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Pour survivre, l’enseignement des langues vivantes aux Pays-Bas doit muter. 
La base, cependant, reste la création d’un environnement porteur de langue cible 
dès le départ. J’espère un futur où on montrera aux élèves la richesse du multi-
linguisme: celle d’être capable d’évoluer dans un monde plus grand que les fron-
tières de leur pays, un monde multiculturel et caractérisé par son hétérogénéité. 
L’exemple le plus actuel est celui des millions de personnes issues de pays en guerre 
qui arrivent en Europe et dont le succès de leur nouvelle vie dépend fortement de 
leur maitrise de la langue du pays d’accueil. Quand j’écris ces lignes, je pense bien 
sûr à Mohammad et Raghad que j’ai vu revivre et reprendre leurs projets à partir 
du moment où ils ont compris qu’ils allaient y arriver et que dans quelques mois, 
le néerlandais serait une corde de plus à leur arc. Cette expérience avec eux m’a 
fait rêver de salles de classe où l’on apprend réellement à parler dans une langue 
étrangère, où on ne passe plus son temps à remplir des exercices de grammaire et 
à apprendre des listes de vocabulaire.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

One of the main goals of L2 foreign language instruction in high school is to provide 
a favorable environment in which young learners can learn to communicate in a 
new language. The concept of “environment” is not only related to a safe classroom 
setting but also to the interaction among teacher and learners, all having different 
expectations of the goal of the class. The teacher generally aims at developing the 
language skills of the learners to a certain level, and the learners generally aim at 
getting grades that are good enough to pass the class. Some learners, however, might 
have a broader intrinsic motivation and think of the language class as an opportu-
nity to improve a skill that they could use either in daily life or later in their career. 

The role of the teacher in this environment is key but also very complex. 
Teachers make choices. They provide the input, stimulate the output and assess the 
performance of a group of learners differing in personalities, experiences, apti-
tudes and motivation. Within a school context, with their colleagues, they decide 
on the method to be used and the focus of the language course. Some might favor 
grammatical accuracy above other aspects of the language; others might favor mo-
tivation or fluency. They determine the type of instruction that they use and the 
degree of L2 performance they expect their learners to achieve. They are the pro-
fessionals who rely on their training, their experience, their talent, but hopefully 
also on empirical findings. Unfortunately, the reality of the field is that research 
findings hardly ever reach the classroom (MacIntyre, 2005).

In the field of second language acquisition within applied linguistics, re-
searchers have been committed to finding the most effective way to improve L2 
performance in the classroom. For the last decades, the debate has focused es-
pecially on whether explicit instruction, which focuses on communicative skills 
with explicit explanation of linguistic rules, or implicit instruction, which focuses 
on communicative skills with lots of frequent, authentic input with no focus on 
rules (Long, 1991; Ellis, 1995; Van Patten, 2002; Verspoor and Winitz, 1997) is 
more effective. Many studies have concluded that explicit instruction is more ef-
fective than implicit instruction (cf. Norris and Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 
2010; Goo, Granena, Yilmaz, and Novella, 2015). However, there is an increasing 
number of papers that report the contrary (Boyd and Goldberg, 2009; Ellis and 
Collins, 2009) and with regards to the implicit versus explicit debate, Spada points 
out that “most of these questions remained unanswered” (2011, p. 226). 
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Several reasons could partly explain the favorable results for explicit instruc-
tion. First of all, as Spada and Tomita (2010) point out, a greater number of stud-
ies have investigated explicit rather than implicit instruction. Secondly, the treat-
ments differ greatly in duration. Most studies have a treatment that lasts no more 
than one to seven hours (Spada & Tomita, 2010), which is probably too short for 
implicit instruction to be effective on the features of language that were tested. 
Thirdly, more laboratory studies were included than classroom studies. Finally, the 
tests used are often biased towards explicit instruction as they specifically test for 
morpho-syntactic linguistic features. 

This dissertation seeks to address the question of the effectiveness of explic-
itness versus implicitness again after three years of instruction. However, rather 
than using a laboratory setting, this study will trace the development of 229 learn-
ers in their actual L2 French classes. The learners are compared on both spoken 
and written data, collected in (semi) free response tasks. Before going on, it is 
important to define the term effectiveness. According to de Graaff and Housen 
(2009) there is a difference between effectiveness and effect: 

“the term effect refers to any observable change in learner outcome 
(knowledge, disposition or behaviour) that can be attributed to an in-
structional intervention (possibly in interaction with other, contextual 
variables). Effectiveness (or efficacy, usefulness) refers to the extent to 
which the actual outcomes of instruction match the intended or desired 
effects (within the practical constraints imposed by the larger instruc-
tional context). Effective instruction, then, is context-appropriate in-
struction, that is, goal-appropriate, learner-appropriate, and resources-
appropriate.” (p.728-729)

In this dissertation, effectiveness of L2 teaching will refer to the extent to 
which L2 instruction achieves better general oral and written proficiency in terms 
of fluency, grammar and vocabulary as defined in the guidelines of the CEFR 
(Council of Europe, 2001) or the ACTFL (1983), the two guidelines followed by 
most curricula in Europe and in the US after a period of three years of instruc-
tion. The effects of each type of instruction on oral and written proficiency will 
be measured holistically and analytically for fluency, accuracy and/or complexity. 

The context of the study is high school education in the Netherlands. For 
various reasons, including traditional beliefs (Graus and Coppen, 2018) and rather 
consistent findings in SLA research that favor explicit grammar teaching, most L2 
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French teaching in the Netherlands is structure based (West and Verspoor, 2016) 
with a great deal of explicit grammar teaching in the L1. According to Kim and El-
der (2005), teachers depend on such structure-based methods because learners are 
provided with poor input in quantity and quality. Besides, there is a strong belief 
among teachers that language is structure-based and that the teaching of grammar 
is necessary (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Teachers often associate being proficient 
with being accurate and being a good language teacher is often associated with the 
ability to explain grammar clearly and well. Even more importantly, testing gram-
mar knowledge is seen as a valid and reliable way of assessing linguistic knowledge.

The downside of mainstream L2 French teaching practices is that teachers 
feel that students are not motivated to learn another language apart from English 
(Voogel, 2015) and that after 6 years of high school French, they are still not 
able to communicate in the language and properly function in the target country 
(Haijma, 2013). Many reasons have been mentioned to explain this phenomenon. 
On the one hand, the number of teaching hours have decreased over the last few 
years, and, on the other hand, teachers report on difficulties in providing enough 
L2 input and interaction in the classroom (Haijma, 2013). In spite of the fact that 
most teachers actually use a course book that is based on Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT) principles, the L2 lessons remain mostly structure-based and or-
ganized around a selected list of vocabulary and a set of grammatical rules, which 
are generally taught explicitly by the teacher and then practiced in rather artificial 
settings in small groups. Thus actual classroom practices rather resemble structure-
based methods (SB) with activities that focus on grammar and little target language 
use (Oosterhof, Jansma, Tammenga-Helmantel, 2014; West & Verspoor, 2016) 
rather than a communicative approach to language teaching with explicit focus-
on-form as defined by Long (1991). It seems that teachers are in a vicious circle: 
they focus on the language forms because learners are poor language users and the 
learners are poor language users because they do not know the language forms. As 
a result, much time is spent on explaining the language forms in the L1 instead of 
on providing the L2 input and use needed to become better language users. 

For L2 English, the situation in the Netherlands has already changed. About 
two decades ago, bilingual schools (Dutch-English) were created. Studies show 
that in these schools, students are used to being immersed in another language 
and become very fluent in English (Verspoor, de Bot, Xu, 2015). The policy in 
bilingual schools is that the other L2 languages (French and German) should be 
taught in the target language with CLIL principles, which should have effects on 
their L2 proficiency (de Graaff, Koopman, Anikina and Westhoff, 2007). However, 
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in most bilingual and regular schools, L2 French teachers report that they struggle 
to provide enough L2 exposure and explain the grammar at the same time (Oost-
erhof et al., 2014) using the common course books available in the Netherlands. 

However, to be able to use the target language in class more, a few schools in 
the west of the country started to experiment around 2007 with a new L2 French 
method: the Accelerative Integrated Method (AIM). Designed by a French teacher 
in Canada, Wendy Maxwell (2001), AIM is a highly input driven and implicit 
method that can be integrated into a two to three hours per week curriculum. It 
is based on a “French only” rule and on the Gesture approach. The basic principle 
of AIM is to provide an L2 context given by stories, plays or music. From day one, 
students are surrounded by the L2 and are not allowed to use their L1. Commu-
nication is made possible by the use of iconic signs: one gesture corresponds to 
one word or to a grammatical cue (gender and articles). The first six months are 
devoted exclusively to listening and speaking skills. Students do not learn any ex-
plicit grammar rule but are stimulated to reuse chunks from the stories into plays. 
After six months, writing is gradually introduced in the form of story retelling. 
Feedback is limited and usually takes place in the form of recasts. 

In year 2009, the University of Groningen was approached by one local high 
school who requested a study into the effectiveness of AIM as they had recent-
ly started the program and had worried parents and skeptical teachers. For two 
years, the L2 development over two years of learners were traced and resulted 
in several professional and scientific articles. Rousse-Malpat, Verspoor, and Vis-
ser (2012) compared learners instructed with AIM and learners instructed with 
a semi-communicative method (Carte Orange), which contained texts, listening 
exercises, explicit grammar explanations, and activities. During these classes, the 
teacher usually speaks Dutch, especially to explain the grammar. They traced the 
development of 107 high school students (aged 12) for six months after they had 
had 6 months of instruction of French and found that the AIM students were 
significantly better on free-writing assignments, which were holistically scored 
on general proficiency on a scale from 0 to 5. A more detailed study tracing 12 
students (six texts) showed that AIM students wrote longer sentences, used rela-
tive clauses earlier and used more different verb tenses. In the first four texts, 
they made a higher number of errors, but towards the end, the number of errors 
dropped dramatically, but spelling errors remained frequent. Rousse-Malpat and 
Verspoor (2012) further investigated 78 students (a sub-group from the previous 
study) during a period of 21 months and found that the AIM method was more 
effective on oral proficiency, vocabulary and oral comprehension assessed holisti-
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cally by the Student Oral Proficiency Assessment (SOPA) developed by the Center 
of Applied Linguistics (see http://www.cal.org/ela/sopaellopa/) after 9 and 21 
months of instruction. A group study on a subset of 15 students showed that AIM 
is as effective as traditional methods on accuracy, operationalized as the number of 
errors in present tense, negation and gender. However, many questions remained: 
Is the AIM method still effective on oral and written proficiency after three years 
of instruction? What is the role of L2 exposure in explaining the results? Are there 
differential effects of both methods on different aspects of language such as gen-
eral proficiency, complexity, accuracy and fluency for both oral and written skills?

These questions and the fact that more and more schools in the Netherlands 
started to implement AIM inspired the current study. We traced the L2 French de-
velopment of 229 students over the course of three years on free response oral and 
written data. We found 14 teachers, all experienced and confident teachers, proud 
of their respective methods, who were willing to cooperate with us at five different 
schools. Therefore, this study is the result of a close collaboration between teachers 
of French as a foreign language in Dutch high schools and researchers from the 
University of Groningen. The goal was to investigate the effectiveness of explicit vs. 
implicit L2 teaching in a three-year classroom-based study. Basing ourselves on Dy-
namic usage-based theory and principles (Verspoor, 2017), we aim to explain the 
processes involved in language learning with a high-input implicit method. We also 
aim at defining what the characteristics of our explicit and implicit methods are 
and argue that in the case of this ecologically-valid classroom based study, there are 
other factors involved beyond the explicit and implicit type of instruction. Finally, 
we aim to answer the following research questions:

1)  If effectiveness is operationalized as higher general proficiency on oral and 
written skills, measured by (semi)free production tests after three years of 
instruction, which type of instruction is more effective at the beginning of 
L2 acquisition in a foreign language context?

 a. An explicit program?
 b. An implicit program?
2)  Which predictor is the most important (type of instruction or L2 exposure) 

in explaining our results?
3)  Is there a difference in the effects of both programs on holistic measures and 

analytical measures of fluency, grammar and vocabulary in spoken language 
after three years of instruction?

4)  Is there a difference in the effects of both programs on holistic and analytical 
measures of writing complexity after three years of instruction?
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To answer the research questions, several studies were conducted on the data 
and submitted in the form of book chapters and journal articles. Therefore, there 
may be some overlap in the respective chapters relating to the context of the study 
or the methodology. 

Chapter 2 gives an overview of the theoretical perspective taken in this 
dissertation. We combine ideas of usage-based linguistics and dynamic systems 
theory to argue that language is a Dynamic usage-based system and L2 learning 
is a dynamic process. Two teaching approaches based on Dynamic usage-based 
(DUB) principles are compared with two more traditional teaching approaches. 
The results show that if effectiveness is operationalized as gain in general profi-
ciency, both in spoken and written production, and if the intervention is at least 
one semester long, the DUB approaches are more effective than their traditional 
semi-communicative counterparts. We also argue that effects of such methods 
should not be measured in one-off interventions because implicit learning may 
take longer than explicit learning.

Chapter 3 shows the overall results of the study and includes the entire data 
set (n=229). It explores the effects of two programs, one predominantly explicit 
and the other predominantly implicit (AIM), on the development of oral and 
written skills. We argue that classroom-based research needs to go beyond the 
dichotomy of explicit vs. implicit L2 instruction and take a holistic approach that 
does not take the type of instruction in isolation. We investigate the effectiveness 
of both programs as well as the role of L2 exposure on the development of oral 
and written skills over time. Our participants wrote seven identical narratives and 
took three oral tests over the course of three years. 

Chapter 4 shows the results of a detailed analysis of oral skills with a limited 
set of our data (n=41). It argues that the traditional L2 teaching methods in the 
Netherlands see language as a set of rules and are structure based (SB). In contrast, 
a Dynamic usage-based (DUB) perspective sees language as a set of conventional-
ized routines. The study compares the effects of the SB method (Grandes Lignes) 
with the DUB method (AIM) on holistic and analytical measures of fluency, gram-
mar and vocabulary after three years of instruction. 

Chapter 5 shows the results of a detailed analysis of writing skills with a 
limited set of our data (n=43). It compares a great number of complexity measures 
produced by our two groups in two free-response writing assignments after three 
years of instruction. The data was coded in terms of broad and specific measures 
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Chapter 1. Introduction

of complexity, as well as measures of routinization. This chapter also discusses the 
use of n-grams as a measure of complexity.

Chapter 6, taking a Dynamic usage-based perspective on language learning, 
summarizes and discusses the results of chapters 3, 4 and 5 and explains how L2 
exposure can be made meaningful. It also discusses the limitations of the study.

Chapter 7 gives the conclusion of the dissertation by answering the research 
questions. It also addresses some recommendations for language education in 
practice. 
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Chapter 2 
Foreign Language Instruction from a 

Dynamic usage-based (DUB) Perspective1

1. Introduction
Usage-based (UB) theories on language and language learning have changed our 
views on what language is and how it develops in first and second language learn-
ers. According to Langacker (2000), a usage-based view of language is very much 
in line with Complex Dynamic Systems Theory (CDST) in that language is viewed 
as emergent through use with different sub-systems interacting over time. We 
have combined insights from both theories and we will refer to it as a Dynamic 
usage-based (DUB) approach. 

From a DUB perspective, first language (L1) and second language (L2) learning 
are not based on the acquisition of a set of grammar rules but of a large array of 
conventionalized constructions (Goldberg, 1995). All constructions at all levels—at 
the morphological, lexical, phrasal, sentential, and discourse levels—are meaning-
ful units of language that also include a pragmatic sense. The majority of construc-
tions are unique and very specific, such as words, phrases, formulaic sequences, 
sentence stems, or even whole sentences. Others are schematic, like a frequently 
occurring morpheme or a regular sentence pattern, which later may be generalized 
to new situations. Because specific, lexically based constructions have to be learned 
one by one, a DUB approach to L2 instruction must involve a great deal of repeated 
exposure to these constructions in a meaningful context. It is assumed that most 
of the schematic patterns (traditionally called grammar and syntax) can be discov-
ered implicitly through the input. Therefore, a structure-based approach focusing 
mainly on grammar—still very popular in the world today (Lightbown & Spada, 
2013) —is not optimal in learning every day constructions in the target language. 
Indeed, in many foreign language contexts, including the Netherlands, the belief is 
strong that explicit teaching of forms (often explained in the L1) is a prerequisite for 
learning an L2 accurately (West & Verspoor, 2016). Structure-based programs take 

1 This chapter is based on the following published chapter: 
  Rousse-Malpat, A., & Verspoor, M. (2018). Foreign language instruction from a dynami-

cusage-based (DUB) perspective. In A. Tyler, L. Ortega, M. Uno & H. I. Park (Eds.), Usage-
inspired L2 instruction: Researched pedagogy (pp. 55). Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benja-
mins Publishing Company.
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focus-on-form or forms (Long, 1991) as a starting point and several research reviews 
such as Norris and Ortega (2000) and Lightbown and Spada (2013) have reported 
that some focus on form is indeed more effective than no focus on form and that 
explicit treatment seems to be more effective than implicit treatment. However, as 
was pointed out by Norris and Ortega (2000), most studies are based on short term 
interventions, test mainly grammar items, and are often biased in favor of explicit 
methods in that they concern discrete items. After a careful consideration of all 
the factors involved in studies comparing explicit and implicit conditions, Doughty 
(2003) also concludes that the apparent advantage for explicit instruction is “an 
artefact of cumulative bias” (p. 274) and suggests that what researchers seem to have 
overlooked is that acquiring a second language “requires a return to a discovery 
mode of processing, that is perceiving clues to L2 structure found in the input” (p. 
299), very much in line with Van Patten’s processing instruction (VanPatten, 2002).

With the important role of input and processing in mind, combined with ideas 
of usage based linguistics and dynamic systems theory, we empirically tested two 
teaching approaches which emphasize meaningful input and repeated exposure. 
These approaches are compared to the semi communicative approaches used in 
FL classes in the Netherlands and Vietnam, which do have input and meaningful 
interaction, but which also rely heavily on explicit grammar teaching in the L1. Our 
experiments have shown that if effectiveness is operationalized as gain in general 
proficiency, both in spoken and written production, rather than as control of explic-
it grammar knowledge and if the intervention is at least one semester long, teaching 
approaches based on DUB principles are as effective or more effective on productive 
performance than the semi-communicatively oriented methods that we tested. 

The chapter is organized as follows. After presenting the theoretical under-
pinnings of a DUB approach, we will explain what, in our view, DUB teaching 
should contain and present evidence of the effectiveness of two different DUB 
methods on oral and written performance. 

2.  Theoretical Underpinnings for a Dynamic usage-based 
(Dub) Approach to Language Development

From the viewpoint of usage-based linguistics, it is reasonable to say that the mech-
anisms involved in language learning do not revolve around grammar rules but in-
volve the association of language forms with meanings in the appropriate context, 
so-called form-meaning mappings (Goldberg, 1995, 2006), which we would like 
to call form-use-meaning mappings (FUMMs) for short, where “use” stands for the 
pragmatic sense in which the construction is used within a given context.
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The following script from A Cinderella Story (Goodman, Lowry, Sellers, Wer-
ber, & Rosman , 2004) illustrates the relatively great number of conventionalized 
FUMMs (underlined), related to fairy tales in this context, often ignored in current 
teaching approaches, that may have to be learned as whole units rather than single, 
separate words. This text shows that if we look at type-token ratios, verb forms 
(small caps), which usually receive a great deal of explicit attention in traditional 
semi-communicative approaches, are relatively more frequent and more regular 
than all the item-based constructions that have to be learned one by one. 

Okay. It wasn’t that long ago. 
And it wasn’t really a faraway kingdom. 
It was the San Fernando Valley. 
It only looked faraway... 
 ...because you could barely see it through the smog. 
But to me, growing up, 
the Valley was my kingdom. 

Because UB theories see language as a dynamic, complex adaptive system 
(Langacker, 2000), they are in line with complex dynamic system theories (CDST) 
on Second Language Development (de Bot, Lowie, & Verspoor, 2007; Larsen-
Freeman, 2011). CDST views language learning as a complex process in which 
interconnected variables interact with each other over time, creating change in a 
constantly self-reorganizing system. CDST holds that a learner’s resources (such as 
cognitive processes including attention) are limited and that various sub-systems 
may compete for attention until they have become coordinated and synchronized 
(Van Geert & Verspoor, 2015). An individual’s language resides in patterns of neu-
rological activity and therefore language learning is a matter of individual process-
ing (Langacker, 2000). The moment a construction with its meaning and its use is 
activated in the mind, the neurological connections between form, meaning and 
use are strengthened (Rumelhart & McClelland, 1988) and through many activa-
tions the connection will become entrenched. In other words, using is learning. 
Similar activations in psycholinguistic terms refers to iteration in CDST and fre-
quency effects in UB theories. Multiple studies on frequency effects—see N. Ellis 
(2002) for an early review on frequency effects and language acquisition—have 
validated these assumptions, and it is safe to say that frequency of occurrence 
drives the entrenchment process. Learners need repeated exposure to consolidate, 
schematize and automatize FUMMs and Doughty (2003), in line with Schmidt 
(1990), would argue that learners need to find their own focus on items to be able 
to learn them.

Chapter 2. Foreign Language Instruction 
from a Dynamic usage-based (DUB) Perspective
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Following Langacker (1987), both entrenchment and conventionalization 
should be seen as dynamic processes shaped through repeated use. Entrenched 
and conventionalized levels of representation or inventories of constructions coex-
ist and do not convert from one to the other or replace one another (e.g., Achard, 
2007; Langacker, 2000; Tomasello, 2003). Schmid (2015) provides a schematic 
overview of how entrenchment and conventionalization are linked. 

Figure 1. The entrenchment and conventionalized model (Schmid, 2015).

The circles in the model show the connection and interaction of various 
components. In the middle are repeated usage events that involve all senses and 
skills: sensory, cognitive, motor and social. On the left is entrenchment, which 
takes place in the individual, who routinizes and schematizes patterns of associa-
tion from the usage events by means of cognitive and emotive forces. On the right 
is conventionalization, which takes place in a group of speakers through pragmatic 
and social forces, resulting in utterance types that may at first be innovative, co-
adapted, diffused and normalized. 

Of course, the learner will have to be exposed to similar usage events repeat-
edly before entrenchment of a construction and schematization can take place. 
Let’s take an example of a learner of French as a second language in the French 
classroom listening to a fragment in the L2, and the teacher asks “Qu’est-ce qu’il 
se passe?” (Literally “what is taking place” but idiomatically “what is happening”). 
Through the specific context of a teacher looking at her, the learner may very 
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well be able to understand what is meant and answer appropriately. However, it 
would only be through repeated exposure to similar events and perhaps through 
violating the expectation by answering with yes or no, the learner would know 
that “Qu’est-ce qu’il se passe?” is the conventionalized form to ask someone what 
is happening. The correlate of this view is that novice learners may first overly 
depend on a few isolated fixed chunks that they have been able to pick up from 
the ambient language and these are rarely immediately creative (eg. Comment tu 
t’appelles? J’habite à Paris) (Tomasello, 2000; Eskildsen, 2009). This has been shown by 
Myles, Mitchell, and Hooper (1999) for classroom settings. With enough time and 
exposure to even more complex real usage events, they will hear and be able to 
use more creative language. For example, the learner may generalize the specific 
question construction “Qu’est-ce qu’il se passe?” to “Qu’est-ce qu’il y a?”. Early on, 
the learner who has been implicitly taught may use more non-target or non-con-
ventionalized expressions than the explicitly taught learner, but as Tilma (2014) 
has shown in a longitudinal case study of two beginning learners of Finnish, the 
explicitly taught (Kim) and implicitly taught (Andrea) both abruptly decrease in 
the number of errors (in this case the relative number of case errors) around the 
same time about half way during the 10 month course. 

Figure 2. Case error rate by Kim and Andrea. (with permission from Tilma, 2014, p. 139).
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Also Rousse-Malpat, Verspoor, and Visser (2012) showed that her learners in 
the implicitly taught program made more errors in gender marking after one year, 
but after two years, there were no differences in the number or these errors made. 

To summarize, explicit learning may seem to have more effect in the short 
run, but given enough time on task the implicit learner is equally successful in 
achieving accuracy.

3. DUB Approach To Second Language Instruction
An L2 teaching approach based on DUB principles should thus promote high ex-
posure and repetition of FUMMs so that they become entrenched in the L2 learn-
er. The focus, especially for novice learners, should be on providing appropriate 
input, scaffolding to help understanding, and repeating or imitating rather than 
giving learners activities to produce creative utterances. For intermediate learners, 
repeated exposure is still important, but activities with some creative language 
use are recommended to avoid boredom later on; still the focus should remain 
on FUMMs rather than on grammatical form. When classroom activities focus on 
FUMMs rather than on grammatical form, this does not mean that there is no at-
tention to form, but form is defined in a much broader sense in that it includes the 
way words are spelled, pronounced, combined and used. Moreover, the learner 
decides him or herself what s/he focuses on.

A DUB approach is basically a communicative language teaching approach 
in that it focuses on meaning, but it crucially differs from current practice in the 
Netherlands and in other parts of the world in that the role of input is emphasized 
again and interaction and output are not considered to be the main driving forces 
of language development (Verspoor & Hong, 2013). 

A DUB approach includes imitation and repetition, which may be reminiscent 
of the behavioristic audio-lingual methods that have been rejected, but the crucial 
difference is that FUMMs are given within a coherent, meaningful context instead 
of in a structure-based program devoid of meaning. It also has a lot in common 
with Krashen’s comprehensible input approach (Krashen, 1982) in that the empha-
sis is first on input rather than output. The DUB rationale is that cognitive resources 
(in this case attention) are limited and that trying to develop both listening and 
speaking or both speaking and writing at the same time in the early stages of L2 de-
velopment may go at the expense of each other (Verspoor, de Bot, & Lowie, 2008). 
The main difference between the comprehensible input approach and a DUB ap-
proach is that the input is made not only comprehensible by means of scaffolding 
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in the form of gestures, visuals, paraphrases, translations or anything else that helps 
to understand the input but also becomes entrenched (at least receptively) by means 
of multiple exposures and revisiting the same language forms in various activities. 

There are many different ways to implement a teaching approach based on 
DUB principles as long as they include a great amount of authentic input, made 
comprehensible by providing only short utterances at the time that can be pro-
cessed for meaning and scaffolding, include a great deal of repetition of FUMMs, 
and more than anything else, use the target language as much as possible. In the 
following, we will present two teaching approaches in line with DUB principles, 
which we tested for effectiveness. The first one is the Movie Approach, which we 
developed ourselves. The second one is called the Accelerative Integrated Method 
(AIM) and was developed in Canada by Wendy Maxwell.

3.1 The Movie Approach
The movie approach is in line with a DUB approach because the learners are ex-
posed to scripted but relatively natural, authentic usage events (i.e., contextualized 
language that was not created for pedagogical purposes). They can see and hear 
how speakers interact, with their gestures, eye gaze, body movements, and ut-
terances. From the utterances, they can pick up the pronunciation, intonation, 
and the conventionalized expressions within appropriate contexts. Moreover, the 
storyline and visuals in the scenes can help form associations. With enough repeti-
tion, the learners can make strong FUMMs. 

The movie approach was developed by Verspoor and Hong (2013). It is based 
on multiple exposures to a single, carefully selected movie in the target language. 
For her experiment, Hong (2013) selected A Cinderella Story (Goodman, et al., 2004) 
as it contained humor, lots of visuals and was felt to offer an appropriate balance 
between using language the participants were already familiar with and unfamil-
iar language. The learners were first year university students of different majors 
at a university in Vietnam. Despite five years of high school English instruction, 
they had very low TOEIC scores (200 points or lower on a scale from 10 to 990 
points; see https://www.ets.org/toeic) and could be considered false beginners. 
The learners received four hours of instruction per week over the course of one 
semester. The whole movie was cut into very short segments of at most 2 minutes 
and inserted in a PowerPoint Presentation. Each scene was shown in sequence and 
the learners saw the entire movie in the end. The goal was to expose the learner to 
the language used in each scene about eight times, either by watching the scene, 
hearing the teacher say the words, or repeating the text. The language was made 
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comprehensible through scaffolding with visuals, paraphrases, L1 translations and 
giving cultural background information to understand the language. Table 1 de-
scribes a typical lesson step by step. 

Table 1. Movie approach classroom procedures.

The example scene given here is the first scene of the movie in which a fairy tale castle 
fades and the San Fernando valley comes in view. Sam, the main character, narrates 
how her father raises her as a single parent. 
Step 1: To activate some knowledge, the teacher presents a few key words or phrases 
from the scene in the PPT (e.g., San Fernando Valley; kingdom). Visuals, paraphrases or 
translations are used to make the meaning of these words clear. 
Step 2: The learners watch the scene and are asked a general question about the scene 
to see if they generally understand what is happening. Because of limited resources, 
learners are asked to focus on the event rather than on the language first. The idea is 
that if they first understand the gist of the event, they can focus more on the language 
in a subsequent viewing. If needed, the teachers or students can use the L1. 
Step 3: The learners watch the scene again and are now asked to listen carefully to the 
language. They are asked what words or expressions they were able to pick up. Usually 
they cannot pick up many words, but that does not matter. The main goal of this step 
is to have the students listen carefully.
Step 4: The teacher now presents the whole movie script of the scene on a PowerPoint 
slide. Each line is read by the teacher, who makes a point to articulate clearly and also to 
pronounce each unstressed part to aid noticing. The reason is that in natural speech (as 
presented in the movie) unstressed parts may not be salient enough to be noticed. The 
teacher points out chunks where applicable. Then the teacher explains the meaning of 
the lines within the context by means of gestures, visuals, L2 paraphrase or translation. 

An example from A Cinderella Story is the complex sentence in which the young girl says: 
“Although being raised by a man put me behind in the make-up and fashion depart-
ments,…”. This sentence is too long and complex to be processed adequately by begin-
ners and explained by taking the sentence apart as follows: 

The father raised her (= educated her)
He does not know about make-up. (visual or gesture to explain make-up)
He does not know about fashion. (visual of fashion)
He “put her behind” in these areas. (explain literal sense with visuals and figurative 
sense with “she knew less than her girlfriends about this”).
Step 5: The teacher shows the segment again and asks if the students understood what 
was said. The students usually respond by nodding.

