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Grammar instruction has always held a central 

position in second/foreign language (L2/FL) 

teaching (Ellis, 2002b). Traditionally, grammar 

instruction was directed toward accuracy of 

form through direct grammar rule teaching 

followed by repetitive, decontextualized 

exercises (see Larsen-Freeman, 2015 for 

review). This approach was, however, criticized 

on the grounds that learning discrete linguistic 

items and grammar rules do not develop 

learners’ communication skills. Thus, a more 

communicative and interactive approach to 

grammar instruction was advocated (Spada & 

Lightbown, 2008). The latter approach 

emphasizes an inextricable link between form 

and meaning that arises within the context of 

communication and meaning-focused activities 

(Richards & Rippen, 2014). Accordingly, 

English language teachers have been 

encouraged to incorporate grammar in 

communication and allocate more target 

language use to students to maximize the 

effectiveness of their language learning. 

Paradoxically, the realities of many language 

classrooms in some foreign language contexts 

have remained unchanged (Ellis, 2008). Some 

traditional practices in grammar instruction still 

persist, such as explicit explanations of 

linguistic items in a non-integrative manner 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2015) and the existence of 

synthetic, predetermined grammatical syllabi 

(Ellis, 2008). For this reason, there still exists a 

need for research to investigate the effects that 

explicit form-focused instruction (FFI) and 

implicit FFI have on grammar learning.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The term form-focused instruction refers to 

different types of instruction used to teach 

language form (Ellis, 2008). The present study 

focuses on two types of FFI, namely explicit FFI 

and implicit FFI. According to Housen and 

Pierrard’s (2005) characterization of explicit and 

implicit instruction, explicit FFI “directs 

attention to target form, is predetermined and 

planned, is obtrusive, presents target forms in 
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isolation, involves controlled practice of target 

form,” whereas implicit FFI “attracts attention 

to target form, is delivered spontaneously, is 

unobtrusive, presents target forms in context, 

makes no use of meta language, and encourages 

free use of the target form” (citied in Ellis, 2008, 

p.438).  

Research into the effectiveness of explicit and 

implicit FFI has yielded mixed results. A 

number of laboratory experiments and 

classroom-based studies have found explicit FFI 

to be more effective than implicit FFI in L2 

language production by producing larger, more 

durable language gains (see Goo, Granena, 

Yilmaz, & Novella, 2015; Norris & Ortega, 

2000 for review). On the contrary, other 

experimental and classroom-based studies have 

found that implicit FFI is more useful than 

explicit FFI (see Larsen-Freeman, 2015; 

Loewen & Sato, 2017 for review). Still other 

research studies (e.g., Andringa, Glopper, & 

Hacquebord, 2011; Soleimani, Jahangiri & 

Gohar, 2015) have found both types of 

instruction to be equally effective in developing 

communicative skills.  

The effects of explicit FFI and implicit FFI on 

language development have been also examined 

in connection with the complexity of 

grammatical form. The term complexity is often 

associated with a multiplicity of different 

meanings and considerations, including 

psycholinguistic, linguistic, and pedagogical 

(Pallotti, 2015). The present study focuses on 

linguistic complexity, which involves formal 

complexity and functional complexity 

(DeKeyser, 2005). By definition, linguistic 

complexity refers to the number of structural 

and semantic features of an individual linguistic 

form. For example, some grammatical features 

have a one-to-one mapping between meaning 

and form (1 form-1 function as in the English 

plural marker -s). Such structures are described 

as less complex to learn compared to those that 

have multiple mappings between its form and 

function (1 form-n functions; n forms-1 function 

as in the English present perfect tense) which 

are considered more complex to learn (Bulte & 

Housen, 2012)   

Research into FFI has examined the 

effectiveness of different instruction methods on 

simple and complex grammatical features. 

Mixed results have been produced. Specifically, 

Ellis (2002a) reviewed a number of FFI studies 

and found that EI was only effective for simple 

rules, whereas II was more effective for 

complex rules. However, in a recent meta-

analysis review by Spada and Tomita (2010), 

the effects of EI were found to be statistically 

more significant than II on simple and complex 

features. Similar findings were observed in 

research studies in which EI was equally useful 

for simple and complex features (e.g., Robinson; 

1996; Housen, Pierrard, & Vandaele, 2006). For 

instance, Robinson (1996), for example, studied 

the differential effectiveness of instructed, 

conscious learning of rules and implicit, 

incidental acquisition of rules. Participants in 

the instructed group outperformed participants 

in the II on easy rules, but II participants did not 

perform better than EI on complex rules. The 

finding that II was not significantly effective for 

complex rules is consistent with DeKeyser 

(1998) who reported that straightforward, 

categorical (simple) rules were learned 

significantly better through explicit-deductive 

learning, whereas fuzzy,  rules were not 

significantly promoted through implicit/ 

inductive learning. Accordingly, he suggested 

that concrete structures with clear, observable 

patterns could be taught implicitly; however, 

abstract linguistic features which do not have 

recognizable and concrete patterns could not be 

taught implicitly but require more EI.   

One language feature that has received 

considerable attention in SLA research is the 

English present perfect tense (Kearns, 2011). 

