(sometimes written as 
one word). 

armchair, bookshelf, computer game, 
backflip, double bed, airplane, downhill, 
etc. 

Particles Chunks with verbs 
(including phrasal verbs) 
or nouns with 
prepositions or particles. 

on the north side of, wait for,  
in front of, close to, it’s good for, etc. 

Collocations Collocating nouns, 
adjectives, verbs and also 
adverbs, prepositions, 
pronouns. 

… years ago, every week, guest house, 
best friend, etc. 

Fixed phrases Highly conventional word 
combinations, often 
idiomatic, consisting 
mainly of more than two 
words. 

once a week, when I was little, grab a 
cab, spend a lot of time, for some 
reason, wish me luck, I can live with 
that, etc. 

Discourse A chunk (regardless of its 
form) with a discourse 
function. 

best wishes, how are you, anyways, oh 
my, speaking of, etc. 

* The examples are from the data used in this paper. 
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APPENDIX H 	
Holistic rating scale speaking 

 1  2  3 4 5 

Vocabulary 
 
 
Density, 
diversity and 
sophistication 

Produces only 
isolated words 
combined with 
words from L1 
and/or incorrect 
use of words. 
Unable to 
produce all 
words needed to 
communicate 
the entire 
message. 
Clearly 
struggles. 
 

Produces mainly 
isolated words 
and phrases. 
Phrases and 
chunks can 
occur but are not 
always target 
like. Sporadically 
uses words from 
L1.  

In addition to 
isolated words, 
uses 
phrases/chunks. 
Use is quite divers 
but not always 
accurate or 
sophisticated. Able 
to communicate 
with words in 
English without 
falling back on L1 
words.  
 

Is able to use a 
wide range of 
words, phrases, 
chunks to 
communicate. 
Predominantly 
Accurate 
production, 
however not 
always target 
like/sophisticated.   
 

Uses a wide range 
of words, phrases, 
chunks to 
communicate. 
There is a 
balanced 
production of 
target like choice 
of words. Errors 
are due to 
attempts to 
produce more 
complex words or 
word 
combinations. 

Grammar 
 
Diversity and 
sophistication 

Only uses short 
simple 
sentences. A lot 
of sentences are 
not target like 
structures.  

Predominantly 
uses one  
(simple) 
sentence 
structure. 
Grammar is not 
yet sufficiently 
sophisticated to 
convey the 
intended 
message 
correctly.  
 

Can create correct 
grammatical 
sentences. 
Structures are still 
predominantly 
short and simple.  
Structures can be 
divers but not 
always successful.  
 

Mainly creates 
correct 
grammatical 
sentences. Length 
of sentences is not 
only short and 
there are some 
forms of 
coordination and 
subordination.                

Creates correct 
grammatical 
sentences and has 
a balanced use of 
different sentence 
types. (divers). 
Grammatical errors 
are due to 
attempts at more 
complex L2 
structures.  

Fluency Speech rate is 
low with long 
pauses. Words, 
phrases or 
clauses are 
repeated without 
any modification.  

Speech rate is 
low but there are 
few pauses and 
false starts. Is 
able to complete 
an utterance. 
Hesitations do 
occur frequently  
 

Speech rate varies 
but on average is 
high with few 
pauses or 
hesitations. 
Student is mainly 
able to complete 
an sentence in one 
run.  
 

Speech rate is 
high. Pauses and 
hesitations rarely 
occur. Student 
sometimes 
reformulates what 
is said and adds 
new information 
when doing so.                                 
 

A native speech 
rate. Rarely any 
pauses. 
Reformulations do 
occur but are a 
modification of 
what was said 
before.  
 

Functional 
Adequacy 

Overall the task 
was 
unsuccessfully 
completed. 
Content scarcely 
conveys the 
intended 
message.  
 

Task was almost 
successfully 
completed. 
Content 
sometimes met 
the expectations. 
The general 
message is 
starting to be 
comprehensible.  
 

Task was overall 
successfully 
completed. 
Content 
sometimes didn't 
meet the 
expectations.  The 
general message 
is mainly 
comprehensible.  

Task was 
successfully 
completed. 
Content met the 
expectations of the 
task and were 
comprehensible 
enough in the ears 
of a native speaker 
 

Task was very 
successfully 
completed. 
Content was 
relevant and met 
the expectations. 
Utterances are 
consistently 
comprehensible.  
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Appendix I 
 
Adapted version of Attitude and Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) 
developed by Gardner (2010) 
 
Hierbij vind je een aantal uitspraken (beweringen) waar sommigen het mee 
eens zijn en anderen niet. Omcirkel één keuze waarbij je de mate van je 
instemming of afwijzing aangeeft. Het volgende voorbeeld dient ter 
verduidelijking van de werkwijze. 
 