Step 6 (optional depending on the proficiency level of the learners): In our study with 
beginners, the teacher shows the text on a PowerPoint slide again and may ask the 
students to repeat after him/her or ask individual students to read the lines. This step is 
again for students to notice not only the main words but also the less salient parts. 
Step 7 (optional again depending on the proficiency level of the learner): The teacher 
shows the segment again and asks if students were able to understand everything. To 
motivate the learners to listen again, students may be asked to fill in a cloze test with 
some key words missing. 
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Step 8: After a few scenes, for change of pace, the teacher devises a small group activity 
such as role-playing in pairs; for example, the students receive the text and read out the 
lines. If they can, they can re-enact or recount the scene without text. With this low 
proficiency group, the goal was to remain close to the original text so that words and 
phrases were repeated again. 
Note: For further viewing, the movie scenes and PowerPoint presentations are made 
available on the electronic learning environment and if students want to they can go 
over the scenes again. 

In a semester-long experiment with 163 students in seven groups, Hong 
(2013) and Verspoor and Hong (2013) found that the DUB inspired movie ap-
proach proved to be more effective than the task-based approach used at the same 
university in Vietnam. This was clearly a Foreign Language (FL) setting as there is 
very little English in the students’ everyday life. The learners were exposed to the 
English in class and while doing homework. 

The experimental groups received instruction through the movie approach 
and although the plan had been to use the target language in the scaffolding, 
Hong reported that the L1 was used about 50% of the time in helping students 
understand what was said. The control group used a task-based book called Learning 
Breakthrough 1 (Bui, Nguyen, Ly, & Truong, 2010) which is built around topics such 
as “A day on campus” or “Live it! Love it!”. The approach is a communicatively 
based program with texts to be read, fragments to be listened to, cooperative 
learning tasks with interaction, and explicit grammar in each chapter. Grammar is 
first explained and then practiced by the students. Even though the program was 
supposed to be communicative, Hong found that teachers also spoke Vietnamese 
about 50% of the time.

Even though the movie approach focused on receptive skills mainly, the goal 
was to see to what extent the approach was effective for both receptive and pro-
ductive skills. The groups were compared on gains on the same battery of tests at 
the beginning and end of the 15-week course. The receptive test had controlled 
production tasks with 49 multiple-choice items on reading, listening, vocabulary 
and grammar. The productive test had free production written assignments on 
topics such as “My best friend” or “My goals and dreams in the future” and oral 
interviews according to the Student Oral Proficiency Assessment (SOPA) proce-
dures (Thompson, Kenyon & Rhodes, 2002). The following tables (2-3-4), all from 
Hong (2013) show the results. Controls are the students taking the traditional CLT 
classes and the experimental ones classes with the movie approach. 
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Table 2. Mean and standard deviations of pre-test, post-test, and receptive GEP gain scores of 
control and experimental groups.

Condition N Pre-test 
Mean (SD)

Post-test 
Mean (SD)

GEP Gain 
Mean (SD)

Control 69 11.94 (5.33) 17.88 (6.42) 5.94 (5.37)

Experimental 94 14.04 (5.51) 23.86 (6.66) 9.82 (6.33)

Paired Samples t-tests showed a significant difference between the pre-test 
and the post-test of the Control Group, t(68) = -9.19; p <.001, and of the Experi-
mental Group, t(93) = -15.04; p <.001. These results show that each group im-
proved during its relevant program. The Independent Samples t-test revealed that 
the difference in gains between the groups was significant, t(161) = -4.12; p <.001.

Table 3. Mean and standard deviations of pre-writing, post-writing, and writing gain scores of 
control and experimental groups.

Condition N Pre-Writing
Mean (SD)

Post-Writing 
Mean (SD)

Writing Gain 
Mean (SD)

Control 69 1.17 (.84) 2.23 (.87) 1.05 (.97)

Experimental 94 1.05 (1.01) 2.43 (.77) 1.41 (1.00)

Paired Samples t-Tests showed a significant difference between the pre-writ-
ing and the post-writing of the Control Group, t(68) = -9.03; p <.001, and of 
the Experimental Group, t(93) = -13.46; p <.001. The Independent Samples t-Test 
revealed that the difference in the writing gain score between the groups was 
significant, t(161) = -2.31; p = .02.

Table 4. Means and standard deviations of pre-speaking, post-speaking, and speaking gain scores of 
control and experimental groups.

Condition N Pre-Speaking
Mean (SD)

Post-Speaking 
Mean (SD)

Speaking Gain 
Mean (SD)

Control 27 1.77 (1.32) 1.99 (.97) .22 (1.05)

Experimental 44 1.54 (1.17) 2.24 (1.05) .70 (1.02)

Paired Samples t-Tests showed that the difference between the pre-speaking 
and the post-speaking of the Experimental Group was significant, t(43) = -4.57; 
p <.001, but the difference between the pre-speaking and post-speaking of the 
Control Group was non-significant t(26) = -1.12; p = .28. The Independent Samples 
t-Test analysis revealed that there was a trend towards significance in favor of the 
Experimental Group (M = .70, SD = 1.02) over the Control Group (M = .22, SD = 
1.05) in regards to the speaking skill, t(69) = -1.90; p = .06.
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We may conclude that the low proficiency students exposed to the movie 
approach, which was highly input based and contained no explicit grammar in-
struction, gained more than their CLT counterparts on both receptive and pro-
ductive skills after a six months intervention, albeit without a delayed post-test. 
Although it is impossible to explain why exactly without more controlled labora-
tory experiments, we feel that the main reason is in the dynamics of processing 
of meaningful input. A dynamic perspective would argue that every time we hear 
the same input (Verspoor, de Bot, & Lowie, 2008) the input is different. Learners 
have limited resources and cannot focus their attention on different aspects of a 
scene and its language at the same time and therefore repetition is crucial. The first 
time they see and hear the scene, learners get an idea of what the scene is about 
and the visual cues may aid understanding. The second time, learners can focus 
more on what is said, even though they may not actually understand the words or 
phrases. The written text, carefully pronounced by the teacher, helps the learners 
to detect word and phrase boundaries and notice less salient parts of the utterance. 
The scaffolding for meaning with visuals and gestures provides meaningful elabo-
ration, which aids retention (Verspoor & Lowie 2003). Another important aspect, 
we believe is the UB view in presenting FUMMs (such as “put her behind”) as a 
whole, so they can be focused, practiced and retained as a whole. All in all, the 
movie scenes and the utterances, all elaborated upon meaningfully by the teacher 
to aid understanding and noticing, provide enough input to help learners focus on 
those aspects of language they themselves are able to learn from. 

The movie approach experiment was replicated by Irshad (2015) in Sri Lanka 
with students of a significantly higher proficiency level in one control and two 
experimental conditions, teacher fronted and computer mediated. The same test-
ing instruments were used as in Hong (2013). Although the teacher-fronted movie 
approach students scored generally higher than the control students, there were no 
significant differences between them. However, the computer-mediated condition 
was significantly more effective than both teacher fronted approaches. The reasons 
for these findings can be manifold. First of all, Sri Lanka students are exposed to 
English in all their university classes as it is the medium of instruction at the univer-
sity, so the amount of exposure to English was less controlled than in Vietnam. Sec-
ondly, the Sri Lanka classes were large (50 students per class) and heterogeneous, so 
not all students may have needed all eight steps as in Hong, which may have bored 
more advanced students as appeared from their reflections on the approach. How-
ever, in the computer-mediated condition students could work at their own pace 
by manipulating the number of times the scenes and explanations were presented 
and within the one-on-one intervention could decide themselves what to focus on.
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3.2 The Accelerative Integrated Method
The accelerated integrated method (AIM) was devised by Maxwell (2001) and has 
been used for the teaching of French, English, Spanish and Mandarin to young 
beginners. Instructional units are based on a story. Gestures are usually linked to 
words, which are mostly concrete (Pared-Down Language) but a few grammati-
cal constructions such as feminine/masculine, word order, plural, and finite-verb 
markers have a specific gesture, too. Except for these few grammar gestures, there 
is no explicit attention to grammatical form. Focus is put on listening and speak-
ing (mostly repetition) skills at the beginning of the learning process. Reading and 
writing skills are introduced after six months.

AIM is in line with a DUB approach because the learners are repeatedly ex-
posed to the target language FUMMs in engaging pedagogically appropriate usage 
events as provided by stories. From the teacher’s utterances, learners can pick up 
the FUMMs with the right pronunciation and intonation. Because the stories also 
include short dialogues, the learners are exposed to socially and culturally ap-
propriate utterances within a context. A unique feature of AIM is that only the 
target language is used in class by both learners and teachers, which is very dif-
ficult to accomplish in foreign language contexts. This is possible because of the 
use of pared-down language, the use of visuals and most importantly the use of 
gestures. Almost every word in the story has a specific gesture that accompanies 
it, so learners do not only hear but also see the utterances. We believe the gestures 
help to form strong associations and to retain the FUMMs. During a school year, 
learners work on one or two stories. The teacher—who has to be trained for this 
method—is the main provider of the input, but there are also DVD’s that learners 
can take home to practice the gestures and songs used in the lessons.

The story is told by the teacher in very small increments in pared-down lan-
guage with visuals from the story and gestures that are repeated several times. The 
stories can be children’s fairy tales (e.g., The three little pigs) or narratives written 
about the life of several teenagers in high school (e.g., Veux-tu danser?) with top-
ics concerning the family, travelling, school, the school dance, and friends. Even 
though some stories are based on fantasy (e.g., “Comment y aller” in which the 
main character meets an alien), the topics are mostly related to the real world (in 
the case of “Comment y aller?” learners talk about different countries and nationali-
ties, about travelling and about family). The lesson is fast paced with different class-
room configurations. First, the teacher reviews words and expressions with their 
accompanying gestures, and then introduces new parts of the stories, all in small 
increments and with repetition. The learners sit in a half circle around the teacher 
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so that s/he can maintain eye contact. Later, learners work in small groups of three 
or four. Together they work on tasks developed around the topic of the story. 

There is no explicit grammar teaching in the sense that learners are not taught 
grammatical rules which are practiced afterwards but there is definitely attention 
to grammar. AIM has an inductive approach to grammar (as described in DeKey-
ser, 1995) and uses error analysis techniques to increase accuracy at three levels: 
-  Level 1: Grammar is not explained. Learners are provided with meaningful 

input (scripted-language) and repeat the routines. At this level, learners are 
asked to identify errors, but they are not expected to correct them. 

-  Level 2: After many repetitions of the routines, the grammatical rules be-
come automatized. At this level, learners are asked to identify errors and 
correct them.

-  Level 3: Once a grammatical rule has become automatized, it is named out 
loud by the teacher who makes sure that the learner has understood the rule. 
This can be done at the individual level if a learner is deemed ready by the 
teacher or at the group level when everyone in the classroom has automa-
tized the rule. At this level, learners are asked to identify errors, correct them 
and describe the rule.

The error analysis technique is one of the key principles of grammar learn-
ing in AIM. It is never an activity in itself but emerges from the learners’ needs. 
Teachers apply the techniques in several steps. They first give an alternative to the 
students by saying: Do you say “she goes to bathroom” or “she goes to the bathroom”? ; then they 
give cues by performing a gesture, for example, and finally they draw the attention 
of the entire group to a couple of sentences written on the blackboard by asking: 
“Does somebody see a mistake?”. These steps are part of the AIM training that teachers 
receive.

When learners write assignments, teachers give feedback by giving the 
correct answer on the assignment. If the learner has a question, he/she asks the 
teacher in the classroom. The teacher will follow the levels of inductive grammar 
teaching to answer a learner asking about grammar.
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Table 5. AIM classroom procedures.

Step 1: The teacher starts by addressing questions to the entire class, which is seated in 
front of the teacher in a half circle. They rehearse the gestures, answer questions about 
the meaning, (not at all creatively at first), and learners are asked to repeat chunks to 
answer the questions. This is done in a fast pace, very actively and playfully, with the 
use of the gestures and a variety in types of questions. Sometimes one student answers 
the question, which is repeated by the group.
Step 2: The teacher continues telling the story using visuals and gestures. Then, the same 
part of the story is segmented and activities are designed around the vocabulary and the 
meaning of the story. For example, learners are first asked to repeat the sentences to each 
other (like in a play), but later they can be asked to invent a follow-up of the story.
Step 3: Students work in small groups doing activities around the meaning of the 
segment and practice the gestures. Activities are usually tasks called “feuille d’activité” 
with word puzzles or fill in the gap exercises. Other activities involve singing or danc-
ing (based on the story) or playing games such as bingo. The first six months, learners 
will mostly listen to the story and repeat the chunks and the gestures. They learn the 
story almost by heart in order to perform a play it in front of their parents. After six 
months, they are also introduced to the written language.
Step 4: After each lesson, learners go to the teacher and say in French that they talked 
only French during the lesson “j’ai parlé seulement en français aujourd’hui” and if that 
is the case, the teacher gives a reward, which can be a treat, a card or extra points.

Step 5: At home, learners have a DVD in which the vocabulary of the lessons is repeated 
(with the gesture) and they are ask to repeat the gesture or the word that they still 
don’t know.

Four published studies so far have investigated the effects of AIM on communi-
cative skills and accuracy. They have been all conducted in regular schools, without 
immersion programs. In Canada, Mady, Arnott and Lapkin (2009) compared the 
proficiency in French and perceptions of French language learning of 12 groups of 
Grade 8 students, 6 with AIM instruction and 6 with Non-AIM instruction, both 
after two years of instruction. They were tested with a four-skills French as a sec-
ond language (FSL) test package (Harley, Lapkin, Scane, Hart, & Trépanier, 1988). 
Students were also interviewed and classroom observations were made. The results 
showed no significant differences in French proficiency nor attitude towards French 
between the groups. Despite the lack of significant differences between groups on 
the speaking section of the proficiency test, the authors pointed out that more French 
was spoken in the AIM classrooms and that the AIM students reported feeling more 
confident in French. Unfortunately, it is not entirely clear from the article what the 
Non-AIM instruction consisted of nor what kinds of test items were used.

Also in Canada, Bourdages and Vignola (2009) compared the proficiency of 
two groups of third graders both taught in French entirely in a core French pro-
gram, but one with AIM and the other without AIM instruction. Data were collect-
ed during individual interviews and showed few significant differences between 
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the AIM group and the Non-AIM group in proficiency nor accuracy. However, the 
authors also pointed out that the AIM students were more willing to communicate 
in French, even with incomplete sentences and dared take more risks. 

In the Netherlands, Rousse-Malpat, et al. (2012) compared learners instruct-
ed with AIM and learners instructed with a semi-communicative method (Carte 
d’Orange), which contained texts, listening exercises, explicit grammar explana-
tions, and activities. During these classes, the teacher usually speaks Dutch, especial-
ly to explain the grammar. They traced the development of 107 high school students 
(aged 12) for six months after they had had 6 months of instruction of French and 
found that the AIM students were significantly better on free-writing assignments, 
which were holistically scored on general proficiency on a scale from 0 to 5. A 
more detailed study tracing 12 students (six texts) showed that AIM students wrote 
longer sentences, used relative clauses earlier and used more different verb tenses. 
In the first four texts, they made a higher number of errors, but towards the end, 
the number of errors dropped dramatically, but spelling errors remained frequent.

Rousse-Malpat and Verspoor (2012) further investigated 78 students (a sub-
group from the previous study) during a period of 21 months and found that 
the AIM method was more effective on oral proficiency, vocabulary and oral 
comprehension assessed holistically by the Student Oral Proficiency Assessment 
(SOPA) developed by the Center of Applied Linguistics (see http://www.cal.org/
ela/sopaellopa/) after 9 and 21 months of instruction. A group study on a subset 
of 15 students showed that AIM is as effective as traditional methods on accuracy, 
operationalized as the number of errors in present tense, negation and gender. 

As Table 6 illustrates, the proficiency levels of both groups in Rousse-Malpat 
and Verspoor (2012) were quite low (they would be all considered as A1 levels ac-
cording to the CEFR, 2001), but because of the fine-grained rubrics, SOPA was able 
to discriminate between the AIM versus Non-AIM groups. 

Table 6.  Comparison of post-test scores for Non-AIM versus AIM groups in Rousse-Malpat and 
Verspoor (2012) after two instructional years.

Non-AIM (N=40) AIM (N=38)

mean SD Mean SD

Oral Fluency 1.15 0.43 1.80 0.98

Vocabulary 1.07 0.35 1.44 0.72

Oral Comprehension 1.12 0.34 1.76 0.85

Note. Maximum possible score = 9 for Oral Fluency, 9 for Vocabulary, and 9 for Oral Comprehension.
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Overall, the results in the Netherlands are more positive than in Canada. 
We believe the main reason is that in the Netherlands (as in other parts of the 
world) instruction in the Non-AIM condition is not really communicative in that 
the learners are not exposed sufficiently to the target language. AIM instruction 
enables the teacher to use the target language exclusively. However, another expla-
nation for the more positive results in our studies could be related to the fact that 
our learners were tested on free production tasks. 

Of course, further research is needed to confirm these findings. Chapter 3 
shows the results of the development of 229 students in the two conditions over 
a period of three years and findings are very much in line with those of the study 
reported here. Of course, as these are ecological classroom studies in which each 
class was observed only twice, it would not be possible to include a systematic 
documentation of the input and interaction in the classrooms through classroom 
observation, and therefore we still need to investigate whether the effectiveness 
is due to the extra exposure to the target language or the specific method in line 
with DUB principles. What we do know, however, is that the method enables 
the teacher to use the target language exclusively from the first day on, a feat that 
might be difficult to accomplish otherwise. 

4. Conclusion
In this chapter, we have argued that language is a Dynamic usage-based system 
and L2 learning is a dynamic process. If we take a DUB perspective on language, 
we should see language as more than the sum of its parts in that the parts do 
not necessarily give rise to its meaning. For example, knowing the meaning of 
separate words in chunks like but to me and growing up do not help the L2 learner 
understand their respective meaning of in my opinion and while I was young within this 
context. They are FUMMs that need to be heard or seen sufficiently often to be 
remembered as a whole. The two DUB approaches we presented have put mean-
ingful input back into the classroom and focuses on all elements of the language, 
from pronunciation and intonation to words, formulaic sequences and sentence 
patterns, to gestures and body stance, in a meaningful and pragmatically correct 
context. Although there is no Focus on Form in the traditional sense (Long, 1991) 
in that it targets mainly grammar and morphology, we argue that there is actually 
a lot of attention to form in that all meaningful units (including words, formulaic 
sequences, and so on) are clearly articulated and spelled out so the learner is able 
to discern them. Also, as learning is a dynamic process, learners may be able to 
focus on different aspects of the FUMM through repetition as they may pay atten-
tion to different parts every time they hear it. 



37

We gave examples of two teaching approaches that are in line with DUB 
principles, the movie approach and AIM. Both approaches have proven to have 
more effect in improving general proficiency than more traditional semi-commu-
nicative counterparts in several studies conducted by teams of researchers at the 
University of Groningen. However, as Irshad (2015) showed for more advanced 
learners a self-taught program may be more effective than a teacher-fronted pro-
gram. Also in Canada, no differences were found between AIM and Non-AIM 
groups, which may be due to the fact that the Non-AIM methods were also mainly 
communicative in nature as they were for younger groups and may have con-
tained sufficient amounts of meaningful input and repetition. In Vietnam, where 
the traditional English method was focused on grammar practice and interaction 
among learners, the movie method with its emphasis on repeated, meaningful 
input, had more effect. Also in the Netherlands, where the commonly used French 
teaching methods are still very much structure-based, AIM has given teachers and 
students a way to use French exclusively in the classroom with all students actively 
involved. 

We have also argued that effects of such methods cannot be measured in 
one-off interventions because implicit learning of specific forms may take longer 
than explicit learning of such forms. In our movie method studies, we saw that 
about a semester was needed to see differences between groups to emerge. In the 
AIM studies, we saw that it could take more than a school year for differences in 
accuracy to resolve. 

In conclusion, usage-based theories on language and language learning have 
changed our views on language. We hope to have shown that they also hold great 
potential to change our views on language teaching. 

In this chapter, we showed that more research was needed in investigating 
the effects of an implicit method in line with the DUB principles compared to a 
more traditional explicit method, particularly whether the effects are due to the 
extra exposure to the target language or to the specific type of instruction (explicit 
or implicit). The next chapter shows the results of a study aiming at answering 
those questions.
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Chapter 3
Explicit vs. Implicit L2 instruction in the 

classroom: beyond the dichotomy2

1. Introduction
After an abundance of studies carried out in the 1990’s on the effects of explicit 
L2 instruction compared (or not) to implicit L2 instruction, several meta-analyses 
were published from 2000 onwards (Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 
2010; Doughty, 2003; Goo, et al., 2015) making the balance on crucial questions 
remaining in instructed second language acquisition: Is instruction effective? What 
are the effects of explicit instruction on second language acquisition? Can implicit 
instruction also be beneficial? Which one is more effective? Which one leads to 
more fluency? Which one leads to more accuracy?

These meta-analyses involve a large number of definitions on explicit and 
implicit instruction. Most describe instruction as explicit if “rule explanation com-
prised part of the instruction or if learners were directly asked to attend to particu-
lar forms and try to arrive at metalinguistic generalization on their own” (Norris & 
Ortega, 2000; p.437) and as implicit if “neither rule presentation nor directions to 
attend to particular forms were part of a treatment” (Norris & Ortega, 2000; p.437). 

The first conclusion in these studies is that compared to mere L2 exposure, L2 
instruction is more effective, regardless whether it is explicit or implicit. Secondly, 
comparing different types of instruction and involving both laboratory and class-
room studies, the studies conclude that explicit instruction within a meaning-based 
approach is more effective than implicit instruction, with relatively large effect 
sizes and durable positive effects (Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010). 

However, the studies stress the fact that the question on the effect of different 
types of L2 instruction and their relation to different degrees of L2 exposure is 
yet to be answered. With an equal amount of L2 exposure, is explicit or implicit 
instruction more beneficial? Is explicit instruction necessary at the beginning of 

2 This chapter is based on the following article: 
  Rousse-Malpat, A., Steinkrauss, R., Wieling, M. & Verspoor, M. (submitted). Explicit vs. 
  Implicit L2 instruction in the classroom: beyond the dichotomy.
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L2 instruction? Or could it be replaced by L2 exposure combined with implicit 
instruction? Moreover, they add that the current findings may be biased as treat-
ments have been brief, which is a disadvantage for implicit learning, and have used 
“highly constrained discrete-focus linguistic tasks”, which favor explicit instruc-
tion (Spada, 2011, p. 228). 

To meet such flaws, DeKeyser (2003) suggests conducting more realistic ex-
periments “in actual classrooms, with much larger fragments of language” where 
students are learning to achieve communicative skills rather than “just learning for 
the sake of the experiment” (p. 337). The tests should focus on general language 
skills (speaking, listening, reading and/or writing) in order to fit the expectations 
of our modern world, which focuses less on grammar and more on general lin-
guistic abilities (DeKeyser, 2017). 

However, we must bear in mind that taking a classroom perspective on the 
matter would probably go beyond a strict dichotomy between explicit vs. implicit 
instruction as defined in most meta-analyses (Hulstijn, 2015). We have to accept that 
the type of instruction is always part of a program that involves other features such 
as L2 exposure, type of rule presentation, type of feedback, output and interaction. 

The current study explores the effects of two teaching programs, one pre-
dominantly explicit and the other predominantly implicit, on the development of 
oral and written skills. We aim to find out which program is the most effective 
after three years of instruction and whether the amount of guided L2 exposure is 
perhaps more important than the degree of explicitness. To do so, we traced the 
L2 development of 229 junior high school students (aged 12 to 15) learning French 
in the Netherlands during three school years. They took three oral tests over the 
course of three years (total numbers of interviews n=568) and wrote seven identi-
cal narratives (total number of assignments n=1511). The oral tests were scored 
using the protocol and grid from the SOPA method developed by CAL (Thompson, 
et al., 2002) and the narratives were scored with a similar grid developed for this 
particular study. The results were compared according to the type of instruction 
and to the degree of exposure they had during those three years. 

After summarizing the findings on the effectiveness of explicit vs. implicit L2 
instruction to date, we argue that although much is already known on the subject, 
a longitudinal classroom study comparing programs as a complex ecological set-
ting, including information on the degree of exposure could bring extra insights 
on the effectiveness of L2 teaching. 
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2. The role of explicit and implicit instruction
Considering the fact that the role of instruction should lead to “getting to a suf-
ficiently high level of automatization to enable second language use that is both 
fluent and almost completely accurate” (DeKeyser, 2017; p.17), several research-
ers (DeKeyser, 2007; Ellis, R., 2005) have made a difference between declarative 
(explicit) knowledge and procedural (implicit) knowledge. Ellis, R. (2005), for in-
stance, wrote a series of guidelines for foreign language teaching in the classroom 
context. One of his key principles states that “instruction needs to be predomi-
nantly directed at developing implicit knowledge of the L2 while not neglecting 
explicit knowledge with regard to explicit instruction and input” (p.36). So, to 
be efficient, instruction should bear on both types of knowledge. The question 
remains whether instruction should first focus on one knowledge and then on the 
other, or whether it should focus on both at the same time. 

Researchers who have investigated this question disagree. DeKeyser (2007) 
advocates a focus on explicit declarative knowledge at the beginning of acquisition 
followed by a focus on procedural knowledge at a later stage, following the princi-
ples of the Skill Acquisition Theory. To him, language needs to be automatized by 
repeatedly tapping on declarative knowledge by forming habits that become pro-
cedural knowledge. R. Ellis (2006a) also points out the important role of automa-
tization, which he calls implicit knowledge; however, he advises teachers to focus 
on both types of knowledge at the same time by presenting learners with patterns 
in frequently repeated input and by giving explicit information at the same time 
on forms that are not salient or too different from the L1. Some empirical studies, 
though, do not find any beneficial effects of developing explicit knowledge for the 
acquisition of some grammatical features (Sanz & Morgan-Short, 2004), whether 
it is provided before practice, during practice, or at both times.

It thus seems unclear whether explicit instruction has an added value in this 
process or whether implicit instruction, with enough time and L2 exposure, can 
achieve this goal as well. Most researchers agree that the main goal of a language 
program should be to develop implicit knowledge and automatization by using 
tasks that favor repetition, drills and pattern recognition from input that provides 
enough cues to the learners to develop explicit knowledge as well. However, the 
timeline involved in the automatization process of explicitly or implicitly in-
structed learners might differ greatly and therefore requires longitudinal studies 
to be investigated. Some even suggest that the benefits of each type of knowledge 
depend on the learner’s level of proficiency. According to Correa (2011; in Gruber, 
2012), and Han and Ellis (1998) beginners could benefit from instruction that taps 
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into both kinds of knowledge, whereas advanced learners could benefit more from 
instruction that taps particularly into explicit knowledge. Empirical studies to date 
on the subject have provided mixed results (Robinson, 1996; de Graaff, 1997). 

Type of instruction in SLA usually refers to the way information about lan-
guage forms, almost exclusively pertaining to morphology, are presented and 
practiced. There are many terms and dichotomies in the literature to refer to form 
instruction such as Focus on Form(s) vs. Focus on Meaning, inductive vs. deduc-
tive, feedback vs. recasts, explicit versus implicit. These terms cover a large range 
of didactic forms found in instructional programs that present learners to rules: 
from the most traditional side of the spectrum, called Focus on Forms by Long 
(1991), which focuses on explaining the rules explicitly to the learners without a 
communicative context, to the side of the spectrum most strongly resembling a 
natural acquisition setting, called Focus on Meaning by Long (1991), which fo-
cuses on the incidental acquisition of the L2 system with rich and meaningful 
input. Several studies have investigated the effects of type of instruction.

Day and Shapson (1991) conducted an experiment on French proficiency in 
a French immersion program. They compared a group who had some focus on 
grammatical forms to an immersion group with no focus on grammatical forms. 
In a pre-test/post-test experiment, children were tested in the use of the condi-
tional. Results show that the group with focus on grammatical forms was better at 
writing and showed the most growth in speaking. 

Erlam (2003) investigated the effects of a deductive approach to grammar, 
which involved rule presentation and explanation, compared to an inductive ap-
proach, which involved learners discovering the rules without explicit explanation 
on the acquisition of direct pronouns in French as a L2. She found that the deductive 
approach was the most effective. At the same time, she acknowledges that evidence 
in the literature is conflicting. Some find an advantage for inductive instruction 
(Herron & Tomasello, 1992), whereas others find the opposite (Robinson, 1996).

Lyster and Saito (2010) investigated the effects of different types of feedback 
by analyzing the results of 15 classroom-based studies on the topic. They found 
that feedback did have a positive effect on L2 development but that some types 
of feedback were more effective than others, particularly for free-constructed re-
sponses. The most explicit type of feedback (prompts) appeared to be more effec-
tive than the more implicit type of feedback (recast) and in general, feedback was 
more effective for younger than for older learners. 
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It thus seems that some kind of attention to form is necessary in effective 
L2 teaching and that the most explicit kind of instruction helped in acquiring 
particular language forms, but results are sometimes conflicting. Because of the 
plethora of terms in the literature and conflicting results, several meta-analyses 
have been attempting to give a clearer picture of the effectiveness of different 
types of instruction.

In general terms, meta-analyses on the effects of type of instruction show that 
explicit instruction is more beneficial than implicit instruction (Norris & Ortega, 
2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010; Goo et al., 2015). The first meta-analysis by Norris & 
Ortega (2000) included quasi-experimental studies from 1980 to 1998 that were 
categorized according to their degree of explicitness and their type of attention to 
form. They compared explicit types of instruction (any kind of instruction that has 
some attention to form) with implicit types of instruction (instruction using mere 
exposure or no attention to form). They showed that instruction with any kind of 
focus on form (within communicative activities or as pure grammar instruction) 
was more effective than implicit instruction on language proficiency in general. 

Spada & Tomita (2010) included 30 studies in their meta-analysis and focused 
on the effectiveness of instruction on complex target features. Their results are in 
line with Norris & Ortega (2000) as they found an advantage for explicit instruc-
tion over implicit instruction for both simple and complex grammatical features. 
They also suggest that explicit instruction helped to develop the learners’ explicit 
knowledge, which they have been able to automatize in spontaneous speech.