ESL Teachers often notice that present perfect 

(PP) is one of the most semantically complex 

verbs to teach and learn. Its complexity is 

attributed to its formal and semantic intricacies 

(Park, 2016). Broadly, the PP is used to refer to 

an event or situation that took place in the past 

but has present relevance. Formally, the PP is 

structurally complex, formed by the auxiliary 

has or have and the past participle of a lexical 

verb (e.g., sing-sung). Despite the number of the 

structurally complex strategies involved in its 

formation, ESL teachers believe that it is more 

problematic to teach when to use the PP than 

how to form it (Kearns, 2011). The link between 

the anteriority and current relevance expresses 

an array of meanings: (i) resultative (e.g., He 

will not eat lunch because he has already 

eaten.), (ii) continuative (e.g., I have lived in 

Cyprus since 2003), (iii) experiential (e.g., I 

have never been to Africa), and (iv) recent past 

(e.g., The prime minister has resigned recently). 
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Its rich semantic nature is a source of confusion 

for many foreign language students (e.g., Park, 

2016; Chareonkul & Wijitsopon, 2020). They 

are often unable to understand it and use it 

appropriately.  

What further heightens the complexity of 

teaching and learning the PP is when it is 

studied in contrast to the simple past tense (SP) 

(Khan, 2011). In general, the SP refers to an 

event that happened at a definite time in the 

past. Its semantic reference to anteriority 

overlaps with the PP although the later differs 

from the SP tense with respect to its current 

relevance (Park, 2016). This common semantic 

feature may be problematic for students 

depending on the interference of the first 

language (L1) with the second language (L2) 

(Carless, 2008). That is, when L1 and L2 

possess equivalent grammatical features, the 

positive transfer of L1 knowledge to L2 serves 

as a scaffolding tool in L2 learning (Carless, 

2008). In consequence, EFL learners will find 

an equivalent L2 grammatical feature 

comparatively easy to learn. However, when L1 

and L2 display grammatical differences, the 

absence of an equivalent L1 grammatical feature 

in L2 will bring about more difficulties in 

mastering the complex grammatical feature of 

L2 (Swan & Smith, 2001). In the latter case, 

students may thus commit overgeneralization 

errors (i.e., the overuse of PP in context where 

other tenses are expected to be used) or under 

generalization errors (i.e., the absence of PP in 

contexts where it is expected) (Bardovi-Harlig, 

1997). For example, in a study on the proper 

production of present perfect in undergraduate 

Lebanese students’ writings, Tahseldar, Kanso, 

and Sabra (2018) found that the present perfect 

was the verb form least used properly in their 

writings, and the simple past tense was 

mistakenly overused in the place of the present 

perfect. These findings demonstrate the 

difficulties that Arabic-speaking students 

encounter in mastering the PP tense. As 

mentioned earlier, this could be attributed to the 

absence of a corresponding English present 

perfect form in L1. Given the complexity of 

teaching and learning PP in contrast to SP, the 

PP tense and the SP tense were chosen as the 

two target forms of the study.  

Although the link between instruction and the 

nature of grammatical features has been already 
established in the literature, it has remained 

unclear due to two shortcomings in SLA/FL 

research, namely the ambiguous definition of L2 
complexity and the use of general measurements 

for broad grammatical categories (Bulte & 

Housen, 2012). In an attempt to address these 
limitations, Bulte and Housen have called for 

the use of more specific measures for individual 

grammatical forms. Taking Bulte and Housen’s 
methodological recommendation into 

consideration, the present study is designed (i) 

to explore differential effects of the explicit FFI 

and the implicit FFI in improving students’ 
language ability to use two grammatical features 

in both controlled practice and writing task and 

(ii) to determine whether their effects vary 
depending on the linguistic complexity of the 

two grammatical features.  

METHOD 

Design 

A quasi-experimental design was used for the 

present study in which two non-randomly 

selected English grammar classes were assigned 

to either explicit FFI or implicit FFI. The 

explicit FFI group included 17 students, and the 

implicit FFI group consisted of 15 students. 

These two intact groups were tested at three 

points of time to measure their progress: 

immediately before the instruction (pretest), 

immediately after the instruction (posttest1) and 

after a delay of 6 weeks (posttest2), each time 

by using measures of a discrete-point test and a 

writing task. The two English grammatical 

features chosen for this study were the simple 

past tense and the present perfect tense, in order 

to find out if the effectiveness of the explicit FFI 

and the implicit FFI depends on the type of the 

grammatical feature. Thus, this design allowed 

the researcher to explore (i) any differential 

effects of the explicit FFI and the implicit FFI 

on the learning of two grammatical forms and 

(ii) whether the effects of the two methods of 

instruction vary depending on the nature of the 

grammatical features. Two specific research 

questions motivating the present study were as 

follows:   

RQ1. Is there a difference between the effects of 

the explicit FFI and the implicit FFI on the 

learners’ performance on the discrete-point test 

(DPT) and the writing task (WT) in the short 
and long term?  