Let op: er is geen goed of fout antwoord.  
 

a. Spaanse voetballers zijn veel beter dan Braziliaanse voetballers  
Helemaal niet mee eens  
Redelijk niet mee eens  
Beetje niet mee eens  
Beetje mee eens  
Redelijk mee eens  
Helemaal mee eens. 
 

1. 1. Ik zou graag veel vreemde talen perfect willen spreken. 
2. 2. Mijn ouders proberen mij te helpen om Engels te leren. 
3. 3. Ik besteed niet veel aandacht aan het commentaar dat ik 

tijdens mijn Engelse les ontvang. 
4. 7. Als Nederland geen contact zou hebben met 

Engelssprekende landen, zou dit een groot nadeel zijn.   
5. 8. Het is belangrijk om Engels te leren zodat ik me dan meer 

op mijn gemak voel rond mensen die Engels spreken. 
6. 11. Ik zou zenuwachtig worden als ik Engels met een toerist 

moest spreken. 
7. 12. Vreemde talen leren is niet leuk. 
8. 13. Ik doe mijn best om het Engels wat ik zie en hoor, te 

begrijpen. 
9. 15. Engels leren is belangrijk want ik heb het nodig voor mijn 

carrière. 
10. 16. Ik voel me nooit erg zeker van mijzelf als ik tijdens onze 

Engelse les moet spreken. 
11. 17. Beheersing van de Engelse taal is niet een belangrijk doel 

in mijn leven. 
12. 20. Ik zou graag meer tijd willen besteden aan Engelse les en 

minder aan andere lessen. 
13. 21. Ik wou dat ik kranten en tijdschriften in veel verschillende 

talen kon lezen. 
14. 22. Mijn ouders vinden het erg belangrijk dat ik Engels leer. 
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15. 26. Ik vind het erg leuk om Engels te leren. 
16. 28. Engels leren is belangrijk omdat ik dan meer verschillende 

mensen kan ontmoeten en met ze kan spreken. 
17. 31. Ik vind het eng als ik ergens Engels moet spreken. 
18. 32.  Ik heb echt geen belangstelling voor vreemde talen. 
19. 40. Ik zou graag veel Engelstalige vrienden willen hebben. 
20. 44. Ik stel het maken van mijn huiswerk voor Engels zo lang 

mogelijk uit. 
21. 47. Engels is een belangrijk onderdeel van het studiepakket 

van school. 
22. 48. Mijn ouders hebben benadrukt hoe belangrijk Engels voor 

mij zal zijn als ik klaar ben met school. 
23. 51. Ik wil de Engelse taal zo goed leren dat ik me ermee op 

mijn gemak voel. 
24. 52. Om eerlijk te zijn, heb ik weinig belangstelling voor mijn 

Engelse les. 
25.  53. Mensen met Engels als moedertaal mogen met recht trots 

zijn want zij hebben de wereld verrijkt. 
26. 55. Het is niet belangrijk voor ons om vreemde talen te leren. 
27. 59. Engels leren is belangrijk om een goede baan te vinden. 
28. 60. Ik maak me zorgen omdat andere leerlingen in mijn klas 

beter Engels lijken te spreken dan ik. 
29. 63. In zou me op mijn gemak voelen als ik iemand de weg 

moest wijzen in Engels. 
30. 65. Als ik van plan zou zijn om in een ander land te verblijven, 

zou ik proberen de taal te leren. 
31. 66. Mijn ouders zijn erg geïnteresseerd in alles wat ik doe 

tijdens mijn Engelse les. 
32. 68. Ik snap niet waarom andere leerlingen zo zenuwachtig zijn 

als zij Engels moeten spreken tijdens de les. 
33. 70. Ik ben van plan om zoveel mogelijk Engels te leren. 
34. 71. Ik zou graag meer mensen leren kennen, die Engels als 

moedertaal hebben. 
35. 73. Ik zou graag zoveel mogelijk Engels willen leren. 
36. 75. Ik zou me zeer ongemakkelijk voelen om buiten schooltijd 

ergens Engels te spreken. 
37. 76. De meeste vreemde talen klinken bot en hard. 
38. 77. Ik doe echt mijn best om Engels te leren. 
39. 80. Ik word zenuwachtig als ik in de Engelse les spreek. 
40. 81. Om eerlijk te zijn, wil ik echt niet Engels leren. 
41. 84. Ik heb altijd zin in mijn Engelse les.  
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42. 85. Ik vind het leuk om mensen te ontmoeten die vreemde 
talen spreken. 