In 2015, Goo et al. revisited Norris & Ortega’s data (2000). Eleven studies 
from Norris & Ortega were included as well as 23 new studies published between 
1999 and 2011. They found again that explicit instruction (either given orally and/
or in writing) was more effective for oral and written proficiency. Also, they made 
a difference between feedback and no feedback. No differences were found on the 
effectiveness of either type of feedback for implicit instruction. However, in the 
explicit condition, the condition without feedback was better. Regarding sponta-
neous speech, they found that the explicit condition gave better results. Compar-
ing laboratory with classroom studies, they noted that larger effect sizes were 
found in laboratory studies. 

Thus so far meta-studies give a clear and uniform picture of the differences 
between explicit and implicit instruction, suggesting that explicit instruction is 
better, and that explicit instruction might be faster to have an effect than implicit 
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instruction. However, we must acknowledge that the nature of a meta-analysis is 
to merge different contexts and different operationalizations of type of instruc-
tion, and that their definition of implicit instruction was particularly extreme, 
including only one end of the spectrum of implicit instruction (actually suggest-
ing no instruction at all). Moreover, the tests in the underlying studies were often 
constrained, which may bias explicit instruction (Norris and Ortega, 2000). 

Some classroom studies, however, involve free-response data, and may give a 
more detailed picture of the processes involved in each type of instruction on both 
oral and written skills. They show very clearly that explicit instruction involves oth-
er processes and thus has different beneficial effects from implicit instruction. Some 
studies focus on discrete language features, others use a more holistic approach.

Andringa, de Glopper & Hacquebord (2011) used a grammatical judgement 
test and free written response data of 81 teenage learners of Dutch receiving either 
explicit or implicit instruction on two different grammatical structures. It was 
a longitudinal study with three different measure times. Different results were 
found for each kind of assessment. The results of the grammatical judgement test 
showed that explicit instruction was more effective than implicit instruction. 
However, in the free-response task, explicit and implicit instruction equally led to 
the use of the grammatical structures. The difference was that explicit instruction 
was more effective for learners whose L1 was similar to Dutch. For learners whose 
L1 differed from Dutch on those structures, explicit instruction seemed to have a 
negative effect. 

Hernandez (2011) gives more insight into the role of instruction combined 
with L2 exposure. Using free oral production data, he compared the effects of 
explicit instruction combined with input flood (n=36) to input flood only (n=30) 
and a control group with no intensive input flood treatment (n=25). He focused 
on discourse markers in the oral narration of an event in the past by 91 L1 English 
adults following a Spanish course. Results show that both treatments had benefi-
cial effects compared to those of the control group but that the group with instruc-
tion combined with input flood used more discourse markers in their speech than 
the input-only group. 

Taking a more holistic approach, Gruber (2012) compared an English pro-
gram (with a more implicit skills approach) and a German program (with a more 
explicit structure approach) for L2 learners of French (14-16 years old) on vocabu-
lary size and writing proficiency (lexical richness, accuracy, syntactic complexity). 
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She included semi-structured interviews, questionnaires and observations and 
marked the interviews using a grid inspired by CEFR. Results show that explicit 
instruction was better at accuracy and essay scores and that implicit instruction is 
better at syntactic complexity and lexical richness. 

It thus seems that any kind of L2 instruction combined with L2 exposure can 
be beneficial to different aspects of the target language, possibly depending on the 
stage of acquisition. However, the role of L2 exposure in the effects of explicit vs. 
implicit L2 instruction has received little attention so far. 

3. The role of meaningful language use and attention
The role of L2 meaningful language use—which encompasses exposure, input, 
output, and interaction—in the process of language learning remains unclear, par-
ticularly with regard to the question whether it could replace explicit instruction in 
developing explicit knowledge. Research on the role of input and L2 exposure usu-
ally are in line with Krashen’s (1981) Input Hypothesis and more recently also with 
usage-based theories of language acquisition, which hold that language learning, 
either native or non-native, emerges from the recognition of salient patterns in the 
input. Learners are assumed to link these forms to meaning, but mere exposure 
may not be sufficient to maximize grammatical accuracy. Instruction should then 
support the acquisition of patterns by means of meaningful input in which the 
patterns are repeated and made salient. The input presented to the learners should 
thus be adapted to the proficiency level of the learners, enabling the processing 
of meaning first and then form (Van Patten, 2002). Studies show that providing 
activities designed to process the input first was more beneficial than providing 
explicit instruction and then L2 exposure (VanPatten & Oikkenon, 1996). 

We saw earlier that input or exposure alone are not enough to effectively 
teach a second language but output alone is not effective either. Swain & Lapkin 
(1995) present the Output Hypothesis based on studies in immersion programs 
in Canada. They claim that learners become aware of a linguistic problem when 
they produce language, which pushes them to change their output. While talking, 
learners become aware of their linguistic gaps and engage in a grammatical analy-
sis. In another study, Swain (1985) claims that output pushes the learner to move 
from involving semantic processes to syntactic processes. 

Disagreement exists though on the moment when students should produce 
output. Swain’s (1985) Output Hypothesis states that output should replace part of 
the input because it provides the practice that learners need to develop language. 
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De Bot (1996) also sees output as an opportunity for automatization and claims 
that it can help in the development of fluency. Other researchers question the im-
portance of practicing output early on (DeKeyser and Sokalski, 1996) and advocate 
drilling and repetition at first to favor automatization and thus acquisition. 

Output alone, though, would be useless if it wasn’t part of communication, 
which leads to the importance of interaction. In interaction, learners can talk 
about the linguistic gap noticed in the output of the others and negotiate meaning. 
Long’s (1983) Interaction Hypothesis suggests that this creates new modified input 
from which learners can learn new patterns and forms. This way, output trans-
forms into input, the learners can direct their attention to salient forms and notice 
them, which drives the acquisition process (Gass, 2017; Swain, 1985). 

To summarize, we have argued that L2 instruction should promote proce-
dural and automatized language. So far, few studies have actually focused on this 
particular aspect of L2 development but have focused mainly on grammatical ac-
curacy, often in constrained tests. These studies have generally shown that ex-
plicit instruction is more effective than implicit instruction. However, the opera-
tionalization of explicit and implicit instruction in many studies has been rather 
unbalanced, often reducing implicit instruction to no attention to form at all or 
mere L2 exposure. Only a very limited number of studies have actually investi-
gated the topic in an ecologically valid, longitudinal setting and have controlled 
for other features of L2 instruction such as the amount of L2 use. The results of 
the few classroom studies show that both types of instruction have beneficial ef-
fects on language acquisition but not in the same way. Explicit instruction may 
favor accuracy and essay writing, but implicit instruction may benefit complexity 
and fluency. However, in these particular studies the role of L2 use in terms of 
exposure remains unclear. Therefore, we believe it is important to take a perspec-
tive on the topic that encompasses more than grammatical accuracy in short-term 
artificial settings: the study needs to be ecologically valid in that it is classroom 
based and longitudinal. Moreover, it needs to go beyond grammatical accuracy in 
constrained tasks. Finally, the amount of actual L2 use in the classroom needs to 
be taken into consideration. To do so, the current study compares two types of in-
structional programs, one mainly explicit and the other mainly implicit, over the 
course of three years mainly on procedural, automatized language use by means 
of free-response oral and written data.
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Research questions
1.  If effectiveness is operationalized as higher general proficiency in oral and 

written language use after three years of instruction, measured by (semi)free 
production tests, which type of instruction is more effective at the beginning 
of L2 acquisition in a foreign language context?

 a. A predominantly explicit form-focused program?
 b. A predominantly implicit form-focused program?

2.  Which predictor is the most important in explaining our results: type of 
instruction or L2 exposure?

4. Method
In the current chapter, two instructional programs are compared. Both of our pro-
grams give some kind of information about the structure of the target language, but 
in the current chapter one program is predominantly explicit, where “learners are 
encouraged to develop metalinguistic awareness of the rule” (Ellis, 2008; p.438) 
and is predominantly implicit, where learners are encouraged to learn from the 
input in which language forms are learned inductively and the feedback is limited. 

4.1 Participants
The study included 229 (Explicit = 92; Implicit = 137) Dutch high school L2 learn-
ers of French aged 13 at the beginning of the study enrolled in 5 different schools 
(regular and English bilingual schools) which were followed for three years. The 
learners had no previous knowledge of French, so the learners can be considered 
absolute beginners. 

In total, 14 teachers were involved in the study. To control for teacher effects 
as much as possible, we pre-selected the teachers by means of interviews and 
questionnaires given to both teachers and learners. All teachers had a high level of 
French proficiency (C1 according to the CEFR; Council of Europe, 2001), a high 
motivation to teach with the method they were teaching with, a considerable 
amount of experience (more than 5 years of teaching experience), and a good 
rating by their learners on teaching qualities. Some groups kept the same teacher 
throughout the three years; others had a new teacher every school year. 

The learners were grouped according to scholastic level. In the Netherlands, 
high school students are streamed according to their scholastic level, which is 
tested at the end of primary school by the Cito test (Steerenberg, 1996). There 
are three general scholastic levels: low, intermediate and high. Within the highest 
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level, however, two further levels can be distinguished: the particularly gifted stu-
dents (who spend relatively more hours on foreign language learning in bilingual 
and plus classes) and the very good students. In our study, we had four scholastic 
levels: intermediate (level 1), high (level 2), very high (level 3) and linguistically 
gifted (level 4). 

Participants were placed in classes by their schools, but they did not choose 
in advance with which method they would be learning French. We distinguished 
two groups of participants: those learning French with an explicit program (Grandes 
Lignes or D’accord) and those learning French with an implicit program (AIM). All 
participants kept learning with the same teaching method throughout the three 
years of the study. Table 7 gives an overview of how the sample was distributed. 

Table 7. Background information of the empirical research.

  Program  Teachers in 
total

Nb of classes 
in total

Scholastic 
level

Nb of 
 participants

School 1 Implicit A 2 4 47 

School 2 Explicit B, C 1 4 24

School 3 Implicit D, E 2 3 49

School 4 Explicit F, G 2 3 28

School 5 Implicit H, I 6 2 12

Explicit I, J, K, L 12 2 15

Implicit H, I 6 1 29

Explicit J, K, L, M, N 15 1 25

Total 229

4.2 Teaching programs
In classroom studies, we must go beyond the dichotomy of explicit vs. implicit 
instruction. The reality of the field shows that teachers combine many features that 
are often opposed in experimental settings (communicative teaching materials 
combined with traditional structure instruction or implicit instruction combined 
with explicit gestures). Therefore, it should be noted that we are comparing pro-
grams or curricula as a whole and that features other than “explicit” or “implicit” 
instruction must be taken into account whilst describing each type of instruction. 
The “explicit” group had a program that combines communicative task-based ma-
terials with a focus on structure and forms. It follows what Spada (1997) would 
call “Explicit form-focused instruction”. 
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The implicit group had a program that combines communicative language 
teaching principles, implicit and then inductive grammar instruction with as little 
feedback as possible, immersion principles, repetition and drills, pushed output and 
a high focus on meaning, in line with the DUB approach (as defined in Chapter 2).

4.2.1 The explicit program
In this study, the explicit group was taught with the two most popular programs 
for French as a Foreign language in the Netherlands: Grandes Lignes3 and D’accord4. Both 
programs are designed by Dutch educational publishers as Communicative Language 
Teaching methods and have used the can-do statements of the CEFR (in our case A1 to 
A2) as baselines. They are topic-centered and focus on all competences, but particu-
larly on writing. They offer explicit explanations and scaffolded exercises to learn and 
practice grammatical rules, and provide a bilingual vocabulary list for each chapter. 

4.2.1.1 Topic-centered
Both books are organized around topics such as Introduce yourself, Your house, Your hobbies, 
Friends and family, etc… which are worked out in the listening and reading texts and in 
the bilingual vocabulary lists that are provided. 

4.2.1.2 Focus on all competences
In each chapter, there are several exercises to practice all four competences. The 
chapters start with a listening exercise, followed by a reading exercise. Then, focus 
will be put on writing and grammar and finally on speaking and practicing chunks. 
There is also some attention to pronunciation. At the end of each chapter, there is a 
final task that combines the four competences. 

4.2.1.3 Explicit grammar explanation
The book offers explicit explanation of the grammatical rules in the L1. Grammati-
cal rules are displayed from simple, such as articles (le/la; un/une) and the present 
tense, to more complex, such as possessive pronouns and the past perfect tense. 

4.2.1.4 Tests on grammar and competences
Learners are tested on receptive skills (listening and reading) and on their compre-
hension of the grammar. Some teachers used tests provided by the book publishers, 
others designed their own tests. Learners prepare for the test at home or in the 
classroom.

3 Noordhoff Uitgevers, Groningen
4 Malmberg Uitgeverij, ‘s-Hertogenbosch
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By means of classroom observations, we were also able to describe how L2 
instruction was implemented. Regardless of the book they used, the “explicit” 
teachers were comparable in the way they were teaching. They had a high focus on 
reading and writing and used corrective feedback. In most explicit classes, there 
was a low to medium amount of L2 exposure and use.

4.1.1.5 Focus on reading and writing (group work, whole class)
Lessons are designed around the activities in the book. They usually start with the 
correction of the homework as whole class activity or in small groups, followed 
by a new item that needs to be mastered (listening exercise, reading or grammar). 
The teacher gives corrective feedback to learners individually or to the whole class. 
Sometimes, a recast is used but most of the time, the teacher relies on the L1 
for clarification. Teachers also design their own activities and we observed some 
learners practicing a small (role) play.

4.2.1 The implicit program
In this study, the “implicit” group was taught with a rather new method in the 
Netherlands, called the Accelerative Integrated Method (AIM; Maxwell, 2001). In 
Chapter 2, we argued that the method uses Dynamic usage-based principles in lan-
guage teaching (Verspoor & Hong, 2013; Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2018; Verspoor, 
2017) in that it includes a great deal of “chunks” in the input, meaningful language 
use and a great deal of repetition. With AIM, gestures are used to facilitate compre-
hension and word retention, which allows the lessons to be in the L2 from day 1. 

4.2.2.1 Story-based
Stories are the main source of L2 input in the classes. They are written according 
to the level of the learners and contain much repetition and pared-down language. 
In this scripted method, the teacher tells the story to the learners in chunks and the 
learners repeat the story as in a pattern drilling exercise. One story is usually used 
for the whole school year. In order to teach AIM, teachers follow a course at the 
university of Amsterdam or in Canada where they learn the basic principles of the 
method and the gestures. The lessons given by the teachers are scripted, ensuring 
uniformity of the program all over the world. A more detailed lesson plan of AIM 
is provided in Chapter 2.

4.2.2.2 Focus on oral skills first, later on writing skills
The stories are presented and practiced orally with the learners. During the first 
six months, attention is put on oral and listening skills. In a later stage and when 
learners are already able to maintain a small conversation in the target language, 
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written language is introduced. This is particularly interesting for French, as the 
written language differs quite much from the oral language and could influence 
pronunciation. Exercises move from repeated to creative language use.

4.2.2.3 Inductive approach to grammar
The way grammar is taught changes according to the stage of acquisition in which 
the learners are. During the first year, grammar is purely implicit. There is little at-
tention to form as all the attention goes to the meaning. From the second year on-
wards, grammar is taught inductively. There is no pre-planned rule presentation. 
Learners are encouraged to find the rules themselves. The teacher is not allowed to 
give the rule until the learners have discovered it themselves. There is almost no 
feedback, only in the form of recasts or questions addressed to the entire class in 
the following form: Do we say “it were beautiful or it was beautiful?”. 

4.2.2.4 Tests on general language competence
Learners are not tested until they start writing, six months after the beginning of 
the lessons. They are tested on their general receptive skills (listening and reading) 
and productive skills (speaking and writing) in the form of comprehension tests 
or free-production tasks. 

4.2.2.5 Use of gestures
For every word used in class, even functional words such as articles, there is an 
iconic gesture, which the teacher presents with the introduction of every new 
word and which the learners repeat (teachers can take an on-line course to learn 
the gestures). Until they are fluent enough to do without, learners practice the lan-
guage in combination with the gestures. Several studies have shown that gestures 
enhance comprehension, also in natural speech, because they can compensate for 
degraded speech (Drijvers & Özyürek, 2017). For L2 learning, the gestures allow 
the teacher to use the L2 from day 1.

4.3 Amount of exposure
Initially, we did not anticipate a large difference between the explicit and the im-
plicit group in terms of exposure and L2 use. However, while observing classes, 
we realized that the two programs differed a great deal in this respect and the 
amount of exposure emerged as an important factor to take into account. The im-
plicit type of instruction led to much more L2 exposure and use than the explicit 
type of instruction. Within the explicit condition, however, there was also a great 
deal of variation in terms of L2 exposure and use so this variable was included. 
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To estimate the amount of L2 exposure, we calculated the number of teach-
ing hours each participant had during three years and the percentage of French 
the learners heard, read, spoke or wrote during these hours. The percentage was 
calculated according to the answers of the teachers in the background question-
naire, actual classroom observations, and verification by the teacher:

Teacher Questionnaire questions: 
- When students arrive in the classroom, I greet them in French.
- I tell them the program of the lesson in French.
- When a student asks a question, I answer in French
- I give instructions in French.
- I explain grammar in French.
- I give homework in French.
- I always speak French in class.

Then, we used the classroom observations to count in minutes how much 
time was spent in the L2, either when the teachers talked in French or when the 
learners were practicing one of the four skills in French. We recalculated the min-
utes as percentages and we averaged the percentages for each class.

We combined our results from the questionnaire with our results from the 
class observation analysis, and we finally asked the teachers whether they agreed 
with the percentage we calculated. Since all of them agreed, we were able to cal-
culate the amount of hours spent in the L2 per year. Table 8 gives the distribution.

Table 8. Distribution of hours of L2 exposure per year.

  Program % of L2 exposure Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

School 1 Implicit 90 63 63 63

School 2 Explicit 60 48 48 48

School 3 Implicit 95 90 60 45

School 4 Explicit 40 32 16 32

School 5 Implicit 90 90 90 90

Explicit 50 50 50 50
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4.4 Tasks and procedures

4.4.1 The oral proficiency task
To be able to remain consistent in our scoring of oral proficiency over the years, 
we used a standardized, validated oral proficiency test (Thompson et al, 2002; 
Rhodes, 1996). Developed in 1991 by the Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) for 
Spanish students of English, the SOPA method has been increasingly used to test 
students with other language backgrounds. One advantage is that the SOPA can 
be used independent of the mode of language instruction as it is not based on 
a specific curriculum but on everyday functions of language. It focuses on what 
participants can do with the language when they need to express ideas in real or 
simulated situations. The setting and the tasks are designed to decrease the anxi-
ety level of the L2 learners as much as possible and give them room to show their 
highest proficiency level.

The SOPA interviews were held at the end of each school year (after 10, 22 
and 34 months of instruction) in a setting with two students sitting opposite the 
two researchers. The aim is to be able to interview and rate two students at the 
same time. One of the researchers is the interviewer and the other researcher is 
the rater. During the interview, s/he fills in the rating sheets that contain some 
practical information (names, class, date, etc.), but their main purpose is to help 
to decide on the final assessment of the students’ performance. The rating sheet 
contains a separate box for each task in which remarks and notes can be written 
down relevant to assessing the oral proficiency. Appendix A contains an example 
of the rating sheets that we used for this study. 

The particular combination of students in pairs were decided upon by the 
teachers who were asked to match students according to their level of proficiency 
and personality. We wanted to avoid situations where one student would dominate 
the conversation. Each interview was video-taped and took about 20 minutes, 
followed by a 10 minute break in which the two researchers had to come to an 
agreement on the assessment of the learners.

Learners were asked to perform three tasks increasing in complexity. The first 
task, meant to put the learners at ease, is called “fruits and vegetables” and is mainly 
a receptive task, which increases in complexity from pointing at fruits (in our case 
there were also blocks with colors) to moving them according to commands. Occa-
sionally, learners are asked to identify and name things in the form of single words. 
When the students do relatively well on this task, the interviewer moves to the next 
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task called “all about you”, which is a semi-structured interview about topics that 
are familiar to the learners (e.g. school, weather, holidays and sports). Interviewing 
students in pairs prevents them from becoming too nervous as they are allowed 
to help each other out. The last task is called “the farm” and is meant to create an 
environment where more complex commands can be asked. With the help of a 3D 
farm and characters, the interviewer encourages the learner to tell a story. 

At all times, students are made to feel comfortable with compliments and 
encouragements and when the learner’s ceiling level has been reached, the inter-
viewer goes back to an easier task so that the learners feel they have done well. At 
the end, learners receive a reward in the form of a candy-treat.

4.4.2 The writing proficiency task
To test for writing proficiency, we used free writings in the form of narratives. 
The free writings were viewed as an example of the communicative and cognitive 
abilities of the learners, which show writing proficiency at that moment in time. 
We are aware that the exercise of writing is complex in itself as it demands the ac-
tivation of many cognitive processes in order to convey a series of ideas. However, 
it was used successfully in several other studies on language proficiency (Verspoor, 
Schmid & Xu, 2012; Hong, 2013; Verspoor & Smiskova, 2012; Irshad, 2015), and 
proved to suit beginners better than other genres (Crowhurst & Piché, 1979). 

The narratives were written in the classroom during 20-30 minutes. Learners 
were instructed to write a text according to the following criteria:

(1) the story is interesting to the reader, 
(2) the author should use as many words as they could, 
(3) the reader can easily follow the story. 

We asked teachers to stress the fact that the writing assignments would not be 
graded on grammar but on content. The learners had to write as well as they could 
to help the reader to understand the story. Learners were not allowed to consult a 
dictionary or get any other help. To keep the learners motivated to write throughout 
the study, teachers were asked to grade the assignments or to award bonus points. 

Most students wrote every other week on topics related to the lessons. How-
ever, learners of all groups were asked to write seven narratives on the same topic 
during the 3 years of observation. We avoided hypothetical situations, which have 
proven to be difficult because of the use of conditional and subjunctive (Irmsher, 
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1979; Kirrie, 1979) as much as possible, by stating our instruction in the present 
tense and by ending the instruction by “Tell the story”. The context of the narra-
tive was made clear by a picture and a prompt sentence such as This is Padma the alien, 
tell his story accompanied by a picture of an alien going on a trip. The topics fol-
lowed the curriculum of the learners so that they would know enough vocabulary 
to write a small text. The test started 5 months after the first French lesson and 
continued during three school years. See Table 9 for details. 

Table 9. Written assignments per condition.

Nb of 
months of 
instruction

Topic Nb of 
 participants

Explicit Implicit

Year 1
4 Talk about yourself! 138 174

9 Padma (implicit group) / Jane(explicit group) 
likes to travel! Tell her story!

108 173

Year 2
15 Tell about a day at the beach! 23 47

18 It is prom night! Tell the story! 68 118

Year 3

26 It is the first day (implicit group) / week (ex-
plicit group) of school! Tell about how it went!

89 134

28 What is your favorite book, film or series? Tell 
the story!

105 133

34 Let’s talk about the future! How do you see 
your life in 20 years?

78 123

4.5 Scoring 

4.5.1 Oral proficiency
The scoring of the SOPA tests was done by well-trained and certified SOPA/EL-
LOPA assessors. Immediately after the testing session, the interviewer and the rater 
discuss and mutually agree on the scores for oral fluency, vocabulary and listening 
comprehension, using a standardized rubric (see Table 10) based on the devel-
opmental stages of language learners ranging from fixed formulae, unsuccessful 
creative language to successful conventionalized ways of saying things. The test-
ing sessions were video-taped so scores could be double-checked and transcribed 
where needed for further quantitative analysis.
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Table 10. SOPA descriptors of scores for oral proficiency.

Oral Fluency Vocabulary Oral Comprehension

1 Produces only isolated 
words (i.e., single-word 
responses) and/or greet-
ings and polite expressions 
such as good morning and 
thank you

-Uses single words in 
very specific topic areas in 
predictable contexts. 
-May use greetings and 
polite expressions.

-Recognizes single, iso-
lated words, greetings and 
polite expressions.

2 -In addition to isolated 
words, uses phrases of 
two or more words, and/
or memorized phrases or 
sentences (e.g., My name 
is…, I don’t know) in 
predictable topic areas. 
-May attempt to create 
sentences, but is not suc-
cessful. 
-Long pauses are com-
mon.

-Uses single words, short 
phrases, greetings, polite 
expressions, and other 
memorized expressions 
on a limited number of 
topics. 
-Frequent searches for 
words are common. May 
use native language or 
gestures when attempting 
to create with language.

Understands predictable 
questions, statements, and 
commands in familiar 
topic areas (with strong 
contextual support), 
though at slower than 
normal rate of speech 
and/or with repetitions.

3 -Uses memorized expres-
sions with reasonable ease. 
-Shows emerging signs of 
creating with the language 
to communicate ideas. 
-Creates some sentences 
successfully, but cannot 
sustain sentence-level 
speech.

-Uses vocabulary center-
ing on basic objects, 
places, and common 
kinship terms, adequate 
for minimally elaborating 
utterances in predictable 
topic areas. 
-Use of native language 
and gestures is common 
to expand topics.

- Understands simple 
questions, statements, and 
commands in familiar 
topic areas, and some new 
sentences with strong 
contextual support. 
- May require repetition, 
slower speech, or rephras-
ing.

4 -Goes beyond memorized 
expressions to maintain 
simple conversations at 
the sentence level by cre-
ating with the language, 
although in a restrictive 
and reactive manner. 
-Handles a limited num-
ber of everyday social and 
academic interactions. 

-Has basic vocabulary for 
making statements and 
asking questions to satisfy 
basic social and academic 
needs, but not for explain-
ing or elaborating on 
them. 
-Use of some native lan-
guage is common when 
vocabulary is lacking.

-Understands familiar 
and new sentence-level 
questions and commands 
in a limited number of 
content areas with strong 
contextual support for 
unfamiliar topics. 
-Follows conversation at a 
fairly normal rate.
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5 -Maintains simple sen-
tence level conversations. 
May initiate talk spontane-
ously without relying on 
questions or prompts. 
-Gives simple descriptions 
successfully.
 -May attempt longer, 
more complex sentences. 
Few, if any, connectors are 
used.

-Has basic vocabulary, 
permitting discussions 
of a personal nature and 
limited academic topics. 
Serious gaps exist for dis-
cussing topics of general 
interest. 
-If precise word is lacking, 
may use circumlocution 
ineffectively. May resort to 
native language.

Understands sentence-lev-
el speech in new contexts 
at a normal rate of speech 
although slow
-downs may be necessary 
for unfamiliar topics. 
-Carries out commands 
without prompting.

6 -Initiates and sustains 
conversations by using 
language creatively. 
-Shows emerging evidence 
of paragraph-like speech 
with some connected sen-
tences (e.g., then, so, that, 
etc.) in descriptions and 
simple narratives, without 
actual paragraphs.

-Has a broad enough 
vocabulary for discussing 
simple social and academ-
ic topics in generalities, 
but lacks detail. 
-Sometimes achieves 
successful circumlocu-
tion when precise word 
is lacking. May use native 
language occasionally. 

- Understands longer 
stretches of connected 
speech on a number of 
topics at a normal rate of 
speech.
 -Seldom has problems 
comprehending everyday 
topics. (Can request clari-
fication verbally.)

4.5.2 Writing proficiency
To be able to rate the writing samples, an approach similar to the SOPA evaluation 
was taken. As no rubrics existed for writing at the beginning level, we created 
our own. Using written samples collected for the study reported in Rousse-Malpat 
& Verspoor (2012), we asked five experts in French as a second language to sort 
39 assignments according to proficiency level. They were instructed to look at 
the texts holistically, especially for overall meaning-making and coherence. They 
could consider vocabulary and grammar, but not focus only on those aspects. 
The experts compared their sortings and discussed differences until consensus 
was reached. Once texts were assigned a level, the experts were asked to explain 
and agree on what the common characteristics of the samples in each level were, 
which led to the following grid:
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Table 11. Evaluation grid of writing proficiency.

0 Nothing / copied only first sentence
The student wrote (almost) nothing down.

1 Dutch, short and/or bizarre texts
The text cannot be understood by French readers. There are many Dutch words 
and sentences. If there is some French in it, it is basic vocabulary (bonjour, au 
revoir), which is repeated over and over again, and the text is filled with gram-
matical errors and spelling mistakes. There are structurally unexpected sentences 
and there is no logical order and content in the story. Most texts at this level do not 
exceed the length of 3 sentences. Also very short texts with only basic chunks and 
still grammatical errors go into this category.
Je suis le foot et le tennis et le dans et le tir à l’arr. Et j’adere le musique.

2 Emergence of some French sentences (and memorized sentences) 
Some parts of the text can be understood by French readers. These are mainly 
memorized sentences. Dutch may still be present in many sentences. The French 
is mainly basic vocabulary and there are many grammatical errors. There are also 
many spelling errors, but the spelling is phonetically adequate (when pronounced, 
it sounds French: sjèze for chaise). The sentences are not linked by linking words. 
There is some logical order and vague story content. Most texts are longer than 3 
sentences.
Je suis fan de Hef. Il est à rapper. Je suis aussi fan de Joey Diamond. J’écoute souvent Hef avec 
me mobiel & ipod. 

3 Understandable, but simple French text and emergence of creative language
The text is minimally understandable for French readers. The text has clear content 
and meaning. There may be some Dutch words. The text is written in simple sen-
tences (no complex syntax) and each sentence shows that the student understands 
the basic sentence structure of subject – verb – complement, although the word 
order may be erroneous in some sentences. There is no erroneous subject omis-
sion. The student still uses basic vocabulary, but uses it mostly in an appropriate 
and understandable way. The story coherence is minimal, but some linking words 
may be present.
Bonjour. Je m’appelle Paul. Je veux va à ma mère. Elle habite à Tokyo au Japan. Et je habite à 
Toronto au Canada. Alors, je veux va a un avion ou une bateau. 