RQ2. Do the effects of explicit FFI and implicit 

FFI vary with the nature of the selected verbs? 
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Context and Participants 

The study took place at a public university in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The university 

provides undergraduate and postgraduate health 

science programs that use English as the 
primary medium of instruction. Since Saudi 

students admitted to study in these programs do 

not speak English as their first language, the 
university offers an intensive English language 

program to provide them with the language 

skills (i.e., oral communication, reading, and 

writing) that are essential for studying and 
communicating in an English-medium 

university. Two intermediate English grammar 

classes of thirty-two female nursing students 
were chosen for the study. The participants were 

all relatively homogeneous with respect to their 

age, cultural background, native language, and 
English language abilities. Specifically, they 

were all Saudi students, were all aged 18 or 19, 

spoke Arabic as their first language and were 

identified as intermediate learners. The 
participants’ English proficiency level was 

determined by their scores on the University’s 

English Performance Test (EPT) taken after 
their university admission. In the first academic 

term, an intermediate-level English grammar 

course was designed according to a structured 

syllabus that covered all the English verb tenses 
and wh-question formation. The course was 

offered five times a week.  

Instruction 

One group was exposed to the explicit FFI and 

the other group to the implicit FFI. In each 

group, different conditions for the explicit FFI 
and the implicit FFI were set to create between-

group variations. However, language input was 

held constant between the two groups to ensure 

internal validity. More specifically, ten lessons 
(45-50 minutes) were designed for each 

grammatical feature. Each lesson treated a 

specific grammar point for the simple past tense 
and the present perfect1 as set out in the course 

                                                             
1
In the chapter on the simple past tense, the focus 

was on the following grammar points: expressing 

past time; forms of the simple past (statement, 

negative, question, and short answer); spelling of -ed 

forms; the principal parts of a verb (regular and 

irregular); common irregular verbs; expressing past 

time using time clauses. In the present perfect 
chapter, the primary focus was on these grammar 

points: past participle; present perfect with since and 

for; negative, question and short-answer forms; 

syllabus. The lessons comprised a wide 

selection of passages which was rich in the 
target grammatical features and covered a 

variety of topics. The SP lessons specifically 

dealt with topics about past events, 
achievements, or discoveries (e.g., A Deadly 

Flu, The First Cell Phone, J.K. Rowling), and 

the PP lessons involved topics about general life 
experience or global concerns (e.g., Neighbours 

in My Apartment Building, A TV Interview 

with a Famous Actress, Global Warming). The 

passages were followed by a number of 
questions that differed for the explicit FFI and 

implicit FFI groups. Although the target 

grammatical features were presented in 
meaningful textual context for both groups, the 

questions for the explicit FFI group were 

grammatical in nature, ranging from receptive 
(observation of sentences and answering 

multiple choice questions about them) to more 

productive (fill in the blank). For the implicit 

FFI group, however, the questions were aimed 
at checking comprehension, with a focus on 

meaning (see Appendix A). The same lessons 

were used with both groups but were delivered 
either explicitly or implicitly depending on the 

group the students belonged to.  

In the explicit FFI group, the lesson began with 

a short statement clearly introducing the point(s) 

to be taught. Next, a specific grammar rule(s) 
was presented on the board and explained in 

small steps to develop an explicit understanding 

of the target form. Several examples were 

provided to clarify the rule. After the 
explanation stage, students engaged in a 

structured input activity that drew their attention 

to the target form in the input. They were 
specifically given a passage with a set of 

questions about the target form to complete 

individually by applying the rule taught in the 
lesson. As the students finished the exercise, 

they were given turns to respond with (and 

explain) their answers to check for their 

understanding. When the students gave wrong 
answers, they were interrupted to be corrected 

and retaught the rule, when necessary, on the 

grounds that immediate and explicit feedback 
would prevent error fossilization. The same 

procedure was followed in the other lessons.  

In the implicit FFI group, students were not 

taught the grammar rules. Instead, their attention 
was directed onto the target forms while they 

                                                                                           
present perfect with unspecified time; simple past vs. 

present perfect.     
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were performing focused tasks that were 

designed to provide context for the use of the 
target forms. Specifically, they were given the 

same passages of the explicit FFI group and 

were instructed to answer the comprehension 
questions in small groups. The students were 

encouraged to work collaboratively and 

communicate with one another, exchange 
information and agree on a task solution. When 

the task was completed, the students were 

allowed enough time to share their answers with 

the class. When an error was committed, the 
teacher used recasts (reformulating part of the 

incorrect word or phrase) to show the correct 

form without explicitly identifying the error on 
the bases that what was being communicated by 

the students was more important than the 

accuracy of the target form being used. The 
same teaching approach was adopted for the 

other lessons.  

Measures           

The ability of the explicit FFI and implicit FFI 
groups to use the target grammatical features 

was measured with two tests: (i) a controlled 

discrete-point test (DPT) and (2) a writing task 
(WT). These measures were hypothesized to test 

two types of knowledge. The DPT was used to 

tap into explicit knowledge which involves 

“explicit, that is, deliberate and conscious, 
learning of grammatical information” (Suzuki & 

DeKeyser, 2017 p.752). Three different versions 

of the DPT were designed to measure the 
explicit knowledge of the participants at three 

different points of time (i.e., before the 

instruction, after the instruction, and six weeks 
after the instruction). Each test version consisted 

of multiple choice and gap fill questions. The 

test items were taken from previous exams that 

were written by course coordinators, proofread 
by course supervisor, and piloted with other 

nursing students who took the same course in 

previous years. The test items which assessed 
different grammar points covered in the simple 

past and the present perfect chapters were 

selected and equally distributed among the three 
versions. The participants were given 50 

minutes to complete each test.  