43. 86. Mijn ouders stimuleren mij om mijn Engels zo veel 
mogelijk te oefenen. 

44. 87. Ik heb geen zin om de ingewikkelde aspecten van Engels 
proberen te begrijpen. 

45. 91. Hoe meer ik Engels sprekende mensen leer kennen, hoe 
leuker ik ze vind. 

46. 92. Ik wou dat ik vloeiend Engels sprak. 
47. 98. Soms ben ik bang dat de andere leerlingen in de klas mij  

zullen uitlachen als ik Engels spreek. 
48. 99. Ik ben niet geïnteresseerd om meer Engels te leren dan 

de basis. 
49. 100. Als ik van school af ben, ga ik niet door met Engels leren, 

ik vind het niet interessant. 
50. 102. Engels is een van mijn favoriete vakken. 

 
1. Mijn motivatie om Engels te leren zodat ik kan communiceren 
met Engels sprekende mensen is: (93) 
Zwak      – 1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:     -7:  Sterk  
 
2. Mijn oordeel over Engels sprekende mensen is: (94) 
Ongunstig     -1:     -2:     3:     -4:     -5:     -6:     7:     Gunstig 
 
3. Mijn belangstelling voor vreemde talen is: (95) 
Heel weinig     -1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:     -7:  Heel veel 
 
4. Mijn wens om Engels te leren is: (96) 
Zwak     -1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:    -7: Sterk 
 
5. Mijn houding wat betreft Engels leren is: (97) 
Ongunstig     -1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:     -7:     Gunstig 
 
7. Mijn motivatie om Engels te leren voor praktische redenen 
(bijvoorbeeld: een goede baan) is: (98) 
Zwak      – 1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:     -7:  Sterk 
 
8. Ik vind het spannend om buiten de les Engels te spreken: (99) 
Helemaal niet mee eens    -1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:    -7:    
Helemaal wel mee eens 
 
9. Mijn oordeel over mijn Engelse les is: (100) 
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Ongunstig     -1:     -2:     3:     -4:     -5:     -6:     7:     Gunstig 
 
10. Ik vind het spannend om in mijn Engelse les te spreken: (101) 
Helemaal niet mee eens    -1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:    -7:    
Helemaal wel mee eens 
 
11. Mijn motivatie om Engels te leren is: (102) 
Heel laag     -1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:     -7:  Heel hoog 
 
12. Mijn ouders stimuleren mij om Engels te leren: (103) 
Niet veel     -1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:    -7:    Heel veel 
 
13. Buiten school kom ik in aanraking met de Engelse taal.  (104) 
Niet veel     -1:     -2:     -3:     -4:     -5:     -6:    -7:    Heel veel
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Appendix J 
 
Overview of which model was significant for which interaction 
Model 3: significant interaction 
Model 4: significant interaction in either Year 1 or Year 2 
Model 5: significant main differential interaction between implicit (Im) or 
explicit (Ex) group 
Model 6: significant differential interaction between implicit (Im) or explicit 
(Ex) group in either Year 1 or Year 2. 
- = negative interaction, + = positive interaction 
 
 

 
 
 

Receptive Data 
 L1 Analytic 

Ability 
General 
Aptitude 

Attitude Motivati
on 

Anxiety Parental 
Encourag
ement 

Reading Model 
3+ 

Model 3+ Model 
3+ 

Model 4 
Y 2 + 

 Model 4 
Y 2 - 

Model 4 
Y 2 - 

Listening Model 
4 
Y 2 + 

Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 5 
Im + 

Model 4 
Y 2 - 

Model 4 
Y 2 - 
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Oral Data     

 L1 Analytic 
Ability 

General 
Aptitude 

Attitud
e 

Motivatio
n 

Anxiety Parental 
Encourag
ement 

Complexity      
Task length Model 

3+ 
Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

 Model 3- Model 3- 

Coordination  Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+| 

Model 
3+ 

 Model 3- Model 3- 

Subordination   Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

 Model 3-  

Verbal Inflection Model 4 
Y 2 + 

 Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 
3+ 

 Model 4 
Y 2 - 

 

RTTR Model 4 
Y 2 + 

 Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

 Model 3-  

Accuracy rates      
  L1 word        Model 5 

Ex + 
  Incorrect  
  word 

Model 5 
Im + 

    Model 5 
Ex + 

 