4 Short and correct French text and/or emergence of more complex French (with 
some errors)
This level contains two types of texts: either short (maximum of 5 sentences) and 
correct (absence of spelling and grammatical errors, many chunks, authentic), or 
long and creative with a few more errors in spelling, no more than 3 Dutch words, 
and correct grammar. There is still some ‘directly translated Dutch’. The spell-
ing is quite correct and there is at least one complex sentence and a few linking 
words between sentences, assuring coherence. Some other verb tenses may be used 
incidentally.
Le extraterrestre promené sur le planet. Il va voir la porte noir. Il est sur la porte et il tomb 
dans un autre planet. Planet Aarde. Il voit il est fantastique maintenant. Il cherche un mai-
son. Mais tout le monde qui voire le extraterrestre crié ou se court. Le extraterrestre est triste. 
Il ne va bien. Le prochain jour il parte avec un avion de Samabava. Au revoir extraterrestre.
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5 Coherent and more complex French and logical order of events
The story content is coherent and easy to follow by French readers. Events in the 
story are linked by logical linking words and there are no structurally unexpected 
sentences. The story is longer than 6 sentences and contains a lot of chunks and au-
thentic French. The vocabulary is appropriate and the student does not use Dutch 
words. There may be minor spelling and grammatical errors, but these do not 
hinder the message of the text. Complex syntax and emergence of various tenses 
that are applied correctly.
Un jour il est poursuivi par un cochon Volant. Padma va vite a la maison et va dans son 
soucoupe volant, parce que il pense que le cochon volant ne peut pas le trouvé. Alors le cochon 
volant trouve Padma. Padma decide de partir vers la terre, comme il est peureux à emmener 
vers la maison du loup. Il part et tombe dans leau sur la terre. La fin.

6 Long texts of simple narratives, emergence of paragraphs
The story starts to have a clear beginning, middle and end with the emergence of 
paragraphs, although not consequently. It is longer than 10 sentences containing 
chunks of authentic French, complex sentences made of difference coordinate and 
relative clauses, as well as many verbs varying in tenses. Several tenses of the past 
may used, the future tense might emerge. The present tense is correctly conjugated 
but incorrect forms of the other tenses remain. The learner is able to tell a story 
by using the language creatively but grammatical inaccuracies remain. Spelling, 
however becomes consistently more accurate.

Après quelques heures, ils décidaient qu’ils devaient inviter des autres copains pour jouer de 
football. Maintenant, il y a neuf copains et ils ont fait trois equipes. 

Après que la competition finit, les copains sont allés boire du vin. Maintenant, tout le monde 
a bu beaucoup trop de vin et ils retournent à la pluie où on fait la competition.

This grid was validated by asking two other raters to score 475 assignments 
that were collected in the current project. An interrater reliability (IR) analysis 
using the Spearman Rho correlation was performed to determine consistency 
among the 2 raters, not only for all 475 evaluated texts, but also separately for 
each writing task in order to see whether there was variation across three different 
writing tasks. The mean IR for the raters was found to be ρ = 0.842, which shows 
a strong agreement across raters. The lowest value of interrater agreement was 
found for the third exercise (0.74). 

4.6 Analysis
The oral and written data was analyzed using mixed-effects regression modeling 
with R (version 3.4.1 with lme4 package). The significance of several predictors of 
interest was assessed: Program (AIM vs. GL/DAC), Type of task (oral vs. written), 
Time of testing (Year 1, Year 2, Year 3) and Amount of L2 exposure they received 
every school year (expressed in hours). Time of testing was centered in such a way 
that year 2 was set to 0, year 1 was set to -1 and year 3 was set to the value 1. 
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The inclusion of random intercepts for Participant, School, Class and Teacher 
and random slopes for each of these levels for the predictors of interest was as-
sessed. We included a random intercept or slope whenever model comparison 
(using the anova function) indicated its inclusion was significant (with p < .05). 
Including random slopes and intercepts is important in order to avoid type-I errors 
in assessing the influence of the predictors of interest (Baayen, 2008). 

Because of the multicollinearity of method and amount of exposure (the 
AIM method inherently offered more French exposure to the students, see Table 8 
above), it was not possible to use both predictors in the same model. Therefore, we 
built two different models, one assessing Program, Type of task, and Time of test-
ing as predictors, and one assessing Amount of exposure, Type of task, and Time 
of testing as predictors. In both models, the average of the holistic oral and written 
score of each student was the dependent variable. The random-effects structure 
was the same for both models. By subsequently comparing the two models, this 
approach enabled us to evaluate whether the program (Model 1) or the amount of 
exposure (Model 2) were better predictors of our data.

5. Results

5.1 Descriptives per year5

Table 12. Mean and standard deviation per year and per group.

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Explicit 1.56 0.73 2.21 0.87 2.44 0.88

Implicit 2.1 0.99 3.02 0.89 3.38 0.79

5.2  Determining the random effects and significant factors for our models
Using the procedure of multiple pairwise comparisons explained in the previous 
section, we determined that the best random intercepts to use for our models were 
Participant, Class and School. Teacher did not appear to be a significant random 
intercept. We also needed to include by-participant and by-class random slopes for 
year (i.e. the moment of testing), which shows that there was much individual and 
class-related variability between the participants throughout the years. 

5 See appendix C for a complete overview of the descriptives.
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Two models with the same random effects were fitted to the data. Regard-
ing the fixed effects, only the factors Year and Program (model 1) or Year and L2 
exposure (model 2) turned out to be significant predictors. The factor Type of as-
signment (oral/written) did not appear to be a significant predictor and it did not 
interact significantly with other fixed factors in either model. 

5.3 Results of model 1: the program as a predictor
Using model comparison including the aforementioned predictors and random 
effects, the following model specification was determined to be optimal: Grade ~ 
Program*Year + (1+Year|Participant) + (1+ Year|Class) + (1|School). 

Table 13 details the results of model 1 including only significant effects. Esti-
mates with an absolute t-value greater than 2 may be considered significant. As the 
table shows, there is a clear effect of the program and the year. Overall, the learners 
‘scores increase over time (Estimate = 0,84). The scores of explicit group, however, 
increase significantly slower than those of the implicit group (Estimate= -0,37). We 
can also see that the scores of the explicit program are significantly less high than 
those of the implicit program (Estimate = -0,85). This is visualized in Figure 3. 

Table 13. LMER model focusing on the factor Program to predict the scores of oral and written skills.

Estimate Std. Error T value

(Intercept)  2.68 0.10 26.16

Program (Explicit) -0.85 0.12 -7.02

Year (-1, 0, 1)6  0.84 0.07 12.72

Explicit:Year -0.37 0.09 -4.01

6  The factor “Year” was centered for the purpose of the analysis, we replaced Year 1,2,3 by 
-1, 0 and 1.
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Figure 3. Visualization of the interaction Year and Program.

5.4 Results of model 2: hours of L2 exposure as a predictor
Using model comparison including the aforementioned predictors and random 
effects, the following model specification was determined to be optimal: Grade ~ 
L2exposure*Year + (1+Year|Participant) + (1+ Year|Class) + (1|School). 

Table 14 details the results of model 2. Estimates with an absolute t-value of 
2 or above may be considered significant. The results show that L2 exposure is the 
only significant factor in the model. Contrary to model 1, there is no significant 
interaction between L2 exposure and year.

Table 14. LMER model focusing on the factor L2 exposure to predict the scores of oral and written 
skills.

Estimate Std. Error T value

(Intercept) 1.38 0.25 5.56

L2exposure 0.01 0.004 3.82

Year (-1, 0, 1)7 0.29 0.23 1.28

L2exposure:Year 0.007 0.003 1.82

7  The factor “Year” was centered for the purpose of the analysis, we replaced Year 1,2,3 by 
-1, 0 and 1.
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5.5 Comparison of both models
Model comparison of these two models using anova revealed that Model 1 with 
the program as a predictor was significantly better (p < .001) than the one with 
the amount of L2 exposure. 

Table 15. AIC and BIC and percentage of variance explained by the fixed factors for each model.

Df AIC BIC R2

Model 1 12 6437* 6508* 41.9%

Model 2 12 6414 6486 31.2%

* p<.001

6. Discussion
The current study has taken up DeKeyser’s (2003) suggestion to conduct a real-
istic experiment in an ecologically valid study, in actual classrooms, with free 
response data, which tests learners’ communicative skills rather than knowledge 
about grammar. We followed 229 students over three years in their respective 
L2 instructional programs, which meant we had to go beyond the traditional di-
chotomy of explicit vs. implicit L2 instruction. We compared two types of pro-
grams used in the Netherlands: one traditional one with a great deal of explicit 
grammar, and a relatively new one developed in Canada, called AIM, which does 
include focus on form, but only implicitly. Thus, we compared the effects of a pre-
dominantly explicit program with a predominantly implicit program. Moreover, 
we calculated the effects of L2 exposure. We tested oral and written skills after 
one, two and three years of instruction. Our main research question was which 
program - the predominantly explicit or implicit one - was more effective in terms 
of general proficiency operationalized as free response oral and written skills after 
three years of instruction. We also wanted to know whether it was mainly L2 
exposure and use or the actual program that could account for the effectiveness. 

First, we will discuss the tasks we used to elicit oral and written proficiency. 
We feel that the positive approach we took for testing the oral and written profi-
ciency of our learners, in which meaning-making in all its aspects is taken into 
account, is helpful in gauging a general proficiency level. Also, setting up our 
own grid based on our own corpus was useful in that it was able to make the fine 
grained differences necessary to discriminate between our own learners at these 
very beginning levels that a standard such as the CEFR cannot make. In our study 
level 1 and 2 would not have been included in the A1 level and 2, 3, and 4 would 
all be considered A1. Level 5 and 6 would be a low A2. 
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Second and without a doubt, we can say that the predominantly implicit 
form-focused program, AIM, is more effective in the development of L2 oral and 
written skills after one, two and three years of instruction than the traditional 
explicit form-focused programs used in the Netherlands. Because AIM is a specific 
method, which includes scripted lessons, pared-down language, a great deal of 
playful repetition, the use of iconic gestures to scaffold for meaning, and maxi-
mum L2 exposure and use (all in line with Dynamic usage-based (DUB) princi-
ples), it is difficult to say whether it is the implicit aspect of this condition only that 
allowed learners to progress more. However, it is clear from our study that explicit 
instruction was not more effective in achieving communicative skills. 

Our findings are corroborated with earlier findings in more detailed smaller 
studies based on an earlier data set and the current data set. Rousse-Malpat & Ver-
spoor (2012) showed that as far as accuracy of three morphological items (present 
tense, gender and negation) is concerned, the explicit group was more accurate 
after one year, but there were no differences after two years. After three years, 
Chapter 4 shows that the implicit method led to greater speech rate, grammatical 
complexity and accuracy of the present tense and L2 use in speaking. For writing, 
Chapter 5 shows that the implicit method led to greater fluency and complexity at 
various morpho-syntactic levels and also to greater use of short routines in writ-
ing. So far, we have not carried out a more detailed study in the current dataset 
on accuracy, but Gombert (forthcoming) showed no differences in accuracy in 
writing in similar conditions after six years of instruction. These findings together 
suggest that the implicit learner, who probably focuses on meaning first and then 
form (Van Patten, 1990), takes longer to achieve the same level of accuracy as the 
explicit learner.

One reason the implicit program may have been more effective is because 
of mere exposure. Because of their scripted method, the teachers in the implicit 
program were able to speak in the L2 exclusively from the beginning, so learners 
had almost 100% of French during their lessons. Teachers in the explicit condi-
tion, on the other hand, varied a great deal in the amount of L2 they provided 
in the classroom, with one teacher using 60% L2 French in class. Therefore, we 
decided to compare two models, one with Program as predictor and one with 
Exposure as predictor. The models showed that both Program and Exposure sig-
nificantly contributed to the oral and written results. However, the results of our 
model comparison (Program versus Exposure) showed that the model including 
L2 exposure accounted for 10% less of the variance than the model including 
program as predictor. This is in line with other studies that have shown that L2 
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exposure alone is not enough to be effective on all aspects of the linguistic system. 
For example, research on the effectiveness of immersion programs in Canada has 
showed that L2 exposure was particularly effective on fluency, but not on accuracy 
(Day and Shapson, 1991). 

As the model with exposure does not explain the most variance, it is the 
program that drives the effect. One may wonder which principles of the implicit 
AIM program lead to this effect that it is not the mere exposure but providing 
exposure using the AIM method that explains the results better. In Chapter 4, we 
discuss in detail the differences between a structure-based approach, which takes 
rule learning as a driving force in L2 learning, and a Dynamic usage-based pro-
gram, which takes making symbolic, syntagmatic and other associations as the 
driving force in learning an L2. In a Dynamic usage-based program, just hear-
ing and using phrases or chunks (words in similar sequences together) over and 
over again helps to entrench them. As explained in Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor 
(2018, Chapter 2), the AIM program focuses much on oral skills first with a lot of 
repetition and drills and succeeds in entrenching the form with the meaning and 
the pragmatic use of constructions at all levels (morphological, lexical, phrasal, 
sentential, and discourse levels). The drills and repetition of frequently occurring 
patterns are possible because the AIM method is very scripted. Moreover, learners 
are kinesthetically involved by using the iconic gestures, which may help them 
to remember the words and utterances better. We think that the implicit learn-
ers were able to automatize chunks, constructions and conventionalized ways of 
saying things (Smiskova, Verspoor & Lowie, 2012), which helped them becoming 
more fluent and increased the number of L2 learning events and use. Despite the 
lack of creativity that these activities seem to have, the data show that learners 
were able to use those constructions in another context early on. Apparently the 
AIM method enabled learners to get to “a sufficiently high level of automatization 
to enable second language use that is both fluent and almost completely accurate” 
(DeKeyser, 2017; p.17).

Our findings are not in line with the claim that learners need explicit de-
clarative knowledge before they can develop procedural and automatized knowl-
edge (cf. DeKeyser, 2017). In our case, only the explicit group clearly developed 
explicit knowledge of rules before starting any kind of proceduralization, but it is 
unclear whether the implicit group also developed explicit knowledge. We might 
consider gestures an explicit cue but the nature of the gestures gives more explicit 
knowledge about lexical rather than morphological or grammatical items. Still, 
in the program there is a gesture for the feminine and masculine articles, and 
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if a sound is not pronounced the teacher may gesture as a form of feedback. We 
do think that the teacher’s careful articulation of the prompts (accompanied by 
gestures) helps to make all sounds more salient and helps learners to notice them, 
but this is very different from explicit rule presentation and practice happening in 
explicit instruction. It seems that in the AIM method learners acquire the language 
more like in a naturalistic L1 manner in which there is a great deal of playful 
repetition in different contexts too. However, more research is needed to make 
theoretical claims about the degree of declarative and procedural knowledge in 
the AIM learners. 

Our findings are not in line either with the conclusions from the meta-stud-
ies (Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010; Goo et al., 2015). This is not 
surprising as for example Norris and Ortega (2000) pointed out themselves that 
their results were based on many brief interventions in which the tests were often 
biased as they were constrained tests focusing on morpho-syntax. As Doughty 
(2003) has pointed out, if certain variables had been controlled for better, explicit 
instruction would not have been found more effective. Also, Andringa and Schultz 
(2016) have shown that merely controlling for the amount of exposure would 
have changed the results in Spada and Tomita (2010). 

Of course, there are many limitations to the study. In actual classroom stud-
ies there are many variables that cannot be controlled for. For example, gauging 
the amount of L2 exposure has relied on estimation, which may not have been 
very precise. Also, we compared two programs which were inherently very dif-
ferent, so we do not know precisely what affected the differences. However, we 
were able to show that explicitness of instruction was not a prerequisite for greater 
effectiveness. Our results have also shown variation among the groups. In both 
conditions, some groups did better than others. In addition, within classes, some 
learners did better than others. We were not able to account for much of that 
kind of variation in our model as we only had access to information about teacher 
and scholastic ability. Despite the fact that classroom studies may be inherently 
messy, we do hope to see more of them, perhaps as in-depth studies that trace 
both teacher and student behavior longitudinally to see for example how learners 
become creative after a period of drill and repetition. Nevertheless, our study can 
be seen as an attempt to capture the reality of the classroom, to try to understand 
the link between L2 exposure and type of instruction, and to contribute to the 
improvement of classroom research as a field.
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7. Conclusion
In this chapter, we aimed at looking at the real dynamics of a classroom regarding 
the effects of instruction and exposure on L2 learning by redefining the concepts 
of explicit and implicit instruction to fit better the reality of the field. Our holistic 
approach to the question led us to make general conclusions on the effectiveness of 
an explicit vs. an implicit L2 teaching program after three years of instruction. We 
showed with an ecologically-valid study that, over time, a predominantly implicit 
program was more effective than a predominantly explicit program on general 
oral and written skills in the L2. By comparing two models, we showed that even 
though L2 exposure was a significant predictor to explain our results, the type 
of program was actually the best predictor. We claimed that the reason why the 
implicit program was more effective was because it took the most advantage of 
the L2 exposure by increasing the amount of L2 learning events and use of drills 
and repetition of frequently occurring patterns in a scripted and scaffolded input.

We also pointed out that other studies clearly show that explicit and implicit 
instruction involve other processes and thus, have different beneficial effects on 
language production. The next chapters show the results of two detailed analysis 
(one on speaking, one on writing) on the effects of both instructional programs. 
To do so, we used the two most comparable groups in the study in terms of scho-
lastic level and amount of L2 exposure.
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Chapter 4
Effects of a Structure-based vs. a Dynamic 
usage-based method in oral proficiency8 

1. Introduction
If the past 50 years of research in L2 instruction has taught us anything, it is that 
the modern language classroom should be a place where learners are surrounded 
by meaningful L2 input and engage in motivating communicative activities in 
order to enhance their general proficiency level (Krashen, 1981; Dörnyei, 2002; 
Lantolf, Thorne & Poehner, 2015; Verspoor, 2017). However, in the Netherlands 
and probably many other countries in the world, many L2 teachers find it diffi-
cult to create an effective communicative setting. Most teachers resort to standard 
methods that are based on Structure-Based (SB) approaches, with a focus on gram-
matical practice as achieving grammatical accuracy is viewed essential (Graus & 
Coppen, 2018). This is not so surprising as most L2 instructional research also 
points to the effectiveness of some explicit focus on form (Norris & Ortega, 2000; 
Spada & Tomita, 2010; Goo et al., 2015). However, the effectiveness is usually 
measured in short-term experiments and usually only in terms of having an effect 
on grammatical accuracy and not overall proficiency. However, as Haijma (2013) 
points out, current methods used in the Netherlands fail to achieve a satisfying 
level of general L2 proficiency, particularly so for oral proficiency.

Recent developments in the application of Complex Dynamic Systems Theory 
(CDST) combined with Usage-Based (UB) theories on second language instruction, 
called a Dynamic usage-based (DUB) approach for short, might offer a good alter-
native for foreign language teachers who struggle with effective language teaching 
(see Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2018 and Verspoor, 2017). Teaching methods in 
line with this approach do not see language as a set of rules but as conventionalized 
routines, where non-linear learning emerges from the dynamic interaction be-
tween input and output. Rather than focusing on grammar, DUB methods focus on 
“iteration” (Larsen-Freeman, 2012), i.e frequently repeated exposure to utterances 

8  This chapter is based on the following submitted article: 
  Rousse-Malpat, A., Steinkrauss, R. Koote, L. & Verspoor, M. (submitted). Parlez-vous fran-

çais? Effects of structure-based vs. Dynamic usage-based approaches on oral proficiency.



Effectiveness of explicit vs. implicit L2 instruction

70

in meaningful contexts (Verspoor, 2017) to foster automatization and routiniza-
tion. In several semester-long experiments, these methods have proven as effective 
or more effective in a foreign language classroom in countries where language 
teaching is particularly traditional such as in Vietnam or Sri Lanka (Hong, 2013; 
Irshad, 2015) on general English proficiency tested by objective tests and by holistic 
scores on written and oral texts or in Germany for L2 Dutch (Koster, 2015). How-
ever, few studies only have looked at the effects of DUB inspired L2 instruction on 
free-production data over a longer period of time and with both analytical and ho-
listic measures that favor SB as well as DUB approaches, and compared them to the 
effects of SB teaching that is less traditional than in the studies mentioned above. 

In this chapter, the effects of two L2 teaching methods - SB and DUB - on 
general oral proficiency will be measured after three years of instruction in terms 
of both holistic and analytical measures. To do so, we interviewed 41 Dutch par-
ticipants learning French as L2 in secondary school classrooms. Using the SOPA 
protocol for the interviews, we obtained free-production data that were holisti-
cally rated and then transcribed and coded for complexity, accuracy and fluency 
measures. The aim is to investigate whether there is a difference between the 
methods in the analytical measures that may favor the SB method and holistic 
measures that favor the DUB method. After clarifying the fundamental differences 
between SB and DUB approaches and their implications for instructional methods, 
we will briefly describe the Dutch instructional context and present the study. 

2.  Differences between Structure-based and Dynamic usage-
based approaches

The fundamental difference between a SB and a DUB approach is the way language 
itself is viewed. An SB approach assumes language is a complex system in which 
different autonomous sub-components (such as syntax and lexicon) interact pre-
dictably according to “rules”. In contrast, a DUB approach assumes language is a 
complex dynamic system in which there is no fundamental difference between 
syntax and lexicon, and that language is used on basis of the individual routines of 
the speaker. Language learning and use is viewed as a dynamic, non-linear process. 
These different views have implications for how language should be presented and 
instructed and the behavior that the learners should aim for. 

2.1 Structure-based 
The term Structure-Based (SB) is based on Lightbown & Spada (2013). As the name 
implies, an SB approach assumes language is a highly structured entity, inspired, 
among others, by structural and generative linguistics, which see language as 
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highly systematic and driven by rules. Whereas structural linguistics focuses on 
language as a system of contrasts at different levels, e.g. contrasting morphemes 
or phonemes, generative linguistics focuses on the simplest, underlying princi-
ples that can account for syntactic forms in any language, the so-called Universal 
Grammar (UG). One of the most important aspects of UG is the concept of crea-
tivity, meaning that when a language user has detected the principles applying 
to their language, creative sentences can be generated, regardless of whether this 
sentence has appeared in the input before. The rules derived from these principles 
are general and non-symbolic and operate on lists of symbolic elements such as 
words and irregular forms (like past tense forms in English). Most of the research 
done within UG concerns syntactical and morphological structures and how these 
different and separate subsystems of language are related (Marsden, Mitchell and 
Myles, 2013). As both structural and generative inspired linguistics take morpho-
logical and syntactic forms as the core of language (Cook, 2016), they shape the 
view that grammar represents the heart of the linguistic system around which the 
other, more peripheral subcomponents of language (vocabulary, pronunciation, 
and so on) are built. To learn a language, the learner has to have access to the rules. 
This view of language is implicitly held by many researchers and educators and has 
inspired SB views on how languages are learned and taught. 

Lightbown and Spada (2013) argue that SB approaches see language learning 
as rule driven. Generally, it is believed that learning and applying grammatical 
rules is beneficial in becoming proficient in an L2. There is a high focus on accu-
racy of the grammatical forms that are presented from “simple” to “complex” and 
other aspects of language such as vocabulary, formulaic phrases, pronunciation, 
intonation, pragmatic use and so on are believed to be learned separately. Most of 
our L2 teaching methods, whether they be audio-lingual, communicative, task-
based, or skill theory are Structure-based in that they implicitly or explicitly build 
on the premise that grammar forms the core of the language to be learnt. 

Perhaps inspired by behaviorist theories, the idea of maintaining accuracy 
from the earliest L2 utterance, has also become the rule. Behaviorist methods 
teach the grammatical forms with structure drills and pattern practice, and as 
Cook (2016) points out, such practices are still often evident in contemporary 
course books. To avoid fossilization, errors are seen as bad habits that have to be 
prevented or corrected as soon as possible, either through more explanation and 
practice or through remediation in various forms. Therefore, to be sure learners 
understand the difficult grammatical concepts, rules are usually explained in the 
L1 (West and Verspoor, 2016) and even though there are exceptions as we will 
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see in the current study, most structure-based programs may be considered input-
poor environments (Kouraogo, 1993), especially if teachers not only teach gram-
mar in the L1 to be sure the learners understand them but also give instructions 
and do comprehension checks in the L1.

Many studies have been conducted to investigate the effects of structure-
based methods on second language proficiency. Long (1991) made a difference 
between focus-on-forms approaches, similar to what we mean with SB instruc-
tion and focus-on-form approaches, where grammar instruction is provided in a 
meaningful communicative setting and claim that focus-on-forms instruction is 
less effective than focus-on-form. Several meta-analyses and studies support this 
claim and find a beneficial effect for focus on form instruction (Norris & Ortega, 
2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010; Doughty, 2003). The effects of different types of 
instructions are almost exclusively focused on grammatical forms. 

Some researchers maintain that exposure is more effective than tradition-
al grammar instruction (Krashen, 1981). Comparing two groups with different 
amounts of exposure but the same amount of instruction, Martin (1980) found 
that adult second language learners of English with more exposure scored higher 
on TOEFL and on other grammar, reading, composition and speaking tests. How-
ever, as immersion programs (Harley & Swain, 1984; Day & Shapson, 1991) have 
shown, this does not mean that exposure alone is sufficient, particularly in the 
development of accuracy, but that attention to form should be given in classrooms. 
In line with this idea, Tomasello & Herron (1989) asked their participants to trans-
late sentences containing the verb “to know” from their L1 to their L2 (French) in 
a study on corrective feedback. In French, “to know” can be translated either by 
“savoir” or “connaitre”, depending on the grammatical category of the following 
word: one would choose “savoir” before a verb and “connaitre” before a noun. 
Results showed that the group who had the explicit corrective feedback of the 
structure did perform better. On the grammatical teaching of the conditional form 
in French, Day & Shapson (1991) also found a beneficial effect for grammatical 
instruction on writing but not for speaking.

In sum, as far as focus-on-forms in an L2 curriculum is concerned, some re-
searchers claim that it is ineffective and thus should be removed from the curricu-
lum; others, such as DeKeyser (1997), are still in favor of including formal structure 
instruction in teaching because learners need to automatize explicit knowledge. Ellis, 
R. (2006b) adds that focus on forms approaches may be effective as long as they give 
the “opportunity for learners to practice behavior in communicative tasks” (p.102).



73

Summarizing this section, we can say that even though many experts see 
explicit focus on form (within a meaning-based approach) as more effective than 
a focus on forms (or Structure-based) approach in Foreign Language teaching, 
structure-based approaches are still the norm, at least in the Netherlands. Nev-
ertheless, even experts who advocate communicative focus on form approaches 
still see language as driven by rules that need to be learned, as these are the items 
that are focused on exclusively, at the expense of general proficiency. It is true that 
evidence in general points to a beneficial effect of grammar instruction on the 
acquisition of grammatical rules, but much of the evidence is based on short-term 
interventions that test mainly for accuracy on the grammatical rules (Norris & 
Ortega 2000; Spada and Tomita, 2010; Goo et al., 2015). Very few, if any studies, 
are long-term and have looked at overall proficiency gains, especially in oral pro-
duction. Finally, as Doughty (2003) points out, in the meta-analyses many issues 
may have been confounded, and as Andringa and Schultz (2016) have argued, the 
amount of exposure has not been controlled for adequately.

2.2 Dynamic usage-based
A Usage-Based perspective on L2 learning would predict that language emerges 
from repetitive exposition to meaningful input and language use (Langacker, 
2000; Tomasello, 2003). Linguistic constructions (pairings of form and meaning) 
are learned through association as they are “heard and used frequently and there-
fore entrenched, which is the result of habit formation, routinization or automati-
zation” (Verspoor & Schmitt, 2013; p.354). The term Dynamic usage-based (DUB) 
is inspired by the title of one of Langacker’s articles (2000) in which he argues that 
a usage-based view is per definition a complex dynamic system theory view. How-
ever, in our own use of the term, we would also like to accentuate the fact that 
language development is per definition non-linear, that some sub-systems need 
to be learned before others and that variability in the use of structures (which 
includes making errors) is needed to progress (Verspoor, 2017). 

The key difference between a SB and DUB view is that there is no prior-
ity for grammar or syntax in language. Language is not driven by rules. Instead, 
language forms—from concrete morphemes, words, phrases, clauses, sentences, 
and discourse sequences to abstract lexical categories and morphological and syn-
tactic patterns—are all fundamentally similar as they all bear meaning to different 
degrees and form a continuum. These forms have dynamically emerged through 
time through interaction in a speech community and are always subject to change. 
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Because language is for a great deal conventionalized (N. Ellis, 2012; Wray, 
2008; Pawley & Syder, 1983), it is learned through associations, the mechanisms 
of which are explained by the “Entrenchment and Conventionalized model” by 
Schmid (2015, 2017). He differentiates four different types of associations: symbolic, 
syntagmatic, paradigmatic and pragmatic. We can illustrate the differences between 
those types with the example “Parlez-vous français?” [Do you speak French?].

•  The symbolic association is the reciprocal link between form and meaning as 
the form /parle/ is associated with the meaning ‘articulate, produce mean-
ingful sounds’. 

•  The syntagmatic association is provided by the order of words and constructions. 
The words in the utterance “Parlez-vous français?” [Do you speak French?] 
are syntagmatically associated with each other in this order. The inversion of 
the subject and the verb shows that it is a question and if processed frequently 
in this order, it will trigger one holistic association between meaning and 
form as is the case in chunking. 

•  The paradigmatic association is the competing association between the forms 
and the meanings. “Parler” [to speak] is associated with other synonyms such 
as “dire” [to say] , “prononcer” [to pronounce] or phrases “entendre parler 
de” [to hear about]. Paradigmatic associations activate what could have been 
said or meant instead of what was said or meant. 

•  And finally, the pragmatic association is the link between what is said and the 
information it conveys in the situational context. The sentence “Parlez-vous 
français” [Do you speak French] is pragmatically associated with a situation 
where the linguistic knowledge of the hearer is unclear for the speaker, and 
where there is a degree of distance between speaker and hearer (cf. Parles-tu 
français? vs. Parlez-vous français [informal vs. formal ways of saying ‘do you 
speak French?’).

Language thus consists of a large array of units of various sizes, which have four 
types of associations. Verspoor (2017) has called these Form, Use, Meaning Mappings 
(FUMMs), where Use specifically refers to pragmatic use in a meaningful context. 

Because these associations are created gradually, learners need to encounter 
these linguistic elements in different contexts to reproduce and conventionalize 
the utterances successfully. Through repetition, the associations are strengthened, 
routinized and then schematized by the learner (Schmid, 2015). Thus frequency of 
exposure rather than rule learning is considered as the driving force of language 
learning (N. Ellis, 2002).
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A teaching setting in a DUB perspective would entail that learners are ex-
posed frequently to examples of authentic language from the target language com-
munity, that learners discover the forms and the structures of language implicitly 
or inductively, that the language features are never taken as separated items but 
rather shown in a communicative context, that speaking, listening, reading and 
writing are integrated and teach language as a whole, that the target language is 
learned in interactive communicative activities. In a classroom, this would mean 
that negotiation of meaning is encouraged, that teaching is learner-centered and 
appeals to the learner’s interest, and that language is used meaningfully with a 
positive attitude of the teacher towards unpredictability, risk-taking and choice-
making (from Verspoor, 2017; see Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2018).