The first section in the DPT consisted of a set of 

twenty multiple-choice questions about the two 

grammatical features (10 MCQs for the simple 

past and 10 MCQs for the present perfect). In 

the MCQ section, participants were asked to 

select only one correct answer from the four 

choices offered as a list. For example, “I bought 

a new dress yesterday. My friend 

_____________ my dress yet.   A. did not see B. 

haven’t seen C. saw D. hasn’t seen.”  

In the fill-in-the-blank section, students were 
given two short passages to put the verbs in 

brackets into the correct simple past tense or the 

present perfect. The two passages consisted of a 
total of 10 blanks (5 blanks for each 

grammatical feature). Each passage was selected 

appropriately to match participants’ 
intermediate English proficiency level. One 

example is as follows: 

My name is Surasuk Jutukanya prateep. I am 

from Thailand. I (be) _________________ at 
this school since the beginning of January. I 

(arrive)_______________ here January 2nd. 

Since I (come)_____________ here, I 
(do)______________ many things, and I 

(met)________________ many people.  

The second test was an unplanned WT. The 

purpose of the unplanned WT was to measure 
implicit knowledge, which accounts for 

students’ ability to use the target features. A 

written production task, rather than an oral task, 
was selected because it is claimed that “the 

effects of instruction are expected to affect 

written proficiency before they do oral 
proficiency” (Andringa et.al, 2011, p.886). This 

could be explained by the potential interference 

of certain variables (e.g., time pressure and fear 

of speaking) that may prevent students from 
using and applying their explicit knowledge in 

oral activities and, as a result, it may moderate 

the effects of instruction on L2 learning. In 
contrast, a written production task does not exert 

pressure on students to respond within a given 

short time limit, so students have sufficient time 
to respond and retrieve their explicit knowledge 

of the target features. This increases the chance 

to find instructional effects on L2 learning.  

Accordingly, it was decided that a writing task 

was an appropriate measurement tool for the 
present study. Three writing topics that 

stimulate the use of the two grammatical 

features were carefully selected and given to 

students at specific points in time (before the 
instruction, immediately after the instruction, 

and 6 weeks following the instruction). The 

topics were as follows: (1) write about someone 
you know and something interesting about 

his/her life; (2) describe your experience of 

learning English from high school up to the 

present, and (3) describe a past hobby that you 
continue to enjoy. Students were instructed to 
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write a short paragraph (5-8 sentences) in a 

fifty-minute session but were not explicitly told 
or guided to use the simple past or the present 

perfect tense in their paragraphs.   

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

PROCEDURES 

In this study, I acted as both the teacher and the 

researcher. That is, I gave instruction to the two 

experimental groups and collected data. All the 

data were collected over a period of three 

months. In the first week, I described the 

research project to the students and obtained 

their consent to take part in the project. Then a 

pretest and a writing task were given to the two 

groups during class time to identify any 

differences in their level of knowledge of the 

two verb forms before the period of instruction. 

In the second week, I taught the two verb forms 

to the two groups for a period of 4 weeks. 

Immediately after the period of instruction, the 

two groups were tested using measures of DPT 

(Posttest1) and another writing task in order to 

determine the amount of learning the two groups 

had acquired and, thus, compare the efficacies 

of the two methods of instruction in teaching the 

two verb forms in the short term. After that, the 

two groups continued to receive the explicit FFI 

and the implicit FFI on other grammar topics 

(i.e., past perfect and wh-question formation) 

which were not the focus of the study. After a 

delay of six weeks, the two groups were given 

another posttest (Posttest2) and a writing task in 

order to determine whether the knowledge of the 

two verb forms had been more-or-less well-

integrated in learners’ “inter language” and, 

thus, examine the durable effects of the explicit 

FFI and the implicit FFI in the long term.  

With respect to scoring procedures, each 

discrete-point test (pretest and posttests1& 2) 

was worth 30 points. In each test, the multiple 

choice section consisted of twenty MCQs 

(worth 20 points). One point was assigned for 

each correct response; incorrect responses or no 

responses received a zero. The fill-in-the-blank 

section consisted of ten blank spaces (worth 10 

points). One point was assigned for each correct 

response; incorrect responses, including 

misspellings or no responses, received a score of 

zero.  

As for the writing task, each paragraph was read 

and marked by the teacher-researcher for 

grammatical accuracy. Grammatical accuracy 

refers to the accuracy of the form as well as the 

production of the structurally correct and 

meaningful use of SP and PP in context.  

Accordingly, the writing tasks were scored by 

counting the total number of the correct 

occurrences of the two verb forms in context. 

Each correct use of the SP or PP structure was 

given one mark. No marks were given to verb 

form errors (e.g., I teached myself piano.), 

wrong verb form use (e.g., I studied English 

since September), subject-verb agreement errors 

(e.g., my parents has travelled to many 

countries.), and spelling errors in verb forms 

(e.g., I tryed to practice swimming when I was a 

child). Other grammatical mistakes that were 

irrelevant to the focus of the study were 

disregarded. Before marking the students’ 

paragraphs, the teacher-researcher involved an 

experienced native-English speaking writing 

teacher to mark a random sample of the 

paragraphs to determine the reliability of the 

marking scheme.  