  Function    
  words 

      Model 5 
 Ex + 

  Model 5 
  Ex + 

  

Word order  Model 5 
Ex+ 

 Model 5 
Ex +  

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

 

Verb Use   Model 6 
Y 1 Im+ 

    

Verb Form  Model 5 
Im + 

Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 4 
Y 2 + 

   

Fluency        
Words p. 
minute 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

 Model 
3- 

Model 3- 

# Silent 
pause 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

Model 3+ Model 4 
Y + 

Model 3- 

# Filled 
pause 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

Model 6 
Y1 Im - 

Model 
3+ 

  Model 3- 

Repairs p. 
minute 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+ 

 Model 3 
- 

Model 3 - 

Holistic 
rating 

       

Vocabulary Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 
3+ 

Model 4  
Y 1, 2 + 

Model 
3+ 

Model 3+ Model 4 
Y 2 - 

Model 4 
Y 2 - 

Grammar Model 6 
Y1 Ex+ 

Model 
3+ 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

Model 
3+ 

Model 3+ Model 4 
Y 2 - 

 

Fluency Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

 Model 
3+ 

Model 3+ Model 4 
Y 2 - 

 

Functional 
Adequacy 

Model 
3+  

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

 Model 
3+ 

Model 3+ Model 3 
- 
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Written Data 
 
 L1 Analytic 

Ability 
General 
Aptitude 

Attitude Motiva
tion 

Anxiet
y 

Parental 
Encouragem
ent 

Complexity        
MLC  Model 4 

Y 2 + 
   Model 

4 
Y 2 - 

 

MLS Model 
3+ 

Model 
3+  

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

Model 3+  Model 
3- 

Model 3- 

RTTR 
 

Model 
3+ 

Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 3+ Model 3+ Model 
3+ 

Model 
4 
Y 2 - 

 

CPC       Model 4 
Y 2 + 

DCC Model 5 
Im + 

   Model 
4 
Y 1 + 

  

CS Model 5 
Im + 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

    

Accuracy 
Rates  

       

Lexical Model 4 
Y1 -  

 Model 3+ Model 4 
Y 2 + 

 Model 
4 
Y 2 + 

Model 6 
Y1 Im + 

Word order  Model 4 
Y1 - 

 Model 4 
Y1 + 

  Model 
4 
Y 2 + 

 

Verb Use  Model 4 
Y1 - 

  Model 4 
Y1+ 

Model 
5 
Ex + 

Model 
6 
Ex + 

Model 5  
Ex + 

Verb Form  Model 4 
Y1 + 

Model 4 
Y1 + 

Model 4 
Y1 + 

Model 5 
Ex + 

Model 
5 
Ex + 

Model 
6 
Ex + 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

Fluency        
Text length Model 4  

Y 1 + 
Model 4 
Y 1 + 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

Model 4 
Y 1 + 

 Model 
3- 

Model 3- 

Chunks  Model 4 
Y 2 + 

 Model 6 
Y 1 Im+ 

Model 
3+ 

 Model 6 
Y 1 Im+ 

Holistic 
Rating 

       

Vocabulary Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 
3+ 

Model 3+  Model 3+    

Grammar Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 
3+ 

Model 3+ Model 3+  Model 
4 
Y 2 - 

 

Functional 
Adequacy 

Model 4 
Y 2 + 

Model 
3+ 

Model 3+ Model 3+     
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Appendix K 
 
Grammar test: Adapted from Schoonen, Van Gelderen, Stoel, Hulstijn, 
and De Glopper (2011) 
 
A Vul de juiste vorm van het woord in.  
Gebruik een vorm van het woord tussen haakjes. Soms moet er nog een 
woord bij.   
 
Bijv.: The children ____ (be) at school.   __are___ 
Opgaven:    
1. Everybody likes Tom. He ____ (have) a lot of friends.    
 _______________ 
  
2. She never ____ (listen) to me.  ___________________ 
 
   
3. ____ she ____ (live) with her parents? ________ _______ 
 
 
4. You ____ ____ (not drive) very fast. ________ _______ 
          
 
5. Look! Somebody ____ ____ (swim) in the river. ________ _______ 
 
          
6. ____ you ____ (buy) new clothes last week? ________ _______ 
 
 
7.       We ____(see) Rose in town two weeks ago.___________________ 
 
 
8. Paul never ____(go) to a museum when he lived in London. 

_____________        
     

9. Where ____ she ____(work) in 1970? ________ ________ 
  
10. Michael and his brother ____ (be) here last night. 
 ____________________ 
  
11. I ____ (eat) a few apples yesterday. 
 ____________________ 
 
12. Water ____(boil) at 100 degrees Celsius.   
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___________________  
 
13. Be quiet. The teacher ________ (watch) us!________ _______ 
 
  
14. Bob often ________ (play) tennis with Chris on Saturdays.  
 
______________   
 
 
B Maak vergelijkingen. Gebruik een vorm van het woord tussen 
haakjes.  
 