L2 instruction should provide learners with a stream of input, which should 
be scaffolded for meaning with visuals, gestures, and paraphrases. Learners are 
asked for output, but early on focusing on meaningful repetitions and guided 
interactions to minimalize the cognitive effort that it takes to make sense from 
the input and creatively think of output. There is no particular need for gram-
mar explanation, even though some explanations of the grammar in the L2 in 
an inductive way may help learners learning noticing a certain feature. However, 
grammar should always be a by-product of the process of language learning and 
not the primary focus. In fact, this is the original idea behind Long’s Focus on 
Form (1991) as L2 learning occurs during a meaning-based activity where atten-
tion to form can be drawn inductively when the learner needs it. It also aligns with 
the definition of “meaning-focused instruction” (Norris & Ortega, 2003), which 
provides exposure to rich input and a meaningful use of the target language in 
context, where grammatical acquisition is not the main goal but the incidental 
by-product of language acquisition. The main difference between Focus on Form 
and DUB is that DUB takes a more holistic approach to language and focuses on 
form-use-meaning mappings (FUMMs) at all levels of language: words, phrases, 
chunks and conventionalized ways of saying things. “If the language is viewed as a 
holistic system consisting of an array of smaller and larger conventionalized units 
called FUMMs, then teaching should be more piecemeal as many FUMMs have to 
be learned separately and holistically in that the learner is exposed simultaneously 
to the sounds, words, phrases, and patterns and how they are used in the right 
context” (Verspoor, 2017; p.150).
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2.3  Effectiveness of L2 instruction inspired by DUB theory
There are probably many examples of teaching approaches that are in line with 
DUB principles, such as TPRS (Total Physical Response and Storytelling), the movie 
method (Hong, 2013; Irshad, 2015) and AIM (Maxwell, 2001). However, very few 
have been empirically tested, especially over a longer period of time. A few studies 
that have been done so far found the DUB inspired methods to be more effec-
tive than traditional semi-communicative L2 teaching (Verspoor & Hong, 2017; 
Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2018). For the AIM method developed in Canada, mixed 
results were found regarding its effectiveness. Maxwell (2001) and Michels (2008) 
investigated oral fluency and reported that the AIM learners were better than the 
non-AIM learners. However, these were very small-scale studies for which no sta-
tistics were performed. Nevertheless, studies with more participants and statistical 
analyses did not reveal any significant differences between AIM and non-AIM ei-
ther (Mady, et al., 2009). Qualitative findings showed, however, that AIM teachers 
spoke more French in the classroom and that AIM learners reported to feel more at 
ease in listening and speaking skills. Bourdages and Vignola (2009) looked at the 
oral communication skills of two groups of learners (AIM vs. non-AIM) of third 
graders in Canada and performed an interview. Results showed no significant dif-
ferences between the groups with regard to proficiency and grammatical accuracy 
even though AIM students code-switched less with English than the other learners 
and seemed more willing to communicate. AIM students made more incomplete 
sentences suggesting that they dared to take more risks but could not maintain 
sentence-level speech.

In the Netherlands, to date, a few studies have looked at the effects of AIM 
on oral proficiency using free-production data. Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor (2012) 
presented evidence that AIM was more effective on oral skills after one year and 
two years of instruction compared to a communicative explicit method called 
Carte Orange9. For specific grammatical constructions such as the present tense 
and negation, no differences were found but for gender, the non-AIM group was 
more accurate after the first year but the difference vanished after the second year. 
Both groups made the same number of errors on all constructions both together 
and separately. However, there were some qualitative differences. The non-AIM 
group used more prefabricated chunks for negation whereas the AIM students 
showed more creativity. The same difference was observed for present tense. An-
other qualitative difference was the use of Dutch during the interviews. Non-AIM 
students tended to fall back to Dutch when they did not know a word in French 

9  Publisher ThiemeMeulenhoff



77

or when they wanted to indicate that they did not understand while the AIM stu-
dents kept speaking French. The same was found on writing skills (Rousse-Malpat, 
Verspoor and Visser, 2012).

Table 16. Summary Language and Language Learning.

Structure-based Dynamic usage-based

Modular system of interconnected units: 
phonemes, morphemes, lexical categories, 
noun phrases, verb phrases, sentence types

Complex and dynamic network of inter-
connected constructions: a continuum of 
form-use-meaning mappings (FUMMs) / 
constructions from morphemes to sentence 
patterns

Analytic: subsystems of building blocks of 
linguistic knowledge 

Holistic: conventionalized phrases (FUMMs) 
are sources for linguistic knowledge

Rule-driven: Language is built from assem-
bling units, structure comes first. 

Meaning-driven: Language is built from 
usage, structure is emergent.

Language is an assemblage of elements 
that are connected according to predictable 
rules.

Language has an array of constructions, for 
many of which similar patterns (schemas) 
have emerged. 

Table 17. Summary of Language teaching.

Structure-based Dynamic usage-based

Rules are needed to learn the language Frequent exposure to meaningful utterances 
is needed to learn the language

Explicit: rules need to be explained, prac-
ticed and corrected

Implicit: Patterns are deduced implicitly

Rules are learned from simple to complex 
with explanation and pattern practice

Constructions are used, conventionalized 
and entrenched with lots of repetitions and 
revisiting language forms differently

Rules need to be practiced to avoid errors Repeated occurrence of similar utterances is 
needed to discover recurring patterns

Errors need to be eliminated to avoid fos-
silization

Errors are part and parcel of the road to 
discovering target-like patterns

Use of L1 is needed to explain the rules 
well

Limited use of L1 as no rules need to be 
explained

Limited exposure to natural L2 use High exposure to natural L2 use

Table 16 and 17 summarize our arguments on the difference between SB 
and DUB for language learning and language teaching. We expect that the differ-
ent views on language and language teaching have a different effect on language 
learning. We are particularly interested in the effect of each treatment on the pro-
ductive oral skills of the learners after three years of instruction. Therefore, we 
aim at answering the following research question:
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Which instructional method (Structure-based or DUB) has more effect on 
oral proficiency after three years of instruction in terms of general oral proficiency 
and analytical complexity, accuracy and fluency measures?

3. Method

3.1 The teaching methods
3.1.1 The Structure-Based method (SB): Grandes Lignes
The SB method is in our study operationalized as teaching on basis of the use 
of a text book for L2 French, Grandes Lignes10. It is the best-sold course book for 
high-school French in the Netherlands. It is a communicative task-based method 
composed of a textbook and an exercise book. The main goal of the method is that 
learners master a list of key grammatical rules and the vocabulary list appointed 
in each chapter by providing them with listening, reading, speaking and writing 
exercises increasing in terms of difficulty (from reproductive to productive), as 
described in the previous section on structure-based approaches to language learn-
ing and teaching. The chapters are organized around topics that are related to the 
most common interests of learners of this age such as family, school, sports and 
holidays. 

Learners are first presented with a receptive text containing the target gram-
matical rule and vocabulary. Then, they are asked to answer questions, usually in 
the L1, about the meaning of the text. The grammatical rule is explicitly explained 
by the teacher in the L1 and then practiced in groups of two learners. Vocabulary is 
given in the form of a word list or a chunk list called “phrases clés” (key sentences) 
with their translation into Dutch. Those sentences are often literally the expected 
answer to most productive exercises.

The interaction between the teacher and the learners can be spontaneous in 
the L2, as it is the case in our study, but the interaction between the learners is 
thoroughly prepared in advance, if not in the L1. The method fits the description of 
a deductive focus on form method as described in Long (1991) but in reality there 
is much focus on forms.

10  Publisher Noordhoff Uitegevers
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3.1.2 The Dynamic usage-based method (DUB): AIM
As mentioned in Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor (2018), there are several methods that 
are inspired by DUB principles and that are used in L2 classrooms. One of them 
is the Accelerative Integrated Method (AIM) (Maxwell, 2001) for French, English, 
Spanish, Japanese and Mandarin. In this study, the DUB method has been opera-
tionalized by AIM for L2 French in Dutch high schools.

The most important principle of these methods is to provide lots of meaning-
ful L2 exposure and use in the L2 classroom. To achieve that goal, teachers and 
learners only use the target language in the classroom from day 1 and focus on 
providing input and scaffolding the output, from pure repetition to use and reuse 
of chunks present in the input. To do so, a lot of attention is put on oral skills and 
in a later stage on writing skills. 

Teachers use stories to provide learners with meaningful utterances in mean-
ingful contexts. These stories are existing fairy tales for young children (e.g. “les 
trois petits cochons”- the three little pigs) or created stories involving topics that 
are relevant to the age group of the learners (e.g. “un garçon populaire”- a popular 
boy). Each story provides the learners with lots of exemplars scaffolded in terms 
of complexity. 

At first, learners are not asked to create output themselves. They listen to the 
story told by the teacher and after that, they repeat the story chunked by the teacher 
imitating the teacher’s words and gestures. In a later phase, they are taught how to 
re-use whole phrases of the story to answer questions about the meaning of the sto-
ry. The teacher gives feedback if needed in the form of whole utterances. The goal 
is to entrench whole phrases that learners will later able to re-use in other contexts.

Each lesson is formed around several blocks of 10 minutes for each activity. 
The primary focus of the lesson is on the meaning of the story or on the meaning 
of the interaction between the teacher and the learners or between learners them-
selves. In every lesson, learners work in small groups and perform tasks together. 
Depending on their level of proficiency, the learners can be asked to act out the 
story or to imagine the end of the story. 

Focus on form also occurs, albeit inductively, as the method is built to create 
associations between form and meaning. To do so, teachers use gestures and songs 
to draw attention to some forms of the language (e.g. present/ future tense) in the 
meaningful context of the story.
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3.1.3 Selection of the sample
The data of this study comes from a larger study involving 229 participants in five 
high schools. Each participant was followed for three school years and was asked 
to perform an oral interview at the end of each school year (n= 3), which were 
then scored holistically in terms of general proficiency. For this study, we selected 
the sub-group for each type of instruction that was most comparable and stable 
and we analyzed their last oral interview (after 34 months of instruction). The 
participants in this study had all obtained the highest scores on oral proficiency 
in their respective method and they had the highest scholastic level. In terms of 
stability, the classes remained intact throughout the three years. SB group only had 
one change of teacher at the end of the first year. All three teachers were experi-
enced and rated as good teachers by the learners. 

This study includes 41 Dutch pupils without learning problems from two 
different schools in the Netherlands. A background questionnaire was submitted 
to ensure that they were absolute beginners in French when the research started in 
September 2013. They all learnt French in a formal setting and with the same peers 
at secondary school. They were taught with the same instruction method during 
the three years of the research.

The two groups were similar with regard to gender, age, and scholastic ap-
titude. The SB group consisted of 21 students (10 men, 11 women) with a mean 
age of 14.29 (range 13 to 15). The DUB group consisted of 20 students (9 men, 11 
women) with a mean age of 14.45 (range 14 to 15). 

All students had a high scholastic aptitude level as measured by the Cito test (a 
general scholastic aptitude test taken in the last year of primary education), which 
was shown by Verspoor, De Bot, and Xu (2011) to be a strong predictor of L2 de-
velopment of English at the Dutch high school level. An independent-samples t-test 
showed that the SB group (M = 547.35, SD = 2.70) and the DUB group (M = 547.95, 
SD = 2.54) did not differ with regard to their scholastic aptitude, t(38) = -0.72, p = 
0.474. Both groups followed a selective six-year high academic, pre-university pro-
gram of secondary school that usually attracts the highest-level students as shown 
in Verspoor, De Bot, & Xu (2015). 
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3.1.4 Hours of instruction and hours of L2 exposure
Accounting for the exact amount of L2 exposure that the participants received 
is at the least a very difficult task in a classroom study. However, we determined 
the number of hours of L2 exposure by multiplying the total number of hours of 
French instruction with the percentage of L2 exposure learners received on aver-
age in the classroom. 

To do so, we asked teachers to self-evaluate the amount of L2 exposure that 
the learners received on average and we confirmed their score by timing the actual 
amount of L2 exposure during the lessons that we observed (one per teacher). 
Table 18 shows a summary.

Table 18. Overview of total hours of instruction and L2 exposure after three years.

Method Hours of instruction % of L2 exposure Estimated hours of 
L2 exposure

SB(Grandes Lignes) 240 60 144

DUB (AIM) 216 90 195

The oral test: eliciting free-production data with young beginners (The SOPA test)

In measuring effectiveness as general proficiency, it is often pointed out that both 
controlled and free production and reception tasks are needed (R. Ellis, 2005). 
Much work has already been done in measuring proficiency with controlled and 
receptive tests, but fewer studies involve data of spontaneous L2 production, prob-
ably because they are time consuming and relatively difficult to score objectively. 
In this study, we use a free production test called SOPA developed by the CAL 
(Thompson , et al., 2002).

The setting is as follows: there are two examiners, an interviewer and a 
rater, facing two learners of about the same level and personality (the classroom 
teacher is asked to provide a list of two compatible learners in terms of proficiency 
and personality). The interviewer interacts with the participants and asks ques-
tions that require linguistic proficiency of the participant ranging from receptive 
to productive, and from simple to complex ones both syntactically and lexically. S/
he rewards the answers with a positive attitude and gives compliments, while the 
rater takes notes during the interview and discusses the score of the students with 
the interviewer after the interview has been finished. Rating happens on basis of a 
rubric developed for SOPA (see Appendix B for a thorough description). 
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The test is built up in such a way that it tries to elicit the highest actual level 
of proficiency of the participant at the time by giving the learner increasingly more 
difficult tasks. This continues until the interviewer senses that the task exceeds the 
current proficiency level of the learner in which case the difficulty level is again 
decreased. This leaves the learner feeling positive with regard to their performance. 

In total, there are three increasingly difficult activities the participants are 
asked to perform. The interview starts with a very simple task called “Le Sac 
Magique” (The magical bag). During this task, the students perform activities with 
a bag filled with plastic fruits and colored blocks. The interviewer puts the stu-
dents at ease by starting with simple questions that only require receptive knowl-
edge of French (e.g. “Can you point at the apple?”, “Can you put the yellow block 
next to the banana?”). Gradually the interviewer starts asking questions eliciting 
productive knowledge (e.g. “What is your favorite fruit?”, “How often do you eat 
an apple?”). The aim of this first task is to put the students at ease with activities 
that they can perform quite well. 

The second activity is called “On parle de toi” (All about you) and includes 
questions about the personal lives of the students. The interviewer asks questions 
about family, school, and hobbies (e.g. “How old are you?”, “Do you have any 
brothers or sisters”, “What subjects do you like at school?”). The questions require 
more productive knowledge from the students, but because the topics are familiar 
to the students they are able to engage in the conversation. Because the students in 
this study were already in their third year of French class, we included a few dif-
ficult, out-of-the box questions, to check whether the students could understand 
more complex speech and to elicit longer and more complex answers. An example 
of such a question is the following: “Imagine that I am the director of this school 
and I have decided that from now on all students also need to go to school on 
Saturday. What do you think about that?”. These challenging questions were only 
discussed with the more proficient students that could handle these questions, 
which is in line with the SOPA protocol. 

The third activity “La Ferme” (The Farm) involves a 3D farm with movable 
characters and animals. The interviewers use more complex vocabulary and sen-
tence constructions in their questions, which requires more elaborate receptive 
knowledge. For example, students were asked questions such as “Can you see the 
red cat in the tree?”. The students were also asked to perform a short dialogue with 
the characters of a boy and a girl at the farm. This activity provides the students 
with the opportunity to talk creatively about a topic of their own choice. 
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4. Analysis
In this study, each interview was rated holistically on general proficiency and 
analyzed analytically in terms of complexity, accuracy and fluency measures. Each 
interview was video-recorded and lasted 15 minutes on average ranging from 13 
to 20 minutes. Both groups were assessed by the same team of two research-
ers who had followed a certified SOPA training. During the interview, the rater 
wrote down what the participants said and whether they understood the questions 
and commands on a standardized grid with rubrics developed by the Center for 
Applied Linguistics (http://www.cal.org/ela/sopaellopa/), based on the develop-
mental stages of language learners going from fixed formulae, unsuccessful crea-
tive language to successful, phrases. 

Immediately after the testing session, the interviewer and rater independent-
ly gave scores on the different sub-systems (fluency, vocabulary, grammar, com-
prehension) and then discussed them until they reached consensus. The validity 
of the scores is ensured by the training of the assessors and the extensive rubrics 
used to establish a score. The following descriptions of these categories are based 
on the Rating Guidelines for the SOPA Rating Scale (Thompson, et al., 2006) and 
the SOPA Rating Scale itself (levels from 1 to 9).

4.1 Measuring oral proficiency with holistic measures
4.1.1 Fluency
Oral fluency refers to the size and type of language chunks produced by the stu-
dents. The ease or hesitancy with which the speech is produced must also be 
considered when determining the oral fluency rating. For example, a student is 
assigned to the lowest level (Jr. novice-low, score 1) when s/he “produces only 
isolated words (i.e. single-word responses) and/or greetings and polite expressions 
such as good morning and thank you” whereas a student rated as Jr. intermediate-
low (score 4) “goes beyond memorized expressions to maintain simple conver-
sations at the sentence level by being creative with the language, although in a 
restrictive and reactive manner” and “handles a limited number of everyday social 
and academic interactions”.

4.1.2 Grammar
The holistic score on grammar is primarily determined by the way verbs are used 
or by the lack of verb use. Other grammatical inaccuracies are considered less cru-
cial than verb inaccuracies when rating grammar. For example, at the Jr. novice-
high (score 3) level, a student “creates some sentences with conjugated verbs, but 
in other attempts to create sentences, verbs may be lacking or are not conjugated”.
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4.1.3 Vocabulary
In the rating scale of vocabulary, no specific sets of vocabulary (e.g. colors, numbers, 
etc.) are included because curricula may introduce certain vocabulary at different 
moments. Instead, the scores on vocabulary reflect the range of words the partici-
pant was able to produce in the target language to express an idea and how much 
s/he had to fall back on his native language when words in the L2 were missing. 
For example, a student of the Jr. intermediate-low level “has basic vocabulary for 
making statements and asking questions to satisfy basic social and academic needs, 
but not for explaining or elaborating on them” and “use of some native language is 
common when vocabulary is lacking.”

4.1.4 Comprehension
Rating listening comprehension requires close attention to non-verbal clues and 
responses that indicate comprehension of the interaction with the interviewer or 
with the peer. Characteristics of a student at for example the Jr. intermediate-mid 
level are that the student “understands sentence-level speech in new contexts at a 
normal rate of speech although slow-downs may be necessary for unfamiliar top-
ics” and “carries out commands without prompting”.

4.2 Measuring oral proficiency with analytical measures
For the analytic analyses all interviews were transcribed and coded. We created 
one data file per participant. Before the analysis, we removed all the words that 
were prompted by the interviewer. The samples were then analyzed on the same 
constructs as the holistic rating: fluency, grammar and vocabulary. Comprehen-
sion could not be measured in our corpus; therefore, this component of oral pro-
ficiency is not represented in our analytical measures. For most of the measures 
included in our study we have calculated a ratio, representing a percentage of the 
total number of French words expressed by the participants or a percentage of the 
total duration of the interview. 

4.2.1 Fluency
We operationalized fluency by calculating the speech ratio and the use of filled 
pauses. Speech rate was calculated by dividing the total number of words pro-
duced in a sample by the total amount of time required for a particular activity 
or the whole interview (including pause time) expressed in seconds. We based 
our speech rate on the total duration of the interview because we could not cal-
culate the exact speaking time of each student because they were interviewed in 
pairs. We considered speech rate to be a valid and objective measure of fluency, 
as Ortega (1995, as cited in Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998, p. 14) found in a factor 
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analysis in her study of the speech of 32 learners that length (words per utterance) 
was strongly related to rate (syllables per second) and that both “were part of one 
factor presumed to be fluency”. Filled pauses were calculated by dividing the total 
number of filled pauses by the total number of French words.

4.2.2 Grammar
Grammar was analyzed with measures of complexity and accuracy. Grammatical 
complexity was operationalized with the number of complete sentences, which 
were categorized into four sentences types as defined in Verspoor & Sauter (2000): 
simple, compound, complex and compound-complex. According to Bardovi-Har-
lig (1992), the amount of coordination seems to be a more sensitive measure than 
subordination measures at initial levels of L2 development. Therefore, we decided 
to analyze the dispersion of sentence types, which allowed us to investigate to 
what extent the students used different sentence types, including both coordina-
tion and subordination. 

We followed the classification of sentence types of Verspoor, Schmid and Xu 
(2012), which is based on Verspoor and Sauter (2000) and allocated each complete 
sentence in our speech sample to one sentence type: a sentence was either simple, 
compound, complex or compound-complex. For each sentence type, we calcu-
lated the ratio of the number of occurrences of the sentence type (simple, com-
pound, complex or compound-complex) against the total number of sentences. 
Because these categories are mutually exclusive and therefore complementary, the 
absolute number of occurrences of each sentence type was converted to percent-
ages. We also calculated a single grammatical complexity variable by taking the 
ratio of the number of occurrences of all sentences types together against the total 
number of sentences. Verspoor and Sauter (2000) give the following definitions of 
these sentences types. Table 19 gives a definition of each type as well as an example 
from our own corpora. 
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Table 19. Sentence level based on Verspoor & Sauter (2000)

Label Definition Examples from the data

Simple One main clause J’ai un cheval
(I have a horse)

Compound Two complete main clauses (each 
with its own subject and finite verb)

Je déteste maths et géographie mais 
j’aime le dessin
(I hate maths and geography but I 
like drawing)

Complex One main clause and one or more 
finite dependent clauses

Je préfère manger l’orange parce que c’est 
délicieux
 (I prefer eating an orange because it 
is delicious)

Compound-
complex

A combination of compound and 
complex elements

Les vaches doivent manger et je veux que 
tu m’aide
(The cows have to eat and I want 
you to help me)

Grammatical accuracy was operationalized as the correct use of three specific 
grammatical features. This selection is based on Rousse-Malpat and Verspoor 
(2012) and covers grammatical aspects that have been dealt with in both classes. 
Because the students included in this study have been instructed for three years, 
we may expect to find a fair number of occurrences of these constructions in our 
sample, which allows us to perform statistical analyses on the data. 

The first grammatical feature is gender. French has two genders, feminine 
(articles: la/une) and masculine (l/l’/un). Studies on the predictability in French 
gender attribution and the acquisition of grammatical gender argue that a noun’s 
ending and its grammatical gender are related (Lyster, 2004; Lyster, 2006; Lyster 
& Izquierdo, 2009). They investigated the effects of form-focused instruction on 
the acquisition of grammatical gender and found that the form-focused instructed 
students outperformed the students that received instruction without an explicit 
focus on form or feedback on grammatical gender. The form-focused instruc-
tion was aimed at drawing attention to several noun endings that reliably predict 
grammatical gender (Lyster, 2004; Lyster & Izquierdo, 2009). 

The second construction is negation. In French two negative elements have 
to be used to form a negative sentence. The two terms ne and pas need to be placed 
before and after the conjugated verb, like Je ne sais pas ‘I don’t know‘. The ne can be 
left out in spoken French, but the pas must always occur after the verb. Errors that 
occur with the use of negation are therefore mostly that the pas is left out or that 
the negative terms are not in the right place. For Dutch learners, this construction 
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is particularly difficult because in Dutch there is only one negator (niet), which 
occurs after the verb. 

Finally, we investigated the use of present tense, which is the first tense that 
learners hear in the AIM group and that is explicitly taught in the GL group. We 
decided to focus on present tense even though other tenses were present in the data 
because the number of occurrences of the other verb tenses were too low. However, 
participants also used the past tense (imparfait and passé compose), the near future 
(futur proche), and the conditional (conditionnel) as shown in the table below. 

Table 20. Use of verb tenses in each group

Total Present tense Past tense Near future Conditional

SB 468 437 (93,4%) 19 (4,1%) 9 (1,9%) 3 (0,6%)

DUB 663 630 (95%) 22 (3,3%) 10 (1,5%) 1 (0,2%)

For each of the three features, the accuracy variable was calculated as the ratio of 
the correct use of the grammatical construction against the total number of oc-
currences of that construction. We also calculated a single grammatical accuracy 
variable by taking the sum of the ratio of each feature.

4.2.3 Vocabulary
Vocabulary was analyzed in terms of sophistication and diversification. For lexi-
cal sophistication, the average word length was calculated. For lexical diversity, the 
Guiraud’s index (the number of types divided by the square root of two times the 
number of tokens) seemed the most appropriate measure because the length of the 
speech samples varied considerably. Finally, we looked at lexical access, operational-
ized by the total number of French words and the number non-French words. Lexical 
access shows a certain degree of automaticity and entrenchment and which is likely 
to vary according to the level of proficiency (Segalowitz, 2010 in Ankerstein, 2014). 

5. Results

5.1 The holistic analysis
On the holistic measures of oral proficiency, our participants received a grade from 
1 to 9 for fluency, vocabulary, grammar and comprehension. To evaluate whether 
any of our variables were measuring the same construct, we performed a cor-
relation analysis. We performed a two-tailed Spearman’s Rho correlation (α=.05), 
which revealed that our four variables were highly and significantly correlated 
with each other.
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Table 21. Correlations between variables.

  Fluency Grammar Vocabulary Comprehension

Fluency -

Grammar ,894** -

Vocabulary ,921** ,946** -

Comprehension ,853** ,828** ,841** -

Because our variables are significantly strongly related, we averaged them into one 
variable representing general oral proficiency. A Kolmogorov-Smirnov test and a 
Levene’s test revealed that our data for this new variable was normally distributed 
and that we could assume equality of variance. Therefore, we compared the DUB 
group with the SB group on their general oral proficiency using an independent 
t-test (α=.05).

Figure 4. Boxplot comparing SB and DUB on general oral proficiency.

As Figure 4 shows, the SB group scored lower (M = 3.24, SD = 0.71) on general oral 
proficiency compared to the DUB group (M = 4.29, SD = 0.91). An independent-
samples t-test indicated that this difference was significant (t(39) = -3.72, p = .001) 
with a large effect size (Cohen’s d = 1.16).

To find out which analytical measures contributed to our perception of gen-
eral proficiency, a two-tailed Pearson’s r correlation analysis (α = .05) was per-
formed to assess the relationship between the holistic and the analytic scores. 
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Our intention is to compare our two groups only on those analytical measures 
that correlate significantly with general proficiency measured holistically and may 
therefore be assumed to tap into the learner’s proficiency. 

Table 22. Correlations between general proficiency and analytical measures.

General Proficiency

Fluency. Speech rate  ,829**

Fluency. Filled pauses  -,489**

Grammatical complexity  ,720**

Grammatical accuracy  ,370*

Vocabulary. Lexical sophistication  ,022

Vocabulary. Guiraud  ,483**

Vocabulary. French words  ,822**

Vocabulary. Non-French words  -,355*

(* = p < .05; ** = p < .01)

As Table 22 shows, general oral proficiency correlated significantly with almost 
all the analytical measures. Strong positive correlations were found between gen-
eral oral proficiency and speech rate (r = .829, p <.001), general oral proficiency 
and syntactic complexity (r = .720, p < .001) and general oral proficiency and 
the number of French words (r = .822, p <.001). A moderate positive correlation 
was found between general oral proficiency and lexical diversity measured by 
Guiraud’s index (r = .483, p = .001). A weak positive correlation was found be-
tween general oral proficiency and grammatical accuracy (r = .370, p < .017). A 
moderate negative correlation was found between general oral proficiency and the 
number of filled pauses (r = -.489, p = .001) and a weak negative correlation was 
found between general oral proficiency and the amount of non-French vocabulary 
(r = -.355, p = .023). There was no correlation between general proficiency and 
lexical sophistication, which can be due to the fact that both groups used basic 
words of approximately 4 letters (SB group: M = 4.08, SD = 0.34; DUB group: 
M = 4.07, SD = 0.17). 

In the next paragraphs, the results of the analytical measures representing 
fluency, grammar and vocabulary will be presented.
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5.2 The analytic analysis
5.2.1 Fluency
For every activity of the SOPA interview taken separately, the speech rate of the 
DUB group was significantly higher than the speech rate of the SB group, indicat-
ing that the DUB group was more fluent. The same applied to the entire interview. 
See Table 23 for details.

Table 23. Results of the fluency analysis per game.

SB DUB

Mean SD Mean SD t df p d

Game 1 0.15 0.06 0.21 0.07 -2.75 39 0.009 0.86

Game 2 0.22 0.08 0.33 0.14 -2.96 29.31 0.006 0.93

Game 3 0.25 0.07 0.37 0.12 -3.79 29.87 0.001 1.19

Total 0.20 0.06 0.29 0.10 -3.52 39 0.001 1.09

As table 23 shows, for each game and also for the entire interview, the speech rate 
of the DUB group was higher than the speech rate of the SB group. Besides the 
speech rate, we also calculated a ratio of filled pauses. There was no significant dif-
ference between the DUB group (M = 0.16, SD = 0.07) and the SB group (M = 0.18, 
SD = 0.06) with regard to the number of filled pauses, t(39) = 0.99, p = .333.

5.2.2 Grammar
Results show that both groups used mostly simple sentences but that other types of 
sentences were present in the corpus as well as we can see in table 24.

Table 24. Number of occurrences according to sentence type

Total Simple Compound Complex Compound-
complex

SB 408 375 (92%) 24 (5,8%) 8 (2%) 1 (0,2%)

DUB 417 307 (74%) 43 (10%) 39 (9%) 28 (7%)

An independent samples t-test revealed that the DUB group (M = 0.25, SD = 0.16) 
used significantly more non-simple sentence constructions than the SB group 
(M = 0,07, SD = 0.07), t(24.77) = -4.58, p < .001 with a large effect according to 
Cohen’s d (d = 1.47). 

For grammatical accuracy, an independent samples t-test showed that there 
was only a significant difference between the groups in the correct use of present 
tense with the DUB group outperforming the SB group (SB (M = 0.90, SD = 0.09), 
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DUB (M = 0.96, SD = 0.03; t(23.96) = -2.99, p = .006). The effect size of this dif-
ference was large (d = .92). Gender and negation were found to be used equally 
accurately by the two groups (see Figure 5).