As for statistical analysis, repeated-measures 

ANOVA tests were conducted to address the 

purpose of the study which is (i) to determine 

whether there were significant main effects of 

time and instruction on the test scores across the 

two post-tests and (ii) to find out whether the 

effect of instruction varies according to the 

linguistic complexity of the two verb forms.  

First, means and standards deviations for the 

explicit FFI and implicit FFI group separately 

on the DPT and the WT at the three time periods 

were computed. Then matched pair t-tests was 

performed to determine how each group 

performed separately on DPT and WT at each 

point of time. However, to compare the 

performance of the two groups on all tests 

across time, the different pretest mean scores of 

both groups should be adjusted. This is because 

the two groups did not begin the period of 

instruction with the same level of knowledge of 

verb forms. In order to adjust for the pre-

existing differences in the level of knowledge at 

the time of the pretest, the pretest scores were 

used as covariate (a variable that a researcher 

seeks to statistically subtract the effect of pretest 

when measuring the effects of instruction in 

Posttest1 and Posttest2 (Vogt, 1999). In 

addition, time was used as a within-subjects 

factor, instruction as a between-subjects factor, 
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and the test scores (Posttest1 and Posttest2) as 

dependent variables.  

In the output data, within-subjects effects tests 
were analysed to study the effect of time on the 

DPT and WT scores, whereas between-subjects 

effects tests to explore the effect of instruction 
on the DPT and WT scores across the two post-

tests.  

When interpreting the results of the study, F-

values (sample mean difference) and p-values 
(statistical significance) were examined to 

determine whether time and instruction had 

significant or non-significant effects on the test 
scores for the two groups. A large F-value with 

a p-value less than 0.05 (typically ≤ 0.05)  

implied a significant effect. However, a small F-
value with a p-value greater than 0.05 (> 0.05) 

indicated a non-significant effect. Furthermore, 

descriptive statistics (means and standard 

deviations) of the adjusted test scores and 
dependent t-tests (comparing the means between 

two related groups on the same dependent 

variable) were calculated for the two groups.  

RESULTS 

RQ1: Is there a difference between the effects of 

the explicit FFI and the implicit FFI on the 

learners’ performance in the DPT and the WT in 

the short and long term?  

Performance of Each Group on DPT and WT 

at Three Time Periods 

As can be seen from Table 1 below, each group 
separately improved and had significantly 

higher mean scores at Post1 than at Pretest (p < 

0.0001). In the six-week period following the 

instruction, their performance remained 
relatively steady. That is, the mean score of the 

explicit FFI group at Post2 decreased non 

significantly by 1, while the mean score of the 
implicit FFI group increased non significantly 

by 1. Overall, there was significant 

improvement for each group separately on the 
DPT over time (p < 0.0001). Furthermore, each 

group separately produced significantly more 

accurate grammatical features in their 

paragraphs at WT Post1 than at WT Pretest (p= 
0.0025 and p=0.0019 respectively). Their scores 

increased significantly by 1.4 and 2 

respectively.  

In the six-week period following the instruction, 

the explicit FFI group continued to produce 

appropriate grammatical features in their 

writing, while the grammatical accuracy rate of 

the implicit FFI group decreased non 

significantly by 1. Overall, the explicit FFI 

group significantly improved in grammatical 

accuracy in writing over time (p= 0.001), 

whereas the implicit FFI did not. 

Table1. Descriptive Statistics and Matched Pair t-test for Performance of Each Group on DPT and WT at Three 

Time Periods 

Measure Instruction 

 

Pretest 

M  

(SD) 

Post1 

M 

(SD) 

Post2 

M 

(SD) 

Matched pair t-test 

Pretest-

Post1    

Post1-

Post2      

Pretest-

Post2 

 

DPT 

Explicit  14.94 

(2.63) 

20.41 

(3.87) 

19.11 

(3.77) 

p < 

0.0001*             

0.1                 p<0.0001

  

Implicit 13.06 

(2.404) 

17. 466 

(3.642) 

18.6 

(3.439) 

p < 

0.0001*             

0.37 p<0.0001* 

WT Explicit FFI 

 

2.88 

(0.60) 

4.29 

(1.75) 

4.35 

(1.49) 

0.0025*                    0.9       0.001* 

Implicit FFI 2.13 

(1.30) 

4.13 

(1.92) 

3.13 

(2.35) 

0.0019*                    0.55

  

p < 

0.0001* 
        

Difference between Groups’ Performance 

on DPT and WT across Time 

Adjusted mean scores and standard deviations 
for the performance of the explicit and implicit 

FFI groups on the DPT and the WT on the two 

post -tests were computed, as shown in Table 

2. 