Bijv.: Paul is ____ (small) than James.  smaller   
   
         
   
Bijv.: This is  ____ (small) boy I know.   the smallest 
 
Opgaven:        
   
1. This is ____ (big) company in the world.               
_______________  
  
2. Last Saturday was ____ (warm) than today.      
 _______________     
  
3. Which of those three knives is the ____ (sharp)? 
 ______________ 
 
4. Pat behaved ____ (good) than Esther.  
 ____________________ 
 
5. This hotel is ____ (comfortable) than the other one.
 ____________________ 
 
 
C. Kies tussen some  of any.     
          
Opgaven:        
   
1. Sorry, I haven’t got ____ matches.  
 ____________________ 
 
2. I have ____ information for you.   
 ____________________ 
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3. She didn’t have ____ money.   
 ____________________ 
 
4. Can I have ____ sugar, please?   
 ____________________ 
 
D. Kies tussen much, many.     
   
Opgaven:        
   
1. Did you take  ____ photographs when you were on holiday? 
 ____________________ 
  
2. Have  you got ____ work to do?   
 ____________________ 
  
3. How  ____ apples would you like.   
 ____________________ 
 
4. I’m not very busy today. I haven’t got ____ to do.  
 ____________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
E. Zet de zin in de juiste volgorde 
 
Opgaven: 
 
1. 
We  
1 

to London 
2 

never 
3 

been 
4 

have 
5 

 
De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
2. 
They were 
1 

a machine gun 
2 

the first soldiers 
3 

used 
4 

who 
5 

 
De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
 
3. 
We think that 
1 

your brother 
2 

a fool 
3 

still 
4 

is 
5 
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De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
 
4. 
Last Saturday 
1 

a good film 
2 

we 
3 

saw 
4 

in Brussels 
5 

 
De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
 
5. 
I know that Paul  
1 

be 
2 

will 
3 

not 
4 

reading 
5 

 
De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
 
6. 
Ajax and Liverpool  
1 

this afternoon 
2 

on television 
3 

are 
4 

 
De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
 
7. 
He told me 
1 

just  
2 

he 
3 

had 
4 

started 
5 

 
De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
 
8. 
I 
1 

always 
2 

in cold water 
3 

swim 
4 

 
De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
 
9. 
We 
1 

all evening 
2 

carefully 
3 

were listening 
4 

 
De beste volgorde is: 1,________ 
 
10. 
which hotel you  are staying in 
1 

don’t 
2 

remember 
3 

you 
4 

? 
5 

 
De beste volgorde is:  ________ 
 
11. 
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doing 
1 

Paul and Mary 
2 

that job 
3 

haven’t 
4 

been 
5 

 
De beste volgorde is: ________EINDE TOET
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Nederlandse Samenvatting 
 
 
Het leren van een tweede of vreemde taal is een complex en dynamisch 
mentaal proces waarover nog veel vragen onbeantwoord zijn. Eén daarvan 
betreft de rol van verschillende vormen van instructie bij het leren van een 
vreemde taal in een klassikale setting, zoals in het voortgezet onderwijs. In 
deze setting is het leren van Engels als vreemde taal verplicht. Hoewel 
Engels in de Nederlandse samenleving een steeds prominentere rol speelt, 
spreken de meeste leerlingen de taal buiten het klaslokaal niet uitvoerig en 
zijn ze afhankelijk van de interactiemogelijkheden in de lessen.  
 