Figure 5. Ratio of correct occurrences of present tense

A more detailed analysis of the type of errors made by both groups in the present 
tense revealed that they produced similar errors; usually they used the verb in the 
infinitive form. However, small differences were found in the type of error made by 
each group, as the SB group produced more semantic and tense errors than the DUB 
group, and the DUB group produced more subject-verb disagreement errors than 
the SB group. Table 25 shows the different error types and how often they occurred 
in both groups (Note that due to rounding not all measures add up to 100%). 
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Table 25. Error analysis of the present tense

Error Type Example and frequency SB Example and frequency DUB 

Infinitive form *Il regarder les poulets 
(He looks at the chickens) (51%)

*Je n’apprendre beaucoup 
(I don’t to learn a lot) (48%)

Semantic error *J’ai à le pétit école 
(I have in the primary school) (14%)

*Je suis quinze 
(I am fifthteen) (4%)

Subject-verb 
disagreement

*Les objects a le couleur 
(The objects has the couleur) (10%)

*On n’avons pas le musique 
(We don’t have music) (22%)

Incorrect 
infinitive

*Tu aimes habite à la ferme? 
(You like living on the farm?) (6%)

*Je dois me reveille 
(I have to wake up) (13%)

Verb omission *Je ne pas les devoirs 
(I don’t homework) (4%)

*Je quatorze ans 
(I fourteen years) (9%)

Tense error *J’ai vois des oiseaux 
(I have seen the birds) (8%)

-

Word order - *Le tomate fait me malade 
(A tomato makes me ill) (4%)

No liaison *Je oublie 
(I forget) (2%)

-

Subject omis-
sion

*Prend de pétit-déjeuner 
(To take breakfast) (2%)

-

5.2.3 Vocabulary
Results show that lexical diversity as measured with Guiraud’s index was not sig-
nificantly different (t(39) = -1.35, p = .186) between the DUB group (M = 6.73, 
SD = 0.50) and the SB group (M = 6.51, SD = 0.58).

A word count analysis of all interviews showed that the DUB group used 
5035 French words (M = 251.75, SD = 88.01) and the SB group used a total of 3951 
French words (M = 188.14, SD = 50.41). An independent samples t-test showed that 
this difference was significant, t(39) = -2.85, p = .007. 

We also analyzed in detail to what extent the students used other foreign 
languages than French and in which situations these languages were used. Table 
26 shows the results of this analysis.

Table 26. Use of other foreign languages

Dutch English German Spanish

SB 109 42 2 2

DUB 20 16 3 1
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According to table 26, participants mainly fall back to Dutch and English during 
the interview when they cannot use French. They usually use single words when 
they lack vocabulary (e.g.“party”, “homework”, “spinazie” (spinach) and “wan-
delen” (to walk)) or code-switch French and Dutch in one sentence (e.g. “c’est le 
mama de petite vogel” (It’s the mother of the small bird)). Sometimes they also use 
entire Dutch sentences (e.g. “Ik weet het niet” (I don’t know”)). 

6. Discussion
In this chapter, we aimed to answer the question whether a Structure-based or 
Dynamic usage-based instructional method had more effect after three years on 
oral proficiency. Oral proficiency was measured in terms of holistic scores and 
analytical scores. The structure-based approach was based on the implicit view 
that language is a set of rules and inspires an analytic, grammar-driven approach. 
The DUB approach, in contrast, views language as a network of conventionalized 
routines, which inspires the use of linguistic routines at the phrase and clause 
level. This particular study used the oral free production data from 41 Dutch par-
ticipants learning French as L2 in secondary school classrooms. 

The findings show that the methods had the same effects on the following 
analytical measures: filled pauses, most measures of grammatical accuracy, and 
vocabulary. These particular measures correlated only moderately with the holistic 
general oral proficiency scores. These findings show that a method that does not 
particularly focus on accuracy can have effects, or even more effects, on some as-
pects of grammar than a method that focuses mainly on grammar. They also show 
that at the beginning stages of acquisition, fluency and complexity are at least as 
important as accuracy in sounding proficient.

However, there were also some clear differences between the two teaching 
methods. The most striking finding is that the DUB learners were better at general 
proficiency and at speech rate, grammatical complexity, L2 use and avoidance of 
non-target language use, which all correlated very strongly with each other. This 
means that the more French words were used, the faster the participants spoke, 
and the more complex sentence types were used, the more proficient the partici-
pants sounded overall. Previous research investigating CAF measures also showed 
such strong relationships between general proficiency and speech rate (e.g. Len-
non, 1990; Riggenbach, 1991; Towell, Hawkins, & Bazergui, 1996), and holistic 
ratings and syntactic complexity (Verspoor et al., 2012). 
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We assume that this head start in fluency and complexity is the result of 
how the DUB method made L2 exposure meaningful. Presenting the learners 
with input made of conventionalized routines from stories and pushing them to 
produce output from the very beginning gave them the experience they needed 
in the L2 to perform well during the interview. The meaningful exposure, with 
enough repetition, helped the learners to form all types of linguistic associations 
(symbolic, syntagmatic, paradigmatic, and pragmatic) and be flexible in their L2 
use. The use of gestures is a very important component of the method as it, on 
the one hand, helps remembering the words, and creates a strong link between 
the phonological form of the word and its meaning. All this time spent on drilling 
routines and producing as much language as possible with implicit or inductive 
focus on form made the participants speak faster and use more types of sentences. 
We can illustrate this with an example from the interviews. In all interviews, we 
have asked the question “Qu’est-ce que tu aimes manger?” (What do you like to 
eat?). Less proficient students often reply in single words “La pomme” (An apple), 
while more proficient student use complete sentences to answer and add more 
information on their own initiative, like “J’aime la pomme et j’ai un pomme dans 
mon sac” (I love an apple and I have an apple in my bag). The DUB learners were 
encouraged to speak in complete sentences in class, which probably helped them 
to entrench sentence frames, which can easily be accessed and reused in different 
situations. In line with Langacker (2000), we would argue that this limits con-
scious processing and allow the students to continue speaking supporting both 
fluency and creativity. 

Finding that L2 learners with an implicit type of method with high L2 expo-
sure are more fluent or complex is not a novelty. Studies in immersion programs 
in Canada already pointed out that these types of methods worked well on these 
aspects. It is more striking to find no difference or even an advantage for the 
DUB method on grammatical accuracy measures, especially considering the fact 
that the SB method spent a significant amount of time explicitly explaining and 
practicing the grammatical rules. We had expected the SB learners to outperform 
the DUB learners in this respect. The lack of such a finding could stem from the 
fact that the three grammatical constructions analyzed for this study may be cat-
egorized as “simple” constructions and are therefore perfectly suitable for learning 
through hearing and producing many examples. It would be interesting to analyze 
more complex grammatical structures, which were unfortunately not present in 
our data at this stage. Our results on the accuracy of gender contradict the findings 
of Lyster (2004) and Lyster and Izquierdo (2009), who found that students who 
were explicitly instructed about grammatical gender outperformed the students 
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who were instructed without an explicit focus on grammatical gender. However, 
their studies involved groups that may have been similar in the amount of L2 
exposure and differed only in terms of awareness raising in one of the groups. In 
the DUB group however, there was also awareness raising of gender by means of 
specific gestures for feminine and masculine determiners. Apparently, the gesture 
associated with a word was as effective as learning the article together with the 
noun from a vocabulary list as in the SB condition.

The study shows that as far as vocabulary was concerned there were not 
many differences. The SB learners learned lists of vocabulary whereas the DUB 
learners were asked to repeat words accompanied by a gesture. Both techniques 
seem to be effective; however the gesture technique has the advantage of avoiding 
the L1 while entrenching the vocabulary, which could partly explain why the DUB 
learners used less of the L1 in their interviews. The SB learners used significantly 
more non-French vocabulary and did so in more different situations. However, we 
must add that both SB and DUB learners used some Dutch words when they lacked 
the vocabulary, but the SB learners also used a few complete Dutch utterances, to 
verify if they understood the question of the interviewer correctly or to explain 
why they could not answer in French. The DUB learners usually communicated in 
French and none of them used complete Dutch utterances in their speech. Some 
DUB learners used certain strategies to avoid the use of Dutch, like nonverbal com-
munication (gestures, facial expressions) and circumlocution. Our findings with 
regard to the use of non-French vocabulary are comparable to the findings of AIM 
research in Canada and in the Netherlands. Bourdages and Vignola (2009) found 
that AIM students used significantly fewer bilingual and English utterances than 
the non-AIM students. In the Netherlands, Rousse-Malpat and Verspoor (2012) 
also found that the non-AIM students used more Dutch during the interview and 
in more situations than the AIM students after one and two years of instruction. 

As far as fluency is concerned, the groups were similar in their use of filled 
pauses. Our results suggest that counting filled pauses at the beginning stages of 
acquisition might not be a valid way to distinguish fluent and non-fluent speakers. 
The findings in fluency research to date were also ambiguous with regard to the 
utility of filled pauses as a measure of fluency (e.g. Kormos & Dénes, 2004; Rekhart 
& Dunkel, 1992; Van Gelderen, 1994). It might be more interesting to investigate 
the distribution of pauses of foreign language learners, as it is suggested that their 
pausing pattern is influenced by their L1 (Raupach, 1980).
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There are a number of limitations to this study that need to be acknowledged 
and addressed in further research. First of all, we were limited in controlling for 
some known confounding variables in classroom-based research, such as teachers 
and attitudes and motivation of the learners. Both groups differed in the number 
of hours of French lessons and of L2 exposure, even though they were the two 
most comparable groups from our larger study. Furthermore, the generalizability 
of our findings is limited, as the scope of our study concerned two groups of learn-
ers with a high scholastic aptitude in Dutch secondary education. The findings can 
thus not be generalized to all learners.

 
With regard to the measures used in this study, our investigation of analytical 

measures was limited to frequency counts and three grammatical constructions. 
Although our choice was inspired by the existing literature on CAF, we are per-
fectly aware that our measures are limited in terms of range. Complexity, accuracy, 
and fluency are each complex subsystems with multiple components, which show 
nonlinear and dynamic development. Therefore, the development of CAF in L2 
oral performance should be traced over time and assessed with multiple measures 
in future research. We also felt that some aspects of the linguistic system were 
not well represented by our measures; that is to say the pragmatic aspect of oral 
language use. We tried to grasp this pragmatic aspect by measuring L2 use, which 
is a limited aspect of pragmatics. We see from the analysis of the semantic errors 
that there is a difference between the groups in using verbs in the appropriate 
context, so we feel that functional adequacy of the language could also be part of 
the analysis.

Finally, we have found that the DUB method has more effect than the SB 
method, but we do not know exactly why. We cannot say whether it is the fre-
quency of exposure, the learning environment, the amount of authentic input, 
the enhanced output or the scaffolding in the form of gestures. We have suggested 
that the differences between the two groups could be explained by the underlying 
assumptions each method has of how languages are learned but we cannot point 
at single variables that influence particular elements of L2 development because 
many variables dynamically interact over time and are impossible to tease apart. 
However, follow-up studies could yield more insight into the specific aspects that 
contribute to the effectiveness of foreign language instruction in classroom set-
tings.
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7. Conclusion
In this chapter, we investigated the effects of two different teaching methods 
based on two different views on how languages are learned: one Structure-based, 
viewing language as a set of rules, and one Dynamic usage-based, viewing lan-
guage as a set of conventionalized routines. Beginners of L2 French were tested on 
their oral proficiency after three years of instruction. Their oral output was scored 
holistically and analytically. Results showed beneficial effects of the DUB method 
on general proficiency, fluency, grammatical complexity, accuracy of the present 
tense and L2 use. There were also several aspects were both methods had the same 
effects: filled pauses, accuracy of negation and gender and lexical diversity. There 
was no advantage of the SB group on any measure. We discussed that this differ-
ence in effects can be explained by the underlying assumptions each method takes 
to explain how second languages are learned. 

Our findings suggest that a teaching method inspired by DUB principles of-
fers a good alternative for foreign language teachers who struggle with effective 
language teaching. Teaching methods inspired by this theory do not see language 
as a set of rules but as conventionalized routines, where learning emerges from 
the dynamic interaction between input and output. Our findings also suggest that 
grammar instruction is not a prerequisite for grammatical accuracy at the begin-
ning phase of L2 acquisition. On the contrary, learners without grammar instruc-
tion were even more grammatically accurate on one aspect than the explicitly 
instructed students. However, the lack of grammar instruction does not mean that 
there was no attention to grammar at all in the DUB classes. The DUB method uses 
an inductive approach to teaching form-use-meaning mappings, including gram-
mar, in which learners are stimulated to detect or notice patterns in the input and 
work out the rule for themselves. These findings suggest that teaching approaches 
should be focusing more on providing the learners with high exposure to the 
target language and enhanced input, in which grammar is related to meaning and 
use. 

The chapter presented the results of a detailed study on the effects of both 
programs on speaking. The next chapter investigates the effects of both programs, 
using the same data set, on writing with a special focus on writing complexity. 
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Chapter 5
Explicit versus implicit instruction: 

a long-term study on writing complexity11 

1. Introduction
Explicit methods of instruction are very common in foreign language teaching, 
and there is still a strong belief that explicit grammar instruction is a prerequisite 
for successful second language learning. This is not surprising as many studies and 
meta-studies point to a positive effect of explicit grammar instruction (cf. Norris 
& Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010; Goo, et al., 2015). In addition, there have 
been studies on the effects of type of instruction on linguistic complexity such as 
the differential effects on the acquisition of simple vs. complex grammatical rules 
on oral and written skills (cf. Spada & Tomita, 2010). They also conclude that there 
is evidence for a beneficial effect of explicit instruction on the use of both simple 
and complex forms. 

However, the effects of explicit instruction may be overestimated (e.g. 
Doughty, 2003) because research designs often favor explicit types of instruction 
using proficiency measures relying on “constrained, constructed responses” (fill 
the blanks, metalinguistic judgement responses) (Spada, 2011; p.228) and studying 
brief treatments only (Spada & Tomita, 2010). Another issue is time. Implicitly-
taught learners have to discover the language patterns on their own, and this 
process may require more hours of exposure (Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2018). 
Therefore, studies looking at brief periods of instruction and at grammatical com-
plexity only, might put implicit instructional settings at a disadvantage. Finally, 
the question remains whether the knowledge acquired in explicit instructional 
settings can effectively be transferred to learners’ communicative language use. 
These remaining issues are to be explored more and long-term intervention stud-
ies on type of instruction with free response tasks--eliciting uncontrolled foreign 
language use--are called for.

11  This chapter is based on the following article: 
Rousse-Malpat, A. Steinkrauss, R., & Verspoor, M. (in revision). Implicit vs. explicit L2 instruc-
tion: a long-term study on writing complexity. 
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The present ecologically valid classroom study--with all its inherent messi-
ness--aims to explore the instructional effects of explicit and implicit instruction 
with free response, communicative writing tasks after three years of L2 French 
instruction on linguistic complexity measures. 

2. Background
To explore long-term effects of explicit and implicit instruction, several issues 
need to be considered. First of all, it is important to define explicit versus implicit 
instruction, to review findings concerning explicit and implicit instruction, and to 
understand typical complexity features in L2 French development. 

2.1  The effects of type of instruction on syntactic and morpho-syntactic 
complexity 

Defining explicit and implicit instruction is difficult as there are many types of 
instruction and definitions, which may partially overlap and can lead to ambiguity 
or misinterpretation (Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada, 1997; Spada & Tomita, 2010). 
To define the types of instruction for our study, we start with Spada’s definition of 
form-focused instruction (FFI), which concerns “any pedagogical effort which is 
used to draw the learners’ attention to language form either implicitly or explic-
itly. This can include the direct teaching of language (e.g. through grammatical 
rules) and/or reactions to learners’ errors (e.g. corrective feedback)” (Spada, 1997; 
p.73). Within FFI we can distinguish between explicit and implicit instruction. In 
explicit FFI, “learners are encouraged to develop metalinguistic awareness of the 
rule” (Ellis, 2008, p.438). In implicit FFI, there may be a form-focused component 
within a meaning-based method, but the focus is not predetermined, learners 
receive little form-focused feedback, and the patterns are mostly discovered in-
ductively. 

The current study will explore the effect of explicit vs. implicit instruction on 
linguistic complexity measures and particularly on syntactic, lexical, morpho-syn-
tactic and phrasal complexity measures in L2 French writing. Most related research 
so far has focused on accuracy, specifically the trade-off between fluency and accu-
racy, and how focus on form could be incorporated into a communicative lesson. 
For example, studies on immersion programs in Canada (Genesee, 1987; Swain, 
1988; Lightbown & Spada, 1994; Harley & Swain, 1984; Lyster, 1987) concluded 
that L2 learners benefitted from implicit immersion instruction in that learners 
sounded more fluent, but learners still had many problems with accuracy. Other 
studies suggest that exposition to language alone (input flood), also associated 
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with implicit instruction, did have beneficial effects on the acquisition of syntax in 
the short and the long term, but that it did not necessarily mean that learners had 
a better knowledge of grammar (Trahey & White, 1993; Trahey, 1996). 

More recently, the attention has shifted to the effect of explicit vs. implicit 
instruction on the types of constructions (simple versus complex) that lend them-
selves best to explicit instruction (cf. Housen & Kuiken, 2009). The claim is that 
some rules are simply too complex to be understood and learned implicitly and 
thus would need explicit explanation and practice (Hulstijn & de Graaff, 1994). 

In their meta-analysis, Spada and Tomita (2010) show that explicit instruc-
tion is more effective for both simple and complex structures, and that the effects 
of explicit instruction last longer too. There are several studies reporting such a 
positive effect for both types of constructions (de Graaff, 1997; Robinson, 1996; 
Shook, 1994, Doughty & Varela, 1998; Xu & Lyster, 2014). There are also a few 
studies with mixed findings. Housen, Pierrard and Van Daele (2005), who defined 
complexity as the functional markedness of the linguistic structure, looked at the 
effects of explicit instruction vs. no instruction on passive forms (more complex) 
and sentence negation (less complex) in French. They included a mix of explicit 
and implicit knowledge tasks for both oral and written skills: a grammatical judg-
ment task, a controlled written production task and an unplanned oral production 
task. Their hypothesis was that explicit instruction would work best for the more 
complex feature (the French passive voice), but results indicated that instruction 
was equally effective for both language features. No differential effects on dif-
ferent grammatical forms were found, but on the written production task, the 
instructed group outperformed the non-instructed group. 

Most studies that were reviewed are semi-experimental in that they usually 
involve short-term treatments and involve rather controlled tasks to test effects (c.f. 
Norris & Ortega, 2000; R. Ellis, 2002). One exception is a classroom study by Wil-
liams and Evans (1998). It involved free-production data for oral and written skills 
in the form of discussions and multi-draft papers with peer review. It showed that 
a focus on form treatment with explicit instruction and feedback, improved the 
learners’ performance on participial adjectives, but not on passive forms, which 
are seen as more complex.
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2.2 The effects of type of instruction on lexical complexity
Overall, studies on the effect of explicit vs. implicit instruction have focused on 
the complexity of morpho-syntactic constructions. Few have looked at lexical 
complexity, which refers to the elaborateness of the lexicon, the systemic com-
plexity (Bulté & Housen, 2012) of smaller or larger lexical items, which may 
include collocations, chunks or formulaic expressions. The difference between 
simple and complex here often refers to the variety, the size and the diversity of 
the lexicon and the conventionalized constructions. General findings on morpho-
syntactic forms show that explicit instruction has less effect on grammatical forms 
than on lexical items (Xu & Lyster, 2014; Mackey, 2006; Shook, 1994; Williams & 
Evans, 1998; Yang & Lyster, 2010). Laufer (2005) argues that input only is not suf-
ficient to acquire lexical knowledge and shows in a review of studies comparing 
the effects of focus on form(s) tasks vs. meaning based tasks and in an empirical 
study comparing the effects of focus on forms, that findings clearly point towards 
a beneficial effect of explicit instruction of vocabulary. In her opinion, especially 
designed activities involving repeated encounters of the words outside of the con-
text of communication are necessary to increase the active lexical knowledge of 
the learners and developing their knowledge of vocabulary. 

2.3 Developmental phases of L2 French complexity
So far, our literature review has dealt with the effect of explicit vs. implicit instruc-
tion on the learners’ performance in the L2. Another vein of research in complexity 
measures has focused less on the effect of instruction, but more on developmental 
phases and the levels of complexity and accuracy that can be expected at different 
proficiency levels (e.g. Veronique, 2009; Grandfeldt and Agren, 2014; Ortega, 2012; 
Verspoor, Schmid and Xu 2012). As our study concerns beginning learners of L2 
French, mainly L2 French studies are reviewed here. 

Using Direkt-Profil (an automatic analyzer used in the present study too) Bar-
tning & Schlyter (2004) analyzed a great number of L2 French texts and suggest that 
L2 learners of French go through seven stages of morpho-syntactic development 
before they reach the end of the acquisition continuum. In stage 1, learners use non-
finite verbs in the infinitive form and in negation or in front of NP. There are also 
problems with pronoun use. In stage 2, the use of the present perfect and modal 
verbs with infinitives emerges. Agreement is still difficult, but subordination and 
negation are more target like. There are problems with object pronouns and prepo-
sitions. In stage 3, the use of verb forms stabilizes. The first person plural is target 
like, but there are still problems with incorrect verb forms. In stage 4, complex 
tenses (plusperfect + conditional) appear but are not used target like. The use of the 
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subjunctive emerges and there are different ways of expressing negation. The use 
of articles and prepositions is more target like. In stage 5, several complex and less 
frequent tenses are used correctly: the plusperfect, the future and the conditional. 
The pronouns en ‘of those’ and y ‘there’, which are syntactically complex in French, 
emerge as well as some embedded structures. In stage 6, the use of subjunctives 
becomes more native-like and subject verb-agreement on 3rd person plural is target 
like. In stage 7, Bartning adds the use of formulaic language (defined as conven-
tionalized multi-word expressions), which distinguishes natives from near-natives. 

Focusing on formulaic language that beginners use in early stages of develop-
ment, Myles (2012) explores developmental phases in L2 French. The oral data from 
a longitudinal study (2 years) showed that beginners depended heavily on memo-
rized routines, which made them sound more complex than they actually were. 
According to Myles, these memorized routines helped them early on to overcome 
the limitations of limited proficiency. Learners make use of key sentences, formula-
ic sentences listed on a vocabulary list and routines to bridge the linguistic gap they 
have and convey their message. Other studies on formulaic language show that at 
high-intermediate and advanced levels, formulaic language was an important factor 
in sounding more native (Verspoor & Smiskova, 2012) and Verspoor et al. (2012) 
showed that the relative number of chunks was a strong indicator of proficiency 
level. Thus, at the beginning, learners seem to use a limited set of formulae to be 
able to express themselves, but later these phrases give room to more creative lan-
guage, and finally more native-like chunks appear as a good sign of development. 

All in all, studies to date show a beneficial effect of explicit instruction. How-
ever, studies on the effect of explicit vs. implicit instruction have focused mainly 
on accuracy or complexity of morpho-syntactic elements. Many of these studies 
are based on short-term interventions, and use constrained tests to evaluate the ef-
fects of type of instruction. The current study is a departure in three ways: it is not 
experimental, but based on real classroom practices, it is truly long-term (three 
years), and it will use free response written data. 

The current study is part of a larger study in which the effects of explicit 
versus implicit L2 French instruction in the Netherlands are compared (Chapter 
3). The larger study compared 229 learners at different levels in different schools 
on both oral and written skills over three years of instruction. The current study 
explores in detail the differences in various linguistic complexity measures in syn-
tax, morpho-syntax, and lexicon of two groups of learners in their final writing 
samples after three years of study. 
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The general research question is whether there are differences in the ef-
fects of explicit and implicit types of instruction on linguistic complexity in the 
free writing production of L2 French. In particular we will look at the following 
measures:
1.  Syntactic and lexical complexity: Broad complexity measures such as average 

sentence length, T-units, text length, Guiraud, word length and a complexity 
scores (Profil grade).

2.  Morpho-syntactic complexity: Specific complexity measures at the morpho-
logical and phrasal level such as grammatical words, conjunctions, deter-
miners, prepositions, nominal pronouns, finite verbs, early verb tense, tense 
(other than present simple) and bi-gram types.

3.  Phrasal complexity: Memorized routines, which may make learners seem 
more complex than they actually were, operationalized by n-grams length 
and coverage. 

3. Method

3.1 Explicit versus implicit instructional programs
The explicit group was taught with an explicit program using a course book called 
Grandes Lignes (Noordhoff, 2014), specifically developed for French as a second lan-
guage in a Dutch high school context. Even though it is supposed to be task-based, 
it takes a structure-based approach. Each chapter presents grammatical rules in 
a pre-determined order. Grammar rules and instruction to the exercises are ex-
pressed in the L1. Teachers usually discuss these in the L1. Learners are exposed to 
the L2 by means of listening fragments and to target language use of the teacher 
(see next section for more details). Corrective feedback is provided by the teacher. 

The course book is organized with one grammatical and vocabulary focus in 
each chapter. The grammatical rules follow a sequence from simple to complex, 
alternating morphological rules, such as the use of gender in French nouns and ad-
jectives, or the use of tenses with syntactical rules such as the place of the adjective 
in a sentence. The book also details the use of fixed expressions or routines called 
Phrases Clés. There are 10 to 12 fixed routines per chapter. These routines usually go 
hand in hand with the vocabulary topics in the chapters. 

Writing is practiced from the beginning with exercises that are built in terms 
of complexity, going from reproduction to semi-free production. It means that 
there are tasks for which learners must write a small sample on their own, but 
what is mainly expected from them is the re-use of the fixed expressions learned 
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in the chapter. The explicit program is communicative with structure-based com-
ponents. Therefore, we consider it an explicit form-focused instructional program.

The implicit group was taught with an implicit program using the accelerated 
integrated method (AIM). AIM was originally developed for French as a second 
language in Canada (Maxwell, 2001; Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor, 2018). Learners 
are exposed to stories in the L2 with constructions that match the linguistic level 
of the learners. Each word is accompanied by an iconic gesture to help the learner 
understand the meaning. Also, grammatical features such as gender or tense mark-
ings, are presented with specific iconic gestures. However, there is no pre-deter-
mined grammatical order and there is no explicit instruction on grammatical fea-
tures. Attention to form may occur when a learner has a specific question, which 
is responded to on an individual basis and preferably using an inductive approach. 

Learners start by learning to understand the story with the help of the iconic 
gestures and then do activities and games with words and expressions related to the 
story to form strong associations between forms and their meaning. The program 
starts off with a great deal of input focusing mostly on oral and listening skills. 
Learners are exposed to the L2 through the teacher, listening fragments and peers. 
Corrective feedback is rarely given, only at times to avoid fossilization. The L1 is 
used occasionally for comprehension checks. After six months of oral input, read-
ing and writing are introduced. Learners are first asked to reproduce the story, but 
at a later stage to write a creative follow up. The program is communicative with 
strong meaning-based components. Grammatical rules are never dealt with ex-
plicitly. Therefore, we consider it an implicit form-focused instructional program.

3.2 Schools and teachers
Two schools in the Netherlands were involved in this study, selected from the 5 
schools involved in the larger study on the effectiveness L2 instruction. These were 
selected because they were the most comparable in terms of scholastic level and 
amount of L2 exposure provided in the classroom. Scholastic level was determined 
by means of a high school entrance test, Cito, which according to Verspoor, de Bot 
and Xu (2015) is a strong predictor for language development. L2 exposure was 
estimated on the basis of classroom observations, which showed that the teachers 
in the explicit group, unlike some of their colleagues, spoke a great deal of French. 
At the end of the observation period, the learners in the explicit group were esti-
mated to have had 144 hours of L2 French exposure. The teacher in the implicit 
group, like most of her colleagues using AIM, spoke French almost exclusively, 
which resulted in about 194 hours of L2 French exposure at the end. 
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Both teachers had a high level of French proficiency (C1 according to the 
CEFR; Council of Europe, 2001), a high motivation to teach with the method they 
were teaching with, a considerable amount of experience (more than 5 years of 
teaching experience), and a good rating by their learners on teaching qualities. 
The explicit group kept the same teacher throughout the three years; the implicit 
group had a new teacher after one school year. 

3.3 Participants
This study involves 43 participants. The explicit group is composed of 21 partici-
pants (boys N=11, girls N=10) and the implicit group is composed of 22 partici-
pants (boys N=11, girls N=11). None of the participants had any previous knowl-
edge of French before the beginning of this study. They were the two groups 
within the larger study that scored highest on all proficiency scores in their respec-
tive modes of instruction.

3.4 The writing assignments
Participants were asked to write a narrative of about 150 words in 20 minutes 
about 6 times per year. The assignments were hand written in the classroom with-
out any additional help from the teacher or from a dictionary. For the current 
study we used the two last assignments with the same topics for both groups. As-
signment 1, Write about your favorite book, series or movie, was written after 27 months of 
instruction. Assignment 2, Write about your future, how do you see your life in 20 years, was 
written after 34 months of instruction. For the analysis, the measures of these two 
assignments were taken together and averaged to avoid task effects.

3.5 Measures and tools 

3.5.1 Broad measures
Broad measures of syntactic complexity (c.f. Bulté & Housen, 2012 ; Norris & 
Ortega, 2009) were operationalized as overall text length (i.e. number of tokens), 
T-unit length (Hunt, 1965) and sentence length, all obtained with the Lextutor text 
analyzer (Cobb, 2010). 