Table2. Adjusted Means and Standard Deviations for Explicit and Implicit FFI  on DPT and WT Scores on 

Posttest1 and Posttest2 

Measure Time of Measurement Explicit FFI 

M (SD)      

Implicit FFI 

            M (SD)  

DPT 

 

Posttest1 

Posttest2 

19.64 (0.78) 

18.45 (0.78) 

        18.33 (0.83)        

        19.35 (0.83)         

WT Posttest1 

Posttest2 

4.11 (0.45) 

4.03 (0.44)                  

        4.34 (0.48) 

        3.49 (0.47)            
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DPT and WT means and standard deviations were adjusted at the following covariates: 

DPT pretest=14.06 and WT pretest =2.53 

Table3.  Repeated-measures ANOVA for the DPT and WT 

 DPT WT 

F P F P 

Time F (1, 29) = 0.128               0.723 F (1,29)= 2.269           0.146 

Instruction F (1,29) = 0.052               0.821 F (1,29) = 0.079           0.781 

Time*Instruction F (1,29) =  2.098              0.158 F (1,29) = 1.550            0.291 

Pairwise Comparison 

(Explicit-Implicit) 

Posttest1  F= 1.241           

Posttest2  F= 0.582           

0.274 

0.452 

Posttest1 F= 0.112 

Posttest2 F= 0.671        

0.740 

0.419 
     

In the discrete-point test, the explicit FFI  group 

scored higher than the implicit FFI group at 

Posttest1 (see Table 2), yet there were no 
significant differences in the mean scores of the 

two groups at Posttest1, as can be seen from 

Table 3. At  Posttest2, however, the mean score 

of the explicit FFI group decreased non-
significantly by 1, while the mean score of the 

implicit FFI group increased non-significantly 

by 1 (see Table 2). Nevertheless, there were no 
statistically significant differences between the 

two groups at Posttest2 as shown from Table 3.  

These results confirm that there was no 

significant differences between the effect of 

instruction on the performance of the two 
groups on the controlled task across the two 

post-tests.  

In the writing task, the two groups produced 

almost equal number of correct target verb 

forms Posttest1, as shown in Table 2. At 

Posttest2, the explicit FFI group somehow 

continued to produce more correct verb forms in 
their writing than the implicit FFI group whose 

linguistic accuracy rate decreased non-

significantly by 1. However, there were no 

significant differences in the two groups’ ability 
to use and produce correct verb forms in context 

across the two post-tests, as can be seen in Table 

3. These results suggest that instruction had no 
significant effect on the learners’ linguistic 

accuracy in the WT across the two post-tests, 

and time had no significant effect on the two 

groups.  

RQ2: Do the effects of the explicit FFI and the 
implicit FFI vary with the nature of the two verb 

forms? 

Table4. Adjusted Means, Standard Deviations, and Dependent t-tests for SP and PP scores in the DPT and WT  

Measure 

 

Target 

Features 

Time Explicit FFI 

M (SD) 

Implicit FFI 

 p 

 

M (SD) 

 

p 

 

 
DPT 

SP 

 
 

PP 

Posttest1 

Posttest2 
    

Posttest1 

Posttest2 

8.75 (0.58) 

8.80 (0.53) 
  

10.90 (0.49) 

9.67 (0.46) 

9.01 (0.62) 

0.946 
 

9.16 (0.52) 

0.046* 

 

9.48 (0.57) 
 

 

9.84 (0.49) 

 

0.564 
 

 

0.298 

 

   

  WT 

 

 

 

SP 

 

 

PP  

Posttest1 

Posttest2 

 

Posttest1 

Posttest2 

3.14 (0.30) 

3.81 (0.43) 

 

1.26 (0.24) 

0.38 (0.12) 

3.90 (0.32) 

0.149 

 

1.23 (0.25) 

0.004* 

3.27 (0.45) 

 

 

0.43 (0.13) 

0.202 

 

 

0.012* 

Table5. Repeated-measures ANOVA for SP and PP on the DPT and WT 

 DPT WT 

 SP PP SP PP 

F P F P F P F P 

Time 0.892         0.353           0.326          0.572 0.280           0.601           4.163        0.05* 

Instruction 0.577         0.454           1.968          0.171 0.062           0.805           0.002       0.964 

Time*Instruction 0.135 0.716 4.608 0.04* 3.824           0.06             0.062       0.842 

Pairwise  

Comparison    

(explicit-implicit 

FFI) 

Posttest1 

0.086         

Posttest2 

0.714         

 

0.771  

 

0.405           

 

5.589  

 

0.06                   

 

0.025* 

 

0.808 

Posttest1 

2.851 

Posttest2 

0.750                    

 

0.102  

 

0.394                     

 

0.009 

 

0.075               

 

0.927 

 

0.786     
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Means and standard deviations were adjusted at 

the following covariates: SP pretest = 7.56 and 
PP pretest = 6.47 in the DPT, and SP pretest = 

2.31 and PP pretest = 0.56 in the WT. 

As can be seen from Table 5, the performance 
of the two groups in the SP DPT was not 

significantly different at the two post-tests. In 

the PP, the explicit FFI group did significantly 
better than the implicit FFI group at Posttest1 (p 

= 0.025). However, their knowledge of the PP 

gained at Posttest1 was not sustained but 

diminished significantly at Posttest2 (p = 0.04) 
compared to the implicit FFI group whose 

knowledge remained unchanged (see Table 5). 

These results confirm that the explicit FFI was 
significantly more effective for teaching the 

complex form (PP) than the implicit FFI in the 

short term, but its effect was not durable in the 
long term. However, neither instruction was 

significantly different in teaching the simple 

form (SP).  