Grammatica-instructie 
 
In veel reguliere vreemdetaallessen in het voortgezet onderwijs neemt 
grammatica-instructie een centrale plek in. Dit is van oudsher de manier 
waarop een taal werd onderwezen en geleerd. Ondanks ontwikkelingen 
zoals communicatief taalonderwijs, tweetalig onderwijs en vroeg 
vreemdetalenonderwijs blijkt in de onderbouw van het voortgezet onderwijs 
grammatica nog steeds een rode draad. Er zijn vele oorzaken te benoemen, 
zoals de overtuiging bij zowel docenten als leerlingen dat uitleggen van 
grammatica een onmisbaar element is voor het leren van een taal. 
Daarnaast kenmerken de reguliere vreemdetalenleergangen in Nederland 
zich door een overvloedige aanwezigheid van grammatica-uitleg, -oefening 
en -toetsing. Blijkbaar voldoet grammatica-instructie en -toetsing aan de 
verwachtingen van het onderwijs dat kennis transparant, tastbaar en 
overdraagbaar zou moeten zijn. In dat geval is grammatica-instructie een 
vakdidactisch middel dat goed past in een onderwijssysteem dat uitgaat van 
meetbare eenheden die een duidelijke lijn van aanbod en progressie laten 
zien. Bovendien heeft internationaal toonaangevend onderzoek aangetoond 
dat grammatica-instructie een zeer effectieve aanpak is, als de toetsing is 
gericht op grammaticaal correct taalgebruik. 
 
Impliciete en expliciete instructie 
 
Bij onderzoek naar het effect van grammatica-instructie wordt voornamelijk 
onderscheid gemaakt tussen expliciete en impliciete instructie. Dit 
onderscheid kenmerkt zich door de hoeveelheid vormgerichte aandacht en 
bewustzijn tijdens de blootstelling aan de taal. Bij expliciete instructie wordt 
de aandacht bewust gelegd op een bepaalde grammaticale constructie, 
vaak geïsoleerd van een communicatieve activiteit, gecombineerd met 
(re)productieve opdrachten specifiek gericht op die bepaalde grammaticale 
constructie. Dit wordt gecombineerd met meta-linguïstische informatie, 
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oftewel aanbod van grammaticaregels. Impliciete instructie, daarentegen, 
kenmerkt zich doordat het geïntegreerd is in communicatieve activiteiten en 
deze zo min mogelijk onderbreekt: het trekt kort en doelgericht de aandacht 
naar relevante grammaticale vormen die in het taalaanbod aanwezig zijn. 
Twee van de meest opvallende elementen die expliciete en impliciete 
grammatica-instructie van elkaar onderscheiden, zijn de meta-linguïstische 
informatie (in de vorm van grammaticaregels) en geïsoleerde oefeningen.  
 
Bestaand onderzoek 
 
Enkele bekende meta-analyses die de onderzoeken naar deze twee 
taalgerichte instructievormen met elkaar vergeleken, concludeerden dat 
expliciete grammatica-instructie significant effectiever is dan impliciete 
grammatica-instructie. Desondanks pleiten veel onderzoekers voor meer 
onderzoek naar deze twee instructievormen, vanwege een mogelijke bias 
naar expliciete grammatica-instructie in bestaand onderzoek. Zo zouden 
veel van de onderzoeken voornamelijk gericht zijn op accuraat gebruik van 
specifieke grammaticale onderdelen. Daarbij zou het vaak gaan om 
kortdurende interventies in minder authentieke contexten. Daarnaast is 
onderzoek naar leerlingen in de onderbouw van het voortgezet onderwijs 
schaars. Om de effectiviteit van verschillende instructievormen goed te 
evalueren zou longitudinaal onderzoek moeten worden uitgevoerd met jonge 
taalleerders in een authentieke klassikale setting, waarbij niet alleen 
gekeken wordt naar accuraat taalgebruik van specifieke grammaticale 
structuren maar ook naar de complexiteit, diversiteit, uitvoerigheid, 
communicatieve effectiviteit en vloeiendheid van het taalgebruik.  
 
Het huidige onderzoek draagt bij aan de oproep naar longitudinaal 
onderzoek in een authentieke setting waarbij de taalvaardigheid van 
leerlingen vanuit een multi-componentiële benadering is geanalyseerd. Op 
de school van de auteur van deze dissertatie is bij een geheel cohort (N = 
241) de reguliere expliciete grammatica-instructie en -oefening tijdens het 
eerste en tweede leerjaar uit het curriculum verwijderd en vervangen door 
een impliciete benadering met meer aandacht voor lezen, luisteren, spreken, 
schrijven en woordenschat. Gedurende deze twee jaar zijn gegevens 
verzameld van zowel receptieve als productieve vaardigheden en 
vergeleken met het voorgaande cohort (N = 222) dat de reguliere expliciete 
grammaticagerichte aanpak had gevolgd. Op basis van interviews en 
observaties met de deelnemende docenten (N = 8) werd vastgesteld dat het 
expliciete cohort gemiddeld ongeveer 37% van de lestijd besteedde aan 
grammatica-instructie en -oefening. Het impliciete cohort besteedde deze tijd 
aan receptieve en productieve vaardigheden en aan extra vocabulaire-
oefeningen.  
 