Broad measures of lexical complexity (diversity and sophistication) were 
operationalized as the Guiraud index (Guiraud, 1954; Bulté, Housen, Pierrard, 
Van Daele, 2008) and word length (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1988; Grant & Ginther, 
2000) extracted by Direkt Profil (Grandfeldt, Nugues, Agren, Thulin, Persson & 
Schlyter, 2006; Agren, Granfeldt and Schlyter, 2012). 
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For a broad measure of morpho-syntactic complexity, we made use of the au-
tomatic analyzer Direkt Profil (Grandfeldt et al. 2006; Agren, Granfeldt en Schlyter, 
2012) specifically developed to analyze the morpho-syntactic development of 
written French as a second language. Direkt Profil provides holistic indications on 
the stage of development of written or transcribed oral data. The software provides 
three scores on the level of morpho-syntactic development, each one calculated 
according to a different algorithm. As Granfeldt et al. (2006) point out, we must 
bear in mind the difficulties that the software has when differentiating between 
texts of neighboring stages. Moreover, the software only recognizes words that are 
correctly spelled, which is a tremendous issue with beginner writers, especially 
in the implicit group. We chose to remedy this problem by averaging the results 
of their three algorithms. Also, a high degree of reliability was found between the 
three scores. The average measure ICC was 0.74 with a 95% confidence interval 
from 0.57 to 0.85 (F(41)=3.89, p<.05). We have called the average of the three 
scores obtained the Profil grade. 

3.5.2 Specific measures
For specific syntactic complexity measures, we looked at the complexity of specific 
morpho-syntactic constructions also obtained through Direkt Profil. It provides 
numbers and ratios of conjunctions, determiners, prepositions, nominal pronouns, 
finite lexical verbs, and verb tenses (separated in tenses typically learned early vs. 
late) used in the data. Most of these items are similar to the ‘simple features’ as de-
fined by Spada & Tomita’s (2010) such as tense, articles, plurals, prepositions, sub-
ject-verb inversion, possessive determiners and participial adjectives. Direkt Profil 
also provides information on complex features listed in the meta-analysis, such as 
dative alternation, question formation, relativization, passives, and pseudo-cleft 
sentences, but these were not produced by our learners at this stage. 

To examine morpho-syntactic complexity in more detail, we looked at tense 
use and we calculated tense ratios by dividing the number of verbs in each tense 
by the total number of verbs per participant. We also examined tense variety by 
adding the number of different tense types used by each participant in both their 
assignments. 

3.5.3 Routines
In an attempt to evaluate the difference in linguistic complexity at the phrasal level, 
we used different n-gram measures to investigate the use of associated words. Cal-
culating n-grams is a frequency-based approach to formulaic language; n-grams 
are stretches of words occurring together more than once and have been used 
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in studies on lexical sophistication (Biber, Conrad and Cortes, 2004) and lexical 
proficiency (Crossley, Cui & McNamara, 2012; Kyle & Crossley, 2015). To retrieve 
n-grams and calculate their frequency, we first removed all sentences that were a 
repetition of the instruction for the assignment from the texts, and then the two 
writing assignments of all participants following the same instructional method 
were combined. These two large corpus texts were submitted to Lextutor, which 
provided a list of n-grams ranging from a length of 2 to 7 words that had occurred 
at least twice as a combination together with their frequency of occurrence and 
the proportion of words in the texts that belonged to all n-grams of a specific 
length (i.e. the coverage of the n-grams). We must add that the corpus tool does 
not control for meaningfulness and lexicalization of the repeated word strings, so 
we categorized the examples into meaningful units to interpret the findings. 

To examine complexification of bi-grams, we hand coded them as gram-
matical phrases such as Subj-V, Det-N, Adj-N, Relative-N, Relative-V, Conj-N, V-
Prep, Prep-N, Negation, Adv-V, Adv-Adv, Adv-Adj combinations. To calculate the 
ratios of the different types, the specific types of bi-grams were divided by the 
total number of bi-gram types. 

To check how much of the language was routinized we calculated the overall 
coverage of all repeated n-grams per group by dividing the number of words 
involved in repeated n-grams by the total number of words. 

To check for the length of memorized routines, we compared the ratio of the 
number of words of the different repeated n-grams (7 words to 2 words) by the 
total number of words.

Table 27. Summary of the linguistic complexity measures.

Broad Specific Routines

Text length
Sentence Length
T-units
Guiraud
Word length 
Profil grade

Conjunctions
Determiners
Prepositions
Nominal Pronouns
Finite Verbs
Present tense
Tense (other than 
present simple)
Tense ratios
Tense variety

Bi-gram types
N-gram coverage 
N-gram length
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3.6 Analyses
For normally distributed data, independent sample t-tests were used to compare 
the groups. For non-normally distributed data, we used a Mann-Whitney U test. 
For each result, we also computed the effect size (Cohen’s d for the t-test, r for the 
Mann-Whitney U test). We used an alpha level of .05. 

4. Results

4.1 Broad measures
Table 28. Broad measures of length (***p<.001).

Tokens per text*** Sentence Length 
in words***

Number of T-units***

Mean SD t df Cohen’s 
d

Mean SD t df Cohen’s 
d

Mean SD t df Cohen’s 
d

Ex-
plicit

66.20 15.278.34 26.91 >.8 9.16 2.44 5.40 41 >.8 10.57 5.58 6.73 41 >.8

Im-
plicit

146.25 42.05 14.02 3.35 19.63 2.66

Results in table 28 show that the implicit group wrote longer texts, with longer 
sentences containing more t-units.

Table 29. Broad measures of linguistic complexity (*** p<.001).

Guiraud Word length Profil Grade***

Mean SD t df Mean SD t df Mean SD t Cohen’s d

Explicit 5.9 0.5     0.69 33.7 39 4 0.22 -.55 2.28 0.44 2,8 0.88

Implicit 6.09 0.9 3.9 0.38 2.76 0.63

Table 29 shows that the groups did not differ in vocabulary complexity (Guiraud) 
nor in sophistication (word length). The implicit group obtained a significantly 
higher Profil level than the explicit group. 
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4.2 Specific measures

Figure 6. Specific morpho-syntactic measures of complexity (*p<.05.)

Fig. 6 shows that the two groups only differ in their use of conjunctions and 
determiners. A Mann-Whitney U test indicated that the explicit group had both 
a significant higher ratio of determiners (Mdn=0.17) than the implicit group 
(Mdn=0.15), U=142.5; p<.05; medium effect size (r=-0.3). At the same time, 
an independent samples t-test showed that the implicit group had a significant 
higher ratio for conjunctions (M=0.08; SD=0.01) than the explicit group (M=0.05; 
SD=0.01); t(40)=4; p<.05. Cohen’s d reported a large effect size (d>.8). 

Table 30. Specific measures of tense use.

Finite lexical verbs Tense ratio (other than 
present simple)

Early tense ratio

Mdn U Z p Mdn U Z p Mdn U Z p

Explicit 1 191,5 -0,49 0,62 0,26 179 -1,03 0,3 0,11 168 -1,31 0,19

Implicit 0,92 0,26 0,10

Results of Mann-Whitney U (table 30) showed no significant difference between 
the two groups.

Conjunctions Prepositions Determiners Nominative
pronouns

Verbs

0,05

0,10

0,15

0,20

0,25

0,30

0

Implicit

Explicit

*

*
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Figure 7. Use of different tenses (*p<.05).

Even though the groups wrote on the same topics, Fig. 7 shows that the explicit 
group used relatively more present tense and past perfect than the implicit group. 
The implicit group used more nearby future and future simple than the explicit 
group. Effect sizes were large (see appendix D1 and D2 for the complete overview). 
No differences were found for the use of the imperfect. The number of occur-
rences of the conditional or past simple, which are relatively more complex tenses, 
acquired at a later stage of acquisition, was too low to analyze statistically. Only 
two participants in each group were able to use them. 

For tense variety, a Mann-Whitney test indicated that the implicit group 
used significantly more different types of tenses (Mdn=4) than the explicit group 
(Mdn=3), U=97.5, p<.05, r=-.49.

4.2.1 Routines
The first analysis examines the complexication of bi-grams by looking at the diver-
sity of bi-gram types. This gives us information on the grammatical composition 
of the sentences.

*
*

*

*

Present Past
perfect
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simple
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Figure 8. Diversity of bi-gram types.

In Fig. 8, we can see that the explicit group uses more noun-verb combinations 
as well as determiner-nouns, relative pronoun-verb and preposition-nouns com-
binations (je suis; le film; que j’ai; à la). The implicit group, on the other hand, seems 
to make more use of adjective-noun, relative pronoun-noun (une grande; que tu), 
conjunction-noun combinations (et je; parce que), negations (n’est pas), and adverb 
combinations (sont très). It thus seems that the implicit group uses more different 
grammatical categories that elaborate on nouns or verbs and increase the length of 
a sentence. Text length of course can be very well explained by the greater number 
of conjunction-noun combinations. 

Figure 9 shows to what extent language was routinized by examining the n-gram 
coverage and length. The groups differed in the total percentage of coverage of all 
n-grams of 2 to 7 words in their texts. The implicit group has a higher percentage 
(22.8%) than the explicit group (18.6%), (see Appendix E for an overview of the 
n-grams).
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Figure 9. Distribution of n-gram coverage according to the string length.

While the explicit group tends to use longer word strings (7 and 6 word strings), 
the implicit group seems to use more shorter word strings. 

5. Discussion
The study compared a great number of complexity measures produced by two 
groups of learners in two free-response writing assignments after three years of 
instruction. The explicit group was taught with a program with a great deal of 
explicit instruction and the implicit group was taught with a program with hardly 
any explicit instruction. As the study is a classroom study with two different types 
of instruction, we must bear in mind that many other factors than just the explicit 
or implicit instruction are involved. However, as far as L2 exposure was con-
cerned, the explicit group was relatively similar to the implicit group. The groups 
were also quite similar in scholastic level. 

What is most important though is that most meta-analyses (Norris & Ortega, 
2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010; Goo et al. 2015) point to the fact that explicit instruc-
tion is relatively more effective than implicit instruction on a great number of 
variables, and the argument has been that learners may not recognize and master 
the more intricate linguistic patterns if they are not made aware of them explicitly. 
The findings in this chapter clearly suggest otherwise. This discrepancy—pointed 
out by the authors of the meta-analyses themselves—has been that most of the 
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findings in favor of explicit instruction are based on short-term interventions and 
evaluation may have been biased because of constrained tests that favor explicit 
learners. Therefore, a longitudinal study with free response data was called for. 

Our learners had three years of L2 French instruction. We based our analyses 
on their last two writing assignments with exactly the same topics. The implicit 
and explicit groups scored the same on lexical complexity measures, lexical diver-
sification (Guiraud) and lexical sophistication (average word length). In most other 
measures, the implicit group was more advanced. 

The implicit group scored better on syntactic (longer text, longer sentences 
and T-units) complexity measures. The implicit group also scored better on broad 
morpho-syntactic complexity measures, operationalized as the average of the three 
Direkt-Profil morpho-syntactic developmental scale scores. The implicit group 
used more conjunctions, but the explicit group used determiners (that is to say 
NPs). Bi-gram analyses showed that the implicit group elaborated their sentences 
more with adverbs, negations and particularly conjunctions, while the explicit 
group used more non-elaborated phrases with subject-verb, determiner-noun and 
preposition-noun. The elaboration may be a good explanation for the significantly 
longer sentences and T-units for the implicit group. According to Norris & Ortega 
(2009), the use of coordination is the first step in the development of syntactic 
complexity, followed by subordination and then complexification at the phrasal 
level. 

The implicit group was also more sophisticated in their use of tenses. While 
the explicit group expressed themselves mostly in the present tense or the past 
perfect, the implicit group used more of the two future tenses, one of which is 
considered as a more complex construction by Bartening & Schlyter (2004). The 
implicit group also used a greater diversity of tenses, especially in the second as-
signment. The first assignment concerned the participants’ favorite book or series, 
which can be written in the present tense or in the past perfect, which is what 
both groups did. The second assignment, however, was about the participants’ 
future and how they saw themselves in 20 years. Here, one would expect the 
use of the future tense more, which is what we found for the implicit group, but 
much less so for the explicit group. It thus seems that the implicit group was more 
appropriate and native-like in the tenses they chose. The implicit group had seen 
a story and sung a rap in which the future simple was incorporated. The explicit 
group had been taught the near future explicitly at the beginning of their L2 learn-
ing experience, but they had practiced it less over time.
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At the phrasal level, the implicit group used more short routines operational-
ized as n-grams. An n-gram was considered a “routine” if it occurred twice or 
more in the texts. Overall, the implicit group used a larger repertoire of the shorter 
conventionalized expressions (2-5 word strings) such as tout à coup le loup; après quelques 
semaines le premier so the total coverage was higher. However, the explicit group used 
more longer n-grams (7 and 6 word strings). The longer n-grams remind us of 
the memorized formulaic sentences that Myles (2012) mentioned such as Je suis tout 
à fait d’accord avec; j’ai trouvé que cette actrice jouait très. These differences may be related 
to the type of instruction. In the explicit program, students had memorized the 
longer phrases-clés and were able to use these meaningfully but they lacked access to 
the shorter routines, which the implicit method offers abundantly in the stories.

In sum, we may conclude that the implicit group scored significantly better 
in almost all syntactic and morpho-syntactic measures. We may conclude that 
more complex constructions do not need to be explained explicitly to be discov-
ered and used by learners, provided they are given enough time and exposure to 
discover them. However, exposure alone is not enough apparently, as the explicit 
group in our study had about the same amount of time of instruction and L2 ex-
posure as the implicit group. Therefore, we may assume that the positive effects of 
the implicit group are mainly due to specific features of the program. 

The first six months of their L2 learning, the AIM method focuses on oral 
skills only, which forces the learner to listen well and not depend on visual writ-
ten input. The AIM method provides narratives with authentic phrases and a story 
line. Each separate word is accompanied with an iconic gesture, but learners hear 
these words in complete phrases and sentences. We assume the iconic gestures 
help form strong associations between the words and their meaning, and the fre-
quent repetition of similar phrases in scripted playful lessons-- a key feature of 
the method--helps form strong syntagmatic associations. The learners also seem 
to profit from the complexity of the authentic input given to them. Spada (1997) 
states that “L2 learners appear to benefit from input which contains linguistic fea-
tures at stages which are more advanced than their level of development in some 
instances (e.g. with relative clauses and possessive pronouns), but may require 
input which is targeted to the next stage of development in others (e.g. question 
formation)” (p.80). 

Whereas AIM relies purely on oral input and output for six months, the 
explicit method has written input from the very beginning and practices writing, 
usually within restricted exercises. The students are usually asked to reproduce 

Chapter 5. Explicit versus implicit instruction: 
a long-term study on writing complexity
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small routines and simple sentences but are seldom pushed to be creative. They 
are exposed to longer memorized routines (phrases-clés), which are limited to ten or 
twelve per chapter, but they are not often asked to repeat these again.

This has been a classroom study, therefore ecologically valid, but the down-
side is that it may not have been controlled for sufficient variables. On the other 
hand, this study was part of a greater study in which the general findings were 
even more in favor of the implicit groups. For this study we took the best explicit 
group with the most exposure to L2 French. However, our findings—with a lim-
ited number of participants in two intact classes in the Dutch secondary school 
context--may not be directly generalizable to other contexts. 

Another point of debate could be that using free-production data is biased 
towards implicit instruction, which was based on story telling. However, both 
groups had participated in the three-year long study and written short narratives 
at least six times; moreover, the explicit instruction included reading and writing 
from the start and practiced writing relatively more. We tried to alleviate topic 
effects by using the same two assignments written towards the end of their third 
year. 

6. Conclusion
This classroom study explored the effects of explicit and implicit instruction after 
three years of L2 French instruction on linguistic complexity measures in writing. 
Until now, a wide range of studies have found that explicit instruction within a 
meaning-based approach is more effective than implicit instruction with relatively 
large effect sizes and durable positive effects (Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & 
Tomita, 2010). However, these findings may have been biased as treatments have 
been brief, which is a disadvantage for implicit learning. Moreover, they have used 
“highly constrained discrete-focus linguistic tasks” that favor explicit instruction 
(Spada, 2011, p. 228). To meet such flaws, DeKeyser (2008) suggests conducting 
more realistic experiments “in actual classrooms, with much larger fragments of 
language” where students are learning to achieve communicative ability rather 
than “just learning for the sake of the experiment” (p. 337). This suggestion has 
sketched out the purpose of the current study. 

We investigated writing free-production data of 43 beginners of L2 French 
who had had three years of instruction with similar amounts of L2 exposure. The 
explicit group had a traditional focus on explicit grammar; the implicit group was 
taught with the AIM method, which includes a great deal of scripted exposure and 
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playful repetition. The data was compared in terms of broad and specific meas-
ures of syntactic, morpho-syntactic and lexical complexity, as well as measures 
of phrasal complexity. Results after three years clearly show that implicit instruc-
tion with the AIM method leads to better writing complexity at various morpho-
syntactic levels but also in text length and the use of short routines. No differences 
were found for lexical complexity. In conclusion, explicit instruction does not 
necessarily lead to more complexity as measured in our study. 

Chapter 5. Explicit versus implicit instruction: 
a long-term study on writing complexity
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Chapter 6
General discussion

1. Introduction
In this chapter, we discuss the main findings of this dissertation. Our aim was to 
investigate the effects of an explicit vs. an implicit L2 instruction program on the 
development of oral and written skills of 229 high school Dutch students learn-
ing French. We wanted to find out which program was more effective on general 
proficiency measured by (semi)free production tests after three years of instruc-
tion. In this discussion, we will explain our findings and show how the implicit 
program has been able to make the most effective use of the L2 exposure by using 
a set of principles deriving from a Dynamic usage-based perspective on language 
development. Finally, we will address the inherent limitations of this classroom 
study and discuss the generalization of our findings.

2. Main findings
After providing a theoretical frame for this dissertation in Chapter 2, we carried out 
three related studies to answer our research questions. The first study (Chapter 3) 
analyzed the entire data set (n=229) and used two mixed effects models to deter-
mine which program was more effective. The second study (Chapter 4) analyzed the 
oral data of a subset of participants matched in scholastic level and amount of L2 
exposure (n=41) to compare the effects of each program on measures of fluency, 
grammar and vocabulary. The third study (Chapter 5) analyzed the written data of 
the same subset as chapter 4 (n=43) to compare the effects of each program on 
measures of complexity. The two last studies were carried out to get a detailed 
picture of the differential effects of each program.

2.1  Explicit vs. Implicit L2 instruction in the classroom: beyond the 
dichotomy

This mixed-effect analysis of the entire data set (n=229) showed that a predomi-
nantly implicit form-focused program was more effective in the development of 
L2 oral and written skills after one, two and three years of instruction than a 
predominantly explicit form-focused program. It concluded that the program that 
focused most on oral skills at the beginning (the implicit program) and had the 
most amount of L2 exposure helped developing better oral as well as written skills 
within one year of acquisition and maintained this difference during the following 
two years. The implicit program also fostered more L2 exposure in the classroom, 
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as all teachers in the implicit condition were able to maintain a high amount of 
target language use in the classroom. However, this difference in L2 exposure 
was not the decisive factor regarding the difference in effectiveness of the two 
programs: Using model comparison, we showed that L2 exposure accounted for 
less of the variance than the program, as the model using Program as a predictor 
explained 10% more of the variance than the model using Exposure as a predictor. 

2.2  Effects of a Structure-based vs. a Dynamic usage-based method on 
oral proficiency

This detailed analysis of the oral data of a sub-set of our participants (n= 41), 
comparable in terms of amount of L2 exposure and scholastic level, showed that 
the implicitly-taught participants showed higher levels regarding speech rate, 
grammatical complexity and L2 use, which all correlated very strongly with gen-
eral oral proficiency as perceived by the trained raters. This means that the more 
French words were used, the faster the participants spoke, and the more different 
sentence types were used, the more proficient the participants sounded. Both pro-
grams were found to have the same effects regarding filled pauses use, grammati-
cal accuracy and vocabulary, which correlated only moderately with general oral 
proficiency. This comparison of how different aspects of language use we related 
to overall proficiency showed that at the beginning stages of acquisition, fluency 
and complexity were at least equally important in sounding proficient as accuracy. 
Strikingly, both programs had the same effects on grammatical measures (except 
for the use of present tense, which was used more correctly by the implicit group), 
vocabulary and filled pauses. We concluded that the implicit program, which is a 
program that did not particularly focus on accuracy, was as much or even more 
effective on the aspects of grammar we investigated than a program that focused 
predominantly on grammar. 

2.3  Explicit vs. implicit instruction: a long-term study on written 
complexity

The third study looked at the same subgroup of participants, but this time studied 
the written productions of the learners in detail. Again, the learners (n= 43), were 
comparable in terms of amount of L2 exposure and scholastic level, and the analy-
sis revealed that the implicit group was more advanced than the explicit group on 
most measures of complexity. Lexical complexity measures, lexical diversification 
(Guiraud) and lexical sophistication (average word length), were an exception to 
this pattern as both groups scored the same. Specifically, the implicit group scored 
better on fluency (longer texts) and syntactic (longer sentences and T-units) com-
plexity measures and also did better on broad grammatical complexity measure 
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as they used more conjunctions. This contrasts with the language use of the ex-
plicit group who used more determiners (that is to say, NPs). The implicit group 
was also more sophisticated in their use of tenses. While the explicit group ex-
pressed themselves mostly in the present tense or the passé-composé, the implicit 
group used more of the two future tenses, one of which is considered as a more 
complex construction. Regarding multi-word strings, bi-gram analyses showed 
that the implicit group elaborated their sentences more with adverbs, negations 
and particularly conjunctions, while the explicit group used more non-elaborated 
phrases with subject-verb, determiner-noun and preposition-noun. Also, the im-
plicit group used a larger repertoire of the shorter conventionalized expressions 
(2-5 word strings) such as tout à coup le loup; après quelques semaines le premier, so the total 
coverage was higher. However, the explicit group used longer n-grams (7 and 6 
word strings). In sum, explicit instruction did not necessarily lead to more com-
plexity as measured in our study. 

3.  A predominantly explicit vs. implicit program
While the three studies have shown an overall advantage of the implicitly taught 
group in terms of both holistic ratings and detailed linguistic analyses for spo-
ken and written production, one of the stances of this dissertation has been to 
go beyond the dichotomy of explicit vs. implicit L2 instruction and to embed 
both teaching methods studied here into a larger notion that incorporates more 
aspects of a teaching method than the type of its grammatical instruction alone. 
We did so because of the nature of our investigation, which has been to take an 
ecologically-valid and longitudinal approach to the question. The limitations of 
this type of research (and there are many of course) are discussed later in this 
chapter; however, we would like to stress that our intention was to determine the 
effects of each types of instruction as they appear in the complex and sometimes 
messy reality of the classroom. Chapter 3 laid out the rationale behind our choice 
and showed that in classroom study, it is important to broaden our perspective and 
define our methods by going notions such as beyond grammatical accuracy and 
focus on form because they interact with other variables such as the amount of 
L2 exposure, the type of activities or the amount of L2, to form the complex and 
dynamic system that a second language instructional program actually constitutes. 

We therefore agree that we cannot attribute the success of the implicit pro-
gram only to its implicit instruction of form but rather to the combination of the 
principles of the program as a whole. In the next section will explain why we 
believe the implicit program was effective taking a Dynamic usage-based perspec-
tive to explain the findings. 
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4.  A DUB explanation on the effectiveness of the implicit 
program

4.1  Effects of both types of instruction on proficiency, fluency, 
vocabulary and accuracy

It seems that our longitudinal analysis of free-production data contradicts the re-
sults of recent meta-analyses on the effectiveness of explicit vs. implicit instruction 
(Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010; Goo et al., 2015), which all found 
that explicit instruction within a meaning-based approach is more effective than 
implicit instruction with relatively large effects sizes and durable positive effects. 

However, this might be because our implicit program is not one without 
any kind of attention to form. The program contained implicit attention to form 
(gestures), inductive grammar, and pushed output (in the form of drills and rep-
etition). Our study showed that the implicit program led to better general oral and 
written proficiency, which seemed to be an effect of the learners ‘better fluency, 
higher linguistic complexity and greater L2 use. This is in line with other studies 
on writing proficiency, which also found that the implicit group was better at 
syntactic complexity but also at lexical richness (Gruber, 2012). The explicit group 
in that study, however, was better at accuracy and essay scores while this was not 
the case in our data. We think that the difference to our study is that we did not 
measure many aspects of accuracy and that our participants were at the beginning 
stages of the acquisition, where accuracy might develop differently. 

We did not find differences in terms of vocabulary at the single-word level. 
Our findings are not in line with other studies on lexical development showing 
that explicit instruction should be more effective regarding lexical items (Xu & 
Lyster, 2014; Mackey, 2006; Shook, 1994; Williams & Evans, 1998; Yang & Lyster, 
2010). However, our results show that the implicit group was able to overcome 
their limited lexicon and sound more proficient by automatizing routines or con-
structions instead of automatizing grammar. This agrees with Myles (2012), whose 
study on oral skills showed that beginners depended heavily on memorized rou-
tines which made them sound more complex than they actually were. 

Our study also showed that the implicit program achieved at least the same 
level of L2 accuracy or sometimes better accuracy (for the present tense) than a 
program with an explicit attention to form. This does not support the strong belief 
among teachers that that explicit teaching of forms (often in the L1) is a prerequi-
site for learning an L2 accurately (West & Verspoor, 2016). We must admit that we 
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only traced grammatical accuracy on three constructions (present tense, negation 
and gender), but our results seem to accord with other studies on studies using 
free-response data (Andringa, de Glopper & Hacquebord, 2011) that showed that 
explicit and implicit instruction led to equal use of the target grammatical struc-
tures. We think that the implicitly taught learners probably start by making many 
errors in the beginning but that with exposure and time, those errors eventually 
drop. This is found in other studies (Tilma, 2014; Rousse-Malpat et al., 2012), 
showing that the drop of errors occurs after 10 months of acquisition. We think 
that the absence of a predetermined order of acquisition of grammatical rules in 
the implicit program allowed an individual process of language learning as argued 
for in CDST theories on language development (de Bot et al., 2007), eventually 
leading to lower error rates.

4.2 The dynamics behind FL learning with an implicit program
At the beginning of this dissertation (Chapter 2), we presented evidence from Usage-
Based theories that the mechanisms involved in language learning do not revolve 
around grammar rules but involve the association of language forms with mean-
ing in the appropriate context. Those constructions, also called Form Use Mean-
ing Mappings (FUMMs; Verspoor, 2017) can be specific or schematic and need 
to be learned as a whole rather than as single, separate words. Langacker (1987) 
stated that this process of entrenchment and conventionalization was dynamic and 
shaped through a great deal of repeated use in a meaningful context. This view 
on language development is compatible to a CDST perspective, which emphasizes 
that a learner’s resources (cognitive processes including attention) are limited and 
sub-systems may compete until they are synchronized (Van Geert & Verspoor, 
2015). In fact, Verspoor, de Bot & Lowie (2008) showed that trying to develop both 
writing and speaking in the early stages of L2 development may go at the expense 
of each other, pointing to competition between different systems of language use.

Our main finding is in line with those theories and shows that the implicit 
program, which heavily focuses on oral skills (speaking and listening), works bet-
ter on the development of both oral and written skills, already after one year of 
acquisition. The implicit program provided the FUMMs in stories, repeating them 
in many different ways. Through frequent activations, they became entrenched, 
which favored the development of fluency and complexity. In addition, it focused 
on listening and speaking at the beginning of the program and not on reading 
and writing, which according to CDST, frees up resources and avoids competition 
between too many skills.
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This sounds similar to the audio-lingual methods that were found ineffective 
in the 1980’s (as explained in Hutchinson and Waters, 1990).The difference to the 
approach in the current study is that audio-lingual methods focused mostly on in-
put and listening skills and presented linguistic patterns without much meaning-
ful context, whereas the implicit program in our study made use of both oral skills 
(listening and speaking) and provided learners with FUMMs within a meaningful 
context, thereby exposing the learners to the same language forms multiple times, 
using gestures, visuals, paraphrases and translations. Learning, therefore, could 
occur on many more different levels (Schmid, 2015; 2017) than in an audiolingual 
approach.

The explicit program, on the other hand, focused on all skills at the same 
time. While the learners in this program improved over time, their proficiency 
level was never as high as that of the learners in the implicit program. We argue 
that the explicit program did not achieve the same levels of proficiency because, 
apart from focusing on all skills at the same time, it did not succeed in presenting 
and entrenching the FUMMs in the learner’s cognitive system. The reasons for this 
is that the explicit program is based on the idea that the language system needs to 
be learned in separate sub-systems (grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation), thereby 
presenting only single aspects of language at a time and training their learners in 
assembling those sub-systems in producing language instead of activating learning 
on many different levels by presenting FUMMs in context. 

4.3 Meaningful use of L2 exposure
In our opinion, the effectiveness of the implicit program therefore is more related 
to the way L2 exposure is made meaningful than to how form is instructed. The 
implicit program was effective because it was designed in such a way that lan-
guage learning was about sharing meaning using conventionalized constructions 
instead of fabricating sentences by assembling utterances according to rules. The 
implicit program favored initial drilling and repetition to foster the development 
of fluency already from the beginning. All those principles and activities ensured 
that the L2 exposure provided to the learners was made meaningful by engaging 
the learners in many different ways in usage events where the input was revisited 
differently every time, and where strong associations to retain the FUMMs could 
be made by the learners. 

As argued in the previous section, the implicit program was able to integrate 
a set of didactics that were in accord with the cognitive mechanisms involved in 
learning a language implicitly through repeated use and entrenchment of FUMMs. 
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One of our results in Chapter 3 was that even though L2 exposure was a significant 
factor in explaining our results, it was not the main predictor. In fact, Chapter 4 
and Chapter 5 showed that the explicitly taught group, in spite of enjoying a high 
amount of L2 exposure, ended up being less fluent and less complex than the 
implicitly taught group in both skills. 

5. Other factors for the success of the implicit program
However, besides these cognitive explanations, there are other more practical as-
pects of the implicit program that may explain its success in a FLI context. First of 
all, according to our results, it seemed easier for the implicit teachers to provide 
higher amounts of L2 exposure (between 90% and 95% of the class in French) 
than for the explicit teachers (between 40% and 60% of the class in French). This 
ease of implementation of the target language can be explained by the fact that the 
implicit program (the AIM method) is very strict in the didactics that teachers fol-
low. All AIM teachers have taken a course to learn the gestures and the principles 
of the AIM method, which is fully scripted, ensuring that all teachers do the same 
in class. Also, the focus on oral skills at the beginning combined with the high 
amount of repetition and the use of gestures makes it easier for learners to engage 
immediately in a meaningful conversation in the target language very quickly 
(such as asking to go to the bathroom, or explaining that somebody is sick). This 
step might be to easily overlooked in the explicit program where the focus does 
not lie on the expression of the basic needs of the learners but on the acquisition 
of the vocabulary and grammatical points of each lesson.