Table 4 shows that the implicit FFI group 
produced more correct SP in their paragraphs 

than the explicit FFI group at Posttest1, yet they 

did not reach a significant level. At Posttest2, 
both groups retained the accurate use of the 

simple form (SP) with no significant differences 

(see Table 5). With regard to the PP, both 

groups used almost equal number of correct PP 
in their paragraphs at Posttest1, as shown in 

Table 4. At Posttest2, both the explicit FFI 

group and the implicit FFI group showed a 
significant drop in the accurate and correct use 

of the PP in context (p = 0.004; p = 0.012 

respectively). As shown in Table 4, the explicit 
FFI group exited the study with the baseline 

knowledge of the PP, and the implicit FFI had a 

significantly lower grammatical accuracy rate in 

the PP use compared to the Posttest1. These 
results confirm that there were no significant 

differences in the effects of instruction on the 

SP and PP scores for the two groups across the 
two post-tests. However, there was a significant 

effect of time on the performance of the two 

groups on the PP WT across the post-tests (p = 
0.05). That being said, it can be inferred that 

neither instruction was effective for the complex 

grammatical structure in writing.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study was designed (i) to investigate the 

differential effects of the explicit FFI and the 

implicit FFI on L2 grammar learning and (ii) to 
determine whether their effects vary according 

to the linguistic complexity of the two English 

verb forms. One major finding was that both 

types of instruction led to significant 
improvement in the students’ grammatical 

knowledge of the target forms in both the 

controlled production task (DPT) and the 
uncontrolled writing task (WT) over time. This 

finding is consistent with previous findings in 

meta-analysis studies and reviews (e.g., Norris 
& Ortega, 2000; Russel & Spada, 2006). For 

example, Norris and Ortega (2000) in a meta-

analysis of instructed SLA found that both FonF 

and FonFs were effective for L2 learning. Other 
meta-analyses also found a significant effect for 

FonF (e.g., Russel & Spada, 2006). Thus, this 

finding implies that FonF can also be beneficial 
for L2 learning. One possible explanation could 

be that implicit learning can take place 

irrespective of how target forms are presented 
(e.g., Ellis, 2006; Doughty, 2003). As long as 

learners receive language input relevant to target 

forms, significant knowledge gain can be 

obtained (Day & Shapson, 2001). However, this 
reasoning might be inconclusive due to the 

small sample size of the study. Another possible 

explanatory factor could be attributed to 
differences in learners’ attentional, working 

memory, and processing abilities. According to 

Skehan (2009), learners with high attention 

abilities and larger working memory capacities 
tend to notice, process, and internalize 

information more efficiently. Thus, learners 

with different cognitive abilities may benefit 
from L2 instruction differentially (Schmidt, 

2001).    

Despite the improvement of each group 

separately over time, there was no significant 

differences between the effects of the two 

methods of instruction on either the discrete-

point test or the writing task. This finding is not 

in line with studies that have generally found 

explicit instruction to be more effective than 

implicit instruction in all measures, including 

free written production tasks (for meta-analyses 

see Goo et al.), but it corroborates a number of 

previous research studies that have shown no 

effect differences in type of instruction in 

language learning (e.g., Martinez-Flor, 2006). 

The non-significance of differences found in 

this study could be attributable to the small 

sample size of the study or to other potential 

confounding variables like cognitive ability that 

could have interacted with learner-internal and 

learner-external factors, including a learners’ 

proficiency level and language learning 

experience (Rodriguea Silva & Roehr-Brackin, 
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2016). It should be noted that this finding 

suggests that grammar learning can take place 

irrespective of how target forms are presented to 

students, whether explicitly or implicitly. As 

long as the students receive language input 

relevant to the target forms that they need to 

learn, learning can still occur, and knowledge 

can be obtained (Day & Shapson, 2001).  

 Regarding the second research question, this 

study found that the implicit FFI group had a 

higher total mean score on the simple 
grammatical form (SP) in the DPT and the WT 

across the two time points, whereas the explicit 

FFI had a significantly larger immediate effect 
size in the complex grammatical form (PP) on 

the DPT. In the writing task, however, both 

groups scored equally on the complex form 

immediately after the instruction, but their 
performance in the writing test taken six weeks 

after the instruction deteriorated significantly. 

Based on these findings, the generalizability of 
the claims made by Krashen (1994) is partially 

supported. According to Krashen, (i) implicit 

instruction is more effective than explicit 
instruction for complex target features and (ii) 

explicit instruction can only be effective when 

simple and complex structures are made salient 

in the input. The first claim is not endorsed by 
the study, possibly because of the short duration 

of the implicit FFI in the study. Additionally, 

implicit instruction may not be suited for 
“acquisition poor environments” (Ellis, 2009, 

p.237) where learners in many foreign contexts 

are linguistically impoverished and, thus, are 

unable to engage successfully in 
communicative-based task (Ellis, Li, and Zu, 

2019). Thus, as Celce-Murica (1991) suggests, a 

more structured and explicit approach to 
teaching grammar is needed to help beginners 

develop the linguistic resources required for 

completing their written production tasks 
successfully.  