Resultaten receptieve vaardigheden 
 
Van de receptieve vaardigeden (lezen en luisteren) liet de 
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leesvaardigheidstoets de grootste verschillen tussen groepen zien. De 
impliciete groep maakte een significant sterkere groei door van beginniveau 
tot eind jaar twee, waarbij uiteindelijk de impliciete groep de expliciete groep 
bleek te overtreffen. Voor luistervaardigheid werden geen significante 
verschillen gevonden op de meetmomenten maar wel verschillen in groei. 
Zo liet de impliciete groep in het eerste jaar een sterkere ontwikkeling zien, 
waarna de expliciete groep in het tweede jaar een sterkere ontwikkeling liet 
zien. Bij deze resultaten is de aanraking met Engels buiten school 
meegenomen omdat Nederlandse leerlingen veel Engels horen in 
buitenschools taalcontact. Er waren geen verschillen tussen groepen in de 
hoeveelheid Engels buiten school. Wel droeg Engels buiten school 
significant bij aan het verklaren van de variantie van zowel lees- als 
luistervaardigheid. De resultaten van de enquête lieten wel significante 
verschillen zien in de modaliteit van de aanraking met Engels buiten school. 
Zo kwamen leerlingen vaker in aanraking met Engels via allerlei 
luisteractiviteiten en minder via leesactiviteiten. Mogelijk heeft de aanraking 
met Engels in deze modaliteit bijgedragen aan de verschillen in de 
ontwikkelingen tussen groepen en tussen de lees- en luistervaardigheden.  
 
Productieve vaardigheden 
 
De productieve vaardigheden spreken en schrijven zijn in kaart gebracht met 
zowel globale docentoordelen als met specifieke analyses van complexiteit, 
accuraatheid en vloeiendheid van het taalgebruik. De toetsen lieten een 
gedifferentieerd beeld zien. Zo was er bij schrijfvaardigheid een significant 
verschil tussen groepen in de hoeveelheid taalfouten. De expliciete groep 
was significant accurater dan de impliciete groep, maar de impliciete groep 
presteerde beter op het gebied van complexiteitsmaten zoals lengte van 
teksten, lexicale diversiteit en het gebruik van samengestelde zinnen. De 
beoordeling door de docenten, die zich onderverdeelde in de categorieën 
vocabulaire, grammatica en functionele effectiviteit, liet alleen in de 
categorie grammatica significante verschillen zien. Hier kregen de leerlingen 
in de expliciete groep, in overeenstemming met hun accurate taalproductie, 
overwegend hogere scores van de docenten.  
 
Bij de analyse van de spreekvaardigheidsdata werd een andere ontwikkeling 
in taalvaardigheid geconstateerd. Hier was de expliciete groep in het eerste 
jaar significant minder accuraat dan de impliciete groep, met name bij het 
gebruik van werkwoordsvormen. De impliciete groep kreeg dan ook van de 
docenten in jaar 1 hogere scores op de categorie grammatica. Daarnaast 
spraken de leerlingen meer en sneller en was hun lexicale diversiteit hoger. 
In jaar twee maakte de expliciete groep een inhaalslag in grammaticale 
accuraatheid en lexicale diversiteit. Na de initiële spurt van de impliciete 
groep in het eerste jaar was na het tweede jaar spreeksnelheid de enige 
maat waarop ze beter presteerden dan de expliciete groep.  
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Cognitieve en affectieve variabelen 
 
Naast het analyseren van de taalontwikkeling tussen groepen is ook 
gekeken naar de invloed van verschillende cognitieve en affectieve 
variabelen, zoals analytische vaardigheid en motivatie. In de analyses werd 
gekeken of deze variabelen verschillende effecten hadden op de 
taalontwikkeling van de impliciete en expliciete groep. Uit de resultaten bleek 
dat de affectieve variabelen attitude en motivatie een positief effect hadden 
op taalaspecten die expliciet geleerd konden worden. Voor de expliciete 
groep had dit met werkwoordsvormen te maken en voor de impliciete groep 
voornamelijk met vocabulaire. Bij de expliciete groep hadden de affectieve 
en cognitieve variabelen alleen sterkere effecten op accuraat taalgebruik 
maar bij de impliciete groep waren er ook sterkere effecten op maten als 
spreekpauzes, gebruik van woordgroepen, hoeveelheid bijzinnen en 
luistervaardigheid. Kennis van de moedertaal (gemeten op basis van 
receptieve vocabulaire kennis) bleek in enkele gevallen een sterkere invloed 
te hebben op de ontwikkeling van de impliciete groep. Vooral in de 
gesproken data werden bij grotere moedertaalkennis minder fouten gemaakt 
en langere zinnen geproduceerd. Dit resultaat was significant sterker in de 
impliciete groep. Ook taalfaalangst had een significant sterker effect op de 
resultaten van de impliciete groep, vooral bij de foutenanalyse: hoe 
faalangstiger de leerlingen in de impliciete groep aangaven te zijn, hoe meer 
fouten ze maakten. 
 