It seems then, that in a FLI context poor in external input (Kouraogo, 1993), 
providing teachers with a clear program including steps and scripts to follow can 
support them to achieve an amount of L2 exposure and L2 use that enables learn-
ers to learn the language at a significantly faster rate. This seems more difficult to 
achieve by a program that focuses on grammar and accuracy. 

6. Limitations of the design and generalization of the findings
Each study that this dissertation is composed of has its own share of limitations 
that have been discussed in the previous chapters. Here, we would like to point at 
several aspects of our corpus that must be borne in mind whilst interpreting and 
generalizing our findings. While we very carefully tried to control the limitations 
resulting from the very nature of our quasi-experimental classroom study, they 
could still have an impact on our findings. 
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Firstly, we know from previous studies (Schultz, 1996; Wentzel, 1998) that 
teachers’ and learners’ attitude and motivation can have an impact on the perfor-
mance in a second language. In our study, we recruited the teachers according to 
several criteria in order to limit the effect of differences between the teachers. The 
teachers were all at least C1 speakers of French, had at least 5 years of experience as 
a teacher and were rated as “popular” by their students in the background question-
naire. Additionally, we also controlled for teacher beliefs on instructional methods 
to ensure that all the teachers were happy with the method they were teaching 
with. Only one teacher was teaching two groups with two different methods and 
admitted to be more in favor of implicit teaching. Because her students’ results did 
not differ from the average results of the rest of each group, we decided to keep her 
in the study. In the mixed-effects analysis of the entire data set (Chapter 3), we were 
careful to include any factor that might be influential as random effects, where 
Class and School appeared to be more important than Teacher, probably because 
the teacher is already integrated into those factors. In the other studies (Chapter 4 and 
5), the teachers involved were only teaching one teaching method and they stated 
that they believed the type of instruction they were using to be the most effective. 

Secondly, the lack of information relative to the learners’ individual differ-
ences other than their scholastic level may also be a point of concern. While we 
administered one attitude and motivation test at the end of each school year (three 
in total) to the students, the response rate we obtained after year 1 was not suf-
ficient to include these results in the mixed effect analysis. The question of motiva-
tion would be a research question in itself as we did not collect the data that would 
allow a causality analysis. Even though we might have found a correlation between 
motivation and proficiency, we would not have been able to establish which fac-
tor causes the other. High or low motivation in French as a second language in 
the third year of high-school can also be very much related to the choice of a 
foreign language (French, German or Spanish) in the fourth year of high-school. 
The nature and rationale behind this choice is often complex and does not always 
match up with the proficiency level in the language chosen. Further studies on the 
link between language proficiency, teaching methods and motivation regarding 
the choice of a language in year 4 in Dutch high-schools are very much needed 
to explain the decrease of pupils that choose French as an optional language (Cito 
pers map, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017).

Thirdly, we must point out that both groups differed in the number of hours 
of French lessons and of L2 exposure. The implicit program was able to provide 
90 to 95% of French exposure in the lessons whereas the explicit program only 
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ranged from 40 to 60%. Even though our mixed-effect models (Chapter 3) showed 
that the program explained more of the variance than the amount of L2 exposure, 
we must admit that it is a major difference that we did not expect to find so clearly 
before we started collecting the data. We did however account for the difference in 
L2 exposure in Chapter 4 and 5 by comparing two groups with a similar amount of 
L2 exposure and hours of French lessons. Other longitudinal projects that are in-
vestigating the role of L2 exposure in L2 and L3 acquisition in Dutch high schools 
(Stadt, Hulk & Sleeman, 2016; 2018) show that the amount of exposure in the L1 
and the L2 has an impact on language transfer in the L3. The focus of these studies 
is different than ours but the finding shows that the amount of language exposure 
is important, so it is very welcome that other studies are investigating this longi-
tudinally and with more detail. 

Lastly, we have found that an implicit program as operationalized in this 
dissertation is more effective than an explicit program after three years of instruc-
tion, but we do not know exactly why it is more effective. We discussed that it 
might be a mix of principles such as the frequency of exposure, the learning envi-
ronment, the amount of authentic input, the enhanced output or the scaffolding in 
the form of gestures (which all are in line with a Dynamic usage-Based perspective 
on language learning) that makes the difference, but follow-up studies are needed 
to yield more insight into the specific aspects that contribute to the effectiveness of 
foreign language instruction in classroom settings.

Given all the limitations previously mentioned and taking into account all 
the precautions we took to control for the many variables that are present in a 
classroom study, the large effect sizes we found do suggest that our results are 
generalizable to all high-schools that recognize themselves in the principles and 
characteristics of the implicit or explicit program, in which the target language is 
taught as a foreign language for beginners and in which exposure outside of the 
classroom is limited. We do not want to overgeneralize this finding to all language 
learning contexts including those where the target language is taught as a second 
language, because we do realize the importance of exposure outside of the class-
room, as shown in other studies on English for instance (Verspoor et al., 2012). 
Neither do we want to overgeneralize our findings to older learners because a 
teaching method such as AIM might be considered as “childish” by learners older 
than 15 years old. However, we think that our results can inform foreign language 
teaching beyond the borders of the Netherlands, particularly in other European 
countries struggling with the same issues, if the most important principles of the 
implicit program are kept and the sources of input are age-appropriate.
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Chapter 7
Conclusion and recommendations

This dissertation compared the effects of two different types of L2 instruction 
implemented in the Netherlands: one being predominantly explicit, focusing on 
communicative skills with an explicit explanation of linguistic rules, and one be-
ing predominantly implicit, focusing on communicative skills with lots of fre-
quent, authentic input and no focus on rules. The comparison regarded the oral 
and written skills of high school pupils, beginners in L2 French after one, two and 
three years of instruction. 

In doing so, we had several goals: presenting a theory (Dynamic usage-Based) 
that would explain the processes involved in language learning with a high-input 
implicit method, defining the characteristics of our explicit and implicit methods, 
and providing answers to the research questions regarding the effectiveness of 
explicit vs. implicit L2 instruction at the beginning stages of acquisition on general 
proficiency, complexity, accuracy and fluency for oral and written skills after three 
years of instruction. Thereby, we suggested that answering those questions in a 
classroom setting would demand to go beyond the dichotomy between explicit 
and implicit instruction and to consider type of instruction as being part of a L2 
teaching program. 

Our main finding is that the implicit program (AIM), despite its lack of tradi-
tional grammar explanations and its high focus on oral skills, was more effective 
on the development of both general oral and written skills after three years of 
instruction. The longitudinal design of our study showed that the first year of in-
struction and L2 exposure have been crucial in making the difference between the 
two groups. The detailed analysis of the oral and written skills of a sub-group of 
learners with a comparable amount of L2 exposure showed that the implicit pro-
gram had more effects on complexity and fluency (particularly in L2 use) and on 
some aspects of accuracy (present tense). On the other aspects of accuracy (gender 
and negation) and vocabulary, both programs had the same effects. We provided 
insights from the Dynamic usage-based theory to explain how we think language 
is processed with the implicit program compared to the explicit program. 
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Secondly, our investigation revealed that the implicit program provided much 
more L2 exposure than the explicit program. Teachers using the (implicit) AIM 
method were all able to maintain a high degree of L2 exposure for reasons that we 
discussed in the previous section. Teachers using Grandes Lignes or D’accord differed 
greatly in the amount of L2 exposure they provided in the classroom, varying 
from 40 to 60 %, suggesting that it is more difficult to maintain a high level of L2 
exposure with an explicit program in the Netherlands. In this dissertation, though, 
we have not discussed the difficulties that teachers and students experience with 
the implementation of an implicit program in a regular high school. After the end 
of our data collection, we witnessed some failures in the implementation of the 
program because of disagreements within the teaching teams, practical issues at 
the administrative level, or a hybrid implementation (some teachers still explained 
grammar explicitly but kept using the gestures and the stories). We certainly hope 
for more research and support for teachers in this area.

Thirdly, we discussed the limitations and the complexity of an ecologically 
valid research on the effects of L2 instruction. This classroom-based study in-
volved five schools, 14 teachers and 229 pupils whom we followed during three 
years. It was impossible to control all the variables involved in the learning process 
of and despite our endeavours of including and controlling as many variables as 
possible (such as teacher, school, class, starting level), we are aware of the fact that 
information on individual differences are missing. The context of the Dutch high-
school system did provide us with very homogenous groups in terms of scholastic 
levels, but the possible additional effects of aptitude, motivation, learning strat-
egies and anxiety were beyond the scope of this dissertation. Throughout this 
investigation, we realized that there was a fine line between information needed 
for this study and the efforts asked from teachers who were volunteers. Therefore, 
we concentrated on a number of variables that were manageable for both teachers 
and researchers.

The general conclusion of this dissertation must be that if effectiveness is 
understood as “the extent to which the actual outcomes of instruction match the 
intended or desired effects (within the practical constraints imposed by the larger 
instructional context)” (de Graaff and Housen, 2009; p.728), or as we stated in the 
introduction “to the extent to which L2 instruction achieves better general oral 
and written proficiency in terms of fluency, grammar and vocabulary as defined 
in the guidelines of the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001) or the ACTFL (ACTFL, 
1986)” after three years of instruction, a teaching program such as AIM, which 
provides enough L2 exposure, routines and opportunities for L2 use from the 
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beginning of the acquisition process, is more effective. Our suggestion is that the 
method probably demands a complete approach, in which teachers need to be 
informed, trained and coached in order to be successful in regular high schools. 

Our recommendation for the future is to continue to bridge the gap between 
research and practice by conducting classroom-based research and by including 
teachers in the conduction of such experiments. To do so successfully, we encour-
age the funding offices to allocate more money to compensate the teachers’ time 
and efforts when they participate in such studies. This would improve the quality 
of classroom studies and would increase the interest of teachers in pedagogical 
research. For the classroom, we recommend teachers to decide as a team to use 
only the target language in the classroom, even if this might mean a deep trans-
formation, extra courses or the implementation of an entirely new program that 
provides enough material and tools to ensure L2 exposure and L2 use from the 
beginning.
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Appendix A
Chapter 2: Example of a SOPA rating sheet

Language of interview:  ❑ Arabic ❑ Chinese ❑ English ❑ French 

❑ Japonese ❑ Russian ❑ Spanish ❑ Other 
(check one box)

School . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Grade  . . . . . . . . . . . City/State  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Interviewer  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Rater  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Date  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Student 
information

Task 1 
(         )

Task 2 
(         )

Task 3 
(         )

Task 4 
(         )

Ratings

Student A
Name:

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Language 
background:

Oral fluency:

Grammar:
(Speaking)

Vocabulary:
(Speaking)

Listening 
 Comprehension:

Student B
Name:

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Language 
background:

Oral fluency:

Grammar:
(Speaking)

Vocabulary:
(Speaking)

Listening 
 Comprehension:
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Appendix B
SOPA descriptors
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Appendix C
Descriptives of the holistic scores of oral and written results 
per year and per school

ORAL FLUENCY
 
 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max

School 1 
Implicit

1,96 0,87 1,00 4,00 2,43 0,99 1,00 4,00 3,20 0,88 2,00 5,00

School 2
Explicit

1,30 0,47 1,00 2,00 2,17 0,89 1,00 4,00 3,33 0,80 2,00 5,00

School 3
Implicit

2,00 0,87 1,00 4,00 2,83 1,10 1,00 5,00 3,87 1,09 2,00 6,00

School 4
Explicit

1,30 0,61 1,00 3,00 1,73 0,53 1,00 3,00 1,96 0,69 1,00 3,00

School 5
Implicit

1,86 0,65 1,00 3,00 3,07 1,05 1,00 5,00 3,25 0,93 2,00 5,00

School 5
Explicit

1,24 0,43 1,00 2,00 1,79 0,69 1,00 4,00 2,00 0,62 1,00 4,00

ORAL VOCABULARY
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max
School 1
Implicit

1,91 0,78 1,00 3,00 2,36 0,98 1,00 4,00 3,08 0,83 2,00 5,00

School 2
Explicit

1,30 0,47 1,00 2,00 2,17 0,89 1,00 4,00 3,19 0,68 2,00 4,00

School 3
Implicit

2,00 0,97 1,00 4,00 2,74 0,94 1,00 5,00 3,74 1,00 2,00 6,00

School 4
Explicit

1,30 0,61 1,00 3,00 1,73 0,53 1,00 3,00 1,96 0,69 1,00 3,00

School 5
Implicit

1,86 0,65 1,00 3,00 2,86 0,93 1,00 5,00 3,21 0,92 2,00 5,00

School 5
Explicit

1,24 0,43 1,00 2,00 1,57 0,69 1,00 4,00 2,00 0,62 1,00 4,00
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LISTENING COMPREHENSION
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max
School 1
Implicit 2,35 0,87 1,00 4,00 2,43 1,06 1,00 4,00 3,68 0,69 2,00 5,00

School 2
Explicit 1,30 0,47 1,00 2,00 2,13 0,97 1,00 4,00 3,33 1,02 2,00 5,00

School 3
Implicit 2,19 0,76 1,00 4,00 3,05 1,03 1,00 5,00 4,32 0,94 2,00 6,00

School 4
Explicit 1,56 0,51 1,00 2,00 2,00 0,63 1,00 3,00 2,00 0,78 1,00 4,00

School 5
Implicit 1,89 0,76 1,00 3,00 3,07 1,02 1,00 5,00 3,54 0,79 2,00 5,00

School 5
Explicit 1,38 0,60 1,00 3,00 1,82 0,86 1,00 4,00 1,85 0,60 1,00 3,00

WRITING PROFICIENCY YEAR 1 AND 2 per assignment (Asgn.)
 
 

Asgn. 1 Asgn. 2 Asgn. 3 Asgn. 4
Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max

School 1
Implicit 0,51 0,51 0,00 1,00 2,22 0,51 1,00 3,00     3,32 0,47 2,50 4,00

School 2
Explicit 0,96 0,20 0,00 1,00 2,60 0,57 2,00 4,00     2,87 0,63 2,00 4,00

School 3
Implicit 0,87 0,34 0,00 1,00 2,77 0,61 2,00 4,50 3,08 0,62 2,00 4,50 3,45 0,54 2,00 4,50

School 4
Explicit 0,70 0,47 0,00 1,00             

School 5
Implicit 0,49 0,51 0,00 1,00 2,44 0,74 0,00 4,00     3,19 1,01 1,00 5,00

School 5
Explicit 0,88 0,33 0,00 1,00 1,69 0,87 0,00 4,00 2,37 0,57 1,00 3,00     

WRITING PROFICIENCY YEAR 3 per assignment (Asgn.)
Asgn. 5 Asgn. 6 Asgn. 7
Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max

School 1
Implicit 3,24 0,40 2,50 4,00 3,30 0,56 2,00 4,50 3,18 0,41 2,00 4,00

School 2
Explicit 3,00 0,42 2,00 4,00 3,08 0,43 2,00 4,00 3,10 0,52 2,00 4,00

School 3
Implicit 3,69 0,72 3,00 6,00 3,42 0,65 2,00 5,00 3,21 0,71 2,00 5,00

School 4
Explicit

        2,68 0,67 1,00 3,50        

School 5
Implicit

2,98 0,56 2,00 4,00 2,90 0,62 2,00 4,00 2,95 0,37 2,00 4,00

School 5
Explicit

2,02 0,74 1,00 3,00 1,98 0,81 1,00 4,00 1,87 0,85 0,50 3,00
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Appendix D
Chapter 5

D1. Statistic complement of tense analysis: Independent samples t-test
Present Mean SD df t Cohen’s d
Explicit 0.66 0.19 40 -2.76 0.87
Implicit 0.49 0.20

D2. Statistic complement of tense analysis: Mann-Whitney U
Mdn U Z r

Past perfect***
Explicit 0.19 48 -4.4 -0.67
Implicit 0.26
Imperfect
Explicit 0 167 -1.2
Implicit 0.09
Near future***
Explicit 0 99.5 -3.4 -0.52
Implicit 0.14
Future simple***
Explicit 0 52.5 -4.3 -0.66
Implicit 0.53
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Appendix E
Chapter 5. Overview of n-grams

E1. The explicit group
7-wd strings: 2,452
Repeated: 4 (0.16%)
TTR: 4:11 (1:2.75)
Words: 28 (1.13% of total)
001.[3] HIER J’AI VU UNE éMISSION à LA
002.[3] J’AI FINI MES éTUDES ET JE SUIS
003.[3] JE SUIS TOUT à FAIT D’ACCORD AVEC
004.[2]  J’AI TROUVé QUE CETTE ACTRICE JOUAIT TRèS

6-wd strings: 2,453
Repeated: 4 (0.16%)
TTR: 4:8 (1:2)
Words: 24 (0.97% of total)
001.[2] MAIS MA COPINE A TROUVé çA
002.[2]  TU T’INTéRESSES VRAIMENT à CE GENRE
003.[2] JE NE SUIS PAS D’ACCORD AVEC
004.[2] MA VIE à VINGT ANS EST

5-wd strings: 2,454
Repeated: 5 (0.20%)
TTR: 5:11 (1:2.2)
Words: 25 (1.01% of total)
001.[3] HIER J’AI VU UN FILM
002.[2] JOUAIT LE RôLE DE LA
003.[2] TROUVé LA MUSIQUE DU FILM
004.[2] J’AI TROUVé LA MUSIQUE DU
005.[2] FAMILLE ET JE SUIS MARIé

4-wd strings: 2,455
Repeated: 12 (0.49%)
TTR: 12:25 (1:2.08)
Words: 48 (1.95% of total)
001.[3] JOUAIT LE RôLE DE
002.[2] UN MARI ET DEUX
003.[2] J’AI DEUX ENFANTS ET
004.[2] LE FILM PARLAIT DE
005.[2] QUEL EST TON FILM
006.[2] J’AI FINI MES éTUDES
007.[2] MON MARI EST LONG
008.[2] LE FILM PARLAIT DU
009.[2] L’éMISSION PARLAIT DU FILM
010.[2] C’EST L’HISTOIRE D’UN GARçON
011.[2]  DIS-MOI COMMENT TU TROUVES
012.[2] JE SUIS MARIé UNE

3-wd strings: 2,456
Repeated: 41 (1.67%)
TTR: 41:96 (1:2.34)
Words: 123 (5.00% of total)
001.[5] IL Y A
002.[4] C’EST UN FILM
003.[4] TOUT LE MONDE
004.[4] C’EST L’HISTOIRE D’UNE
005.[3] MA MAISON EST
006.[3] C’EST L’HISTOIRE D’UN
007.[3] JE SUIS TRèS
008.[3] IL EST TRèS
009.[3] QU’EST-CE QUE TU
010.[2] LA VIE EST
011.[2] JE PENSE C’EST
012.[2] MON EMPLOI EST
013.[2] JE VAIS TRAVAILLER
014.[2] NOUS AVONS UNE
015.[2] UNE FILLE ET
016.[2] MA PERSONAGE PRéFéRéE
017.[2] SéRIE SE TERMINE
018.[2] CA VA BIEN
019.[2] FILLE ET UN
020.[2] PARCE QUE JE
021.[2] ILS SONT DEUX
022.[2] J’AI TROUVé QUE
023.[2] HABITERONS DANS UN
024.[2] UNE FAMILLE AVEC
025.[2] EST TRèS SYMPA
026.[2] J’AI UN MARI
027.[2] PAR CE QUE
028.[2] TROIS CHAMBRES DEUX
029.[2] ELLE EST TRèS
030.[2] UNE BONNE EMPLOI
031.[2] ET IL A
032.[2] PARCE QUE MON
033.[2] MAISON AVEC UNE
034.[2] UN EMPLOI BIEN
035.[2] LA SéRIE EST
036.[2] J’AI UN EMPLOI
037.[2] JE N’AI PAS
038.[2] QUE C’EST UN
039.[2] MON MARI ET
040.[2] MES ENFANTS ET
041.[2] EN TéLé POUR



147

Appendix D

2-wd strings: 2,457
Repeated: 105 (4.27%)
TTR: 105:301 (1:2.86)
Words: 210 (8.54% of tota)
001.[10]     JE SUIS
002.[8] J’AI UNE
003.[7] J’AI UN
004.[7] JE VAIS
005.[6] LE FILM
006.[5] à LA
007.[5] C’EST UN
008.[5] J’HABITE à
009.[5] ET J’AI
010.[5] PARCE QUE
011.[5] UNE GRANDE
012.[4] DANS UN
013.[4] ET UN
014.[4] DE LA
015.[4] BEAUCOUP DE
016.[4] JE NE
017.[4] JE TRAVAILLE
018.[4] A LA
019.[4] ET UNE
020.[4] ET JE
021.[4] ELLE A
022.[4] JE TROUVE
023.[4] C’EST TRèS
024.[4] IL A
025.[4] DANS LE
026.[4] LA SéRIE
027.[4] DANS UNE
028.[3] QU’EST-CE QUE
029.[3] ANS ET
030.[3] MES ENFANTS
031.[3] SALLE DE
032.[3] J’AI VU
033.[3] TOUS LES

034.[3] MA VIE
035.[3] FILM EST
036.[3] J’AIME LE
037.[3] HABITE à
038.[3] ILS S’APPELLE
039.[3] EST TRèS
040.[3] CE GENRE
041.[2] DES HABITANTS
042.[2] à LE
043.[2] UN BONNE
044.[2] UN EMPLOI
045.[2] JE PENSE
046.[2] SE TERMINE
047.[2] ET NOUS
048.[2] JE PARLE
049.[2] NE PAS
050.[2] TOUS JOURS
051.[2] DANS MA
052.[2] PRéFéRé EST
053.[2] LA BOULANGERIE
054.[2] CINQ ANS
055.[2] J’AI DES
056.[2] ET TRèS
057.[2] ET TROIS
058.[2] ET ELLE
059.[2] CE FILM
060.[2] MAISON EST
061.[2] EN FACE
062.[2] IL EST
063.[2] AU NEW
064.[2] TRAVAILLE à
065.[2] à UNE
066.[2] UN COPAIN
067.[2] J’HABITE DANS
068.[2] MA COPINE
069.[2] A MONTRé
070.[2] MON FILM

071.[2] AVEC UNE
072.[2] ILS ONT
073.[2] J’AI 2
074.[2] J’AI FINI
075.[2] J’AURAI DEUX
076.[2] MéDECIN ET
077.[2] PISCINE ET
078.[2] JE REGARDE
079.[2] A UNE
080.[2] LE SéRIE
081.[2] BEACOUP DE
082.[2] BRUN ET
083.[2] DANS 20
084.[2] ET J’AIME
085.[2] QUE J’AI
086.[2] AVEC MA
087.[2] LE RôLE
088.[2] EST à
089.[2] TROUVE LE
090.[2] EST UN
091.[2] BEAUCOUP DES
092.[2] SUR MADONNA
093.[2] J’ADORE LA
094.[2] à LES
095.[2] WIET VAN
096.[2] LE JARDIN
097.[2] REGARDE LA
098.[2] J’AI DEUX
099.[2] JE TRAVAILLER
100.[2] QUI EST
101.[2] COPAIN EST
102.[2] JE DORME
103.[2] UNE BELLE
104.[2] DEUX ENFANTS
105.[2] UN FILM
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E2. The implicit group
7-wd strings: 5,832
Repeated: 5 (0.09%)
TTR: 5:10 (1:2)
Words: 35 (0.59% of total)
001.[2]  QUAND JE NE DOIS PAS QUELQUE CHOSE 
002.[2]  JE N’AURAI PAS UN MONSIEUR ET DES 
003.[2]  JE VAIS VIVRE AVEC UN MONSIEUR QUI 
004.[2]  PEUT-êTRE JE N’AURAI PAS UN MONSIEUR ET 
005.[2]  SOUFFLE ET SOUFFLE ET LA MAISON DE 

6-wd strings: 5,833
Repeated: 2 (0.03%)
TTR: 2:4 (1:2)
Words: 12 (0.20% of total)
001.[2]  APPRES QUELQUES SEMAINES LE PREMIER 

GODFATHER 
002.[2] JE PENSE QUE TOUT LE MONDE 

5-wd strings: 5,834
Repeated: 14 (0.24%)
TTR: 14:28 (1:2)
Words: 70 (1.19% of total)
001.[2] IRA à L’éCOLE OU JE 
002.[2] COSION A UNE MAISON DE 
003.[2] DANS UNE TRèS GRANDE MAISON 
004.[2] TOUT A COUP LE LOUP 
005.[2] QUAND J’AI 34 ANS JE 
006.[2] QUAND J’AI 20 ANS JE 
007.[2] PEUT-êTRE JE VAIS êTRE TRèS 
008.[2] NE VONT PAS à LA 
009.[2] VAMPIRE DIARIES EST UN SéRIE 
010.[2] LA FIN TOUT LE MONDE 
011.[2] NE VEUX PAS OURIR LA 
012.[2] VA êTRE UNE PERSONNE QUI 
013.[2] JE FERAI LES DESSINS POUR 
014.[2] JE NE REGARDE PAS LES 

4-wd strings: 5,835
Repeated: 56 (0.96%)
TTR: 56:117 (1:2.08)
Words: 224 (3.83% of tot)
001.[3] JE VEUX êTRE UN
002.[3] JE N’AI PAS UN
003.[3] A UNE MAISON DE
004.[3] JE PENSE QUE JE
005.[3] NE SAIT PAS QUE
006.[2] DANS LE SéRIE EST
007.[2] AVEC MES AMIES ET
008.[2] ET IL EST UN
009.[2] SORT DE LA MAISON

010.[2] DANS 20 ANS JE
011.[2] JE NE VEUX PAS
012.[2] JE NE PENSE PAS
013.[2] UN GARçON QUI S’APPELLE
014.[2] EST UN GARçON QUI
015.[2] EST LE PLUS BELLE
016.[2] PARCE QUE JE VEUX
017.[2] LE GRAND MéCHANT LOUP
018.[2] AIME DAN MAIS DAN
019.[2] FILLE ET MA FEMME
020.[2] LE TROISIèME PETIT COCHON
021.[2] NE SAIT PAS QUI
022.[2] IL EST UN HOMME
023.[2] N’A PAS BEAUCOUP DE
024.[2] JE VEUX AVOIR UN
025.[2] QUAND J’AI 35 ANS
026.[2] à AMSTERDAM DANS UNE
027.[2] JE NE FAIS PAS
028.[2] JE VAIS AIMER MON
029.[2] LA MAISON DE DEUXIèME
030.[2] ET QUAND JE SERAI
031.[2] A LA FIN DE
032.[2] BEAUCOUP DE TEMPS POUR
033.[2] AIME DANSER ET CHANTER
034.[2] à LA MAISON DE
035.[2] UNE PERSONNE QUI FAIT
036.[2] UN SéRIE TRèS TRèS
037.[2] JE PENSE QUE J’HABITERAI
038.[2] PAS QUE IL AIME
039.[2] NATE ET CHUCK SONT
040.[2] JE VAIS ALLER AU
041.[2] JE NE SUIS PAS
042.[2] UN GARçON ET UNE
043.[2] D’ARGENT ET JE VAIS
044.[2] PARCE QUE JE NE
045.[2] FRAPPE à UN AUTRE
046.[2] QUAND JE SERAI UNE
047.[2] IL Y A UNE
048.[2] PETITS COCHONS JE VEUX
049.[2] TOUT A COUP UN
050.[2] MAIS JE PENSE QUE
051.[2] L’HISTOIRE DE TROI PETITE
052.[2] UNE FILLE ET UN
053.[2] FRAPPE A LA PORTE
054.[2] JE TRAVAILLERAI DANS UNE
055.[2] MAISON SONT BEAUCOUP DES
056.[2] JE SERAI UNE éCONOME
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3-wd strings: 5,836
Repeated: 131 (2.24%)
TTR: 131:290 (1:2.21)
Words: 393 (6.73% of tot)
001.[4] A BEAUCOUP DE
002.[4] PARCE QUE JE
003.[4] QUE JE VAIS
004.[4] ‘O NON UN
005.[4] ET ELLE VA
006.[4] IL Y A
007.[3] AU BAGELS AND
008.[3] ET JE VAIS
009.[3] MA MAISON O
010.[3] VONT à UNE
011.[3] NE PEUT PAS
012.[3] JE ALLERAI à
013.[3] JE PENSE QUE
014.[3] JE SERAI UN
015.[3] IL EST TRèS
016.[3] ILS VONT à
017.[3] NE VEULENT PAS
069.[2] FAIRE DANS 20
070.[2] ET LE PREMIER
071.[2] EST UNE FILLE
072.[2] MAIS IL A
073.[2] ANS JE SERAI
074.[2] DANS 20 ANS
075.[2] LARS EST TRèS
076.[2] LA GRANDE MAISON
077.[2] UN HOMME TRèS
078.[2] ET NOUS IRONS
079.[2] ELLE EST UNE
080.[2] N’EST PAS GENTIL
081.[2] VA ALLER AU
082.[2] EST QUI A
083.[2] JE ACHETERAI UNE
084.[2] ET IL MARCHE
085.[2] EN FRANCE ET
086.[2] FILMS PARCE QUE
087.[2]  QUELQUE CHOSE 

TRèS
088.[2] N’EST PAS UNE
018.[3] JE VEUX AVOIR
019.[3] DANS UNE AUTRE
020.[3] NOUS IRONS à
021.[3] UNE PERSONNE QUI
022.[3] JE VAIS FAIRE
023.[2] ET IL EST
024.[2] EST UN CHIEN

025.[2] PARCE QUE J’AIME
026.[2] AVEC UN AUTRE
027.[2] PERSONNES QUI 
SONT
028.[2] QUI N’EST PAS
029.[2] ET TOUT LES
030.[2] LA CENTREVILLE DE
031.[2] COURT ET COURT
032.[2] DANS UNE MAISON
033.[2]  J’HABITERAI DANS 

UNE
034.[2] GOSSIP GIRL EST
089.[2] POMMES DE TERRE
090.[2] DE PARIS ET
091.[2] LE SOUP EST
092.[2] UNE FILLE QUI
093.[2] MA SOEUR ET
094.[2] A 4 ANS
095.[2] JE FERAI à
096.[2] LE MONDE EST
097.[2] MAIS ELLE EST
098.[2] ET JE SUIS
099.[2] ET IL VEUT
100.[2] LE SéRIE EST
101.[2] LE PREMIER PETITE
102.[2] JE MARCHERAI à
103.[2] ELLE VA à
104.[2] LE ZAP