However, Larsen-Freeman (2015) has warned 

against attention to decontextualized target 

forms because it facilitates the acquisition of 

explicit knowledge on discrete-point tests, but it 

does not prepare learners to produce and 

integrate their knowledge of grammatical rules 

correctly and freely in writing (Ellis, 2002; 

Macaro & Masterman, 2006). As a result, they 

may fail to acquire the target forms implicitly 

and fall behind in language development (Ellis 

et al., 2019). This would explain the short-term 

effect of the explicit FFI on the complex 

grammatical form on the DPT and the WT and 

their loss of knowledge in the long term. 

Another possible explanation would be that 

students who receive explicit instruction are 

exposed to many grammatical rules which may 

cause some confusion for them, and, 

consequently, their performance might be 

adversely affected in the long term. Another 

explanation could also be that the attention and 

thinking of students in discrete-point tests are 

entirely directed toward choosing the correct 

answer or filling in the gap with the correct verb 

tense form; however, their attention in the 

writing task is distributed over a number of 

problems to be solved almost simultaneously 

(Macaro & Masterman, 2006). 

CONCLUSION 

The present study showed that both the explicit 

FFI and the implicit FFI separately were equally 

effective on the DPT and the WT over time. 
However, the effects of the explicit FFI and the 

implicit FFI on the controlled language and 

written production post-tests were not 
significantly different. Furthermore, both types 

of instruction were equally effective for the 

simple grammatical form on the DPT and the 
WT over time; nevertheless, the explicit FFI 

was more effective for the complex form on the 

WT in the short term only unlike the implicit 

FFI which was not effective at all. These 
findings imply both types of instruction can be 

effective under certain conditions; however, 

their effects may be influenced by the nature of 
target forms. Yet, this conclusion is indecisive 

given the limitations of the study including 

small sample size, lack of a control group, and 

the differences between the two groups at the 
pretest.  
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APPENDIX A 

An Example of a Lesson Taught Implicitly 

and Explicitly Neighbors in My Apartment 

Building 

A few months ago, I moved to a new apartment. 

I have not met all my neighbors yet, but I have 

met some of them. They are interesting people.  

My neighbor in 3G is a private pilot. Last week 
he returned from the South Pole, and before that 

he was in Africa. He has travelled all over the 

world.  

My neighbor in 4F is a doctor, but she looks like 

a punk rocker. She has already changed the 

color of her hair four or five times since I 

moved in. Now it is purple. 

The young man across the hall has a lot of 

parties. He has already given several parties 

since I moved in, but he has not invited me to 
any of them.  

My next-door neighbors are musicians. They 

have just retired from the City Symphony 
Orchestra. They were with the orchestra for 

more than 20 years. Now they are looking 

forward to traveling and spending more time 

with their family.  

The neighbors on the other side are mysterious. 

I saw them only once, but I have not seen them 

for a while. Nobody has. They have not picked 
up their newspapers for a week. There are six or 

seven newspapers on the floor in front of their 

door.  

A young woman in the building is my new best 

friend. She has lived here for about a year. She 

owns a small advertising business. We have 

already spent many fun evenings together. 
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Explicit FFI Implicit FFI 

Read the passage and underline the present perfect 
verbs. Put brackets around the time expressions that 

are used with present perfect.  

These four sentences are taken from the passages. 

Which sentence expresses duration or the time that 
something continues? Choose all that apply. 

She has lived here for about a year.  

I have not seen them for a while.  

They have just retired from the City Symphony 

Orchestra.  

He has already given several parties. 

Which of the following correctly changes the 

sentence expressing past time to present perfect?  

They were with the orchestra for more than 20 years. 

They have been with the orchestra for more than 20 

years. 

They been with the orchestra for more than 20 years. 

They have with the orchestra for more than 20 years. 

Fill in the blank with one of the phrases that 

correctly completes the sentence taken from the 

passage.  

Nobody has seen the mysterious neighbors 
__________ 

since a while. 

for a while. 

a while ago. 

Complete the sentence with the words in the list. 

since/have/last week/the newspaper/been/on the floor 

The neighbors have not picked up the newspapers for 

a week. In other words, 

_______________________   

 

Read the passage and the statements that follow. 
Circle “T” if the statement is true, and “F” if the 

statement is false. Explain. 

My neighbor in 3G has travelled to South Pole and 

Africa.  

I have made a lot of new friends since I moved to my 

new apartment. 

The young man has held several parties in his 

apartment. 

My neighbor in 4F has just colored her hair purple.  

What does the following statement indicate? 

“They were with the orchestra for more than 20 

years.” 

They were with the orchestra 20 years ago and are 

still at present. 

They are not with the orchestra anymore. 

The orchestra started 20 years ago.  

Choose the correct answer that completes the 

following sentence:  

The newspapers are still on the floor in front of the 

door because______________ 

The neighbors have been mysterious for a week. 

They have not picked up the newspapers for a week. 

Nobody has seen them. 

Fill in the blank with the missing phrase that 

completes the sentence based on the passage.  

A young woman in the building is my new best 

friend now because_______________ 

They have passed time together. 

The young woman has lived in the same building 

since last year. 

The young woman is very sociable.  

Read the passage and summarize it in two complete 

sentences.  

______________________________ 

______________________________ 

______________________________ 
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