Grammaticatraining  
 
Aan het eind van het tweede jaar is een korte grammaticatraining gegeven 
(totaal 6 uur) aan de impliciete groep, waarin de leerlingen zeer kort alle 
kernonderdelen kregen aangeboden die verwijderd waren uit het 
lesprogramma. Er werd een reguliere grammaticatoets voor en na deze 
training afgenomen en nog een keer in het derde leerjaar. De resultaten 
laten zien dat de leerlingen in de impliciete groep voor aanvang van de 
grammaticatraining aanzienlijk veel fouten maakten, maar dat deze vrijwel 
waren verdwenen na de korte training. Er waren dan geen significante 
verschillen meer met de expliciete groep. Verder blijkt dit resultaat constant: 
ook in het derde jaar zijn er geen significante verschillen meer gevonden 
tussen de impliciete en expliciete groep. Na twee jaar impliciete taalinstructie 
leek een korte expliciete cursus voldoende om de accuratere prestatie van 
de expliciete groep op een grammatica-toets te evenaren.  
 
Conclusie en discussie  
 
Over het algemeen lijken de expliciete en de impliciete vormgerichte aanpak 
andere taalprocessen en kennis te activeren dan de expliciete aanpak. Dit 
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komt overeen met de observatie dat impliciet georiënteerde instructie vooral 
impliciete kennis activeert en expliciet georiënteerde instructie vooral 
expliciete kennis. Voor de expliciete groep lijkt expliciete kennis het 
uitgangspunt te zijn. Dit kenmerkte zich doordat ze korte accurate zinnen 
gebruikten bij het schrijven, een vaardigheid waarbij ze de tijd hadden om 
geleerde kennis terug te halen. Echter, bij spreekvaardigheid, een 
vaardigheid die afhankelijk is van impliciete/geautomatiseerde kennis, 
produceerde de expliciete groep in eerste instantie veel meer fouten. Bij de 
impliciete groep lijkt het uitgangspunt impliciete kennis. Bij hen uitte zich dat 
in het geautomatiseerde gebruik van veelvoorkomende woordgroepen en 
werkwoordsvormen (zoals het gebruik van de –ing vorm) in combinatie met 
bepaalde communicatieve eigenschappen zoals translanguaging (het 
afwisselen van doeltaal met moedertaal) wat de spreeksnelheid vergrootte.  
 
Recente ontwikkelingen zoals tweetalig onderwijs en vroeg 
vreemdetalenonderwijs, zetten in op het verhogen van de Engelse 
taalvaardigheid doormiddel van het uitbreiden van het aantal lesuren, vaak 
ook gecombineerd met een impliciete vakdidactische benadering. Deze 
benadering in combinatie met de toegenomen input zou leerlingen 
communicatief vaardiger moeten maken. Zonder die uitbreiding van lesuren 
wordt getwijfeld of een impliciete benadering in de taallessen wel effectief 
kan zijn. Dit onderzoek laat zien dat ook zonder de extra blootstelling, 
leerlingen zich ontwikkelen in hun communicatieve taalvaardigheid. Hoewel 
meer input altijd meerwaarde heeft, lijkt het niet een vereiste om een 
impliciete vormgerichte aanpak te implementeren in de eerste jaren van het 
voortgezet onderwijs.  
 
De algemene conclusie van dit proefschrift is dat zowel expliciete als 
impliciete vormgerichte  instructie effectief kan zijn, maar dat de positieve 
effecten verschillen per taaldomein, doordat verschillende instructievormen 
verschillende taalprocessen activeren. Als het kerndoel van het 
vreemdetalenonderwijs is om effectief en adequaat te kunnen 
communiceren en als grammaticale correctheid daarbij minder essentieel is, 
dan lijkt een impliciete benadering in de eerste twee jaren van het voortgezet 
onderwijs een verstandige keuze: First meaning, then form. 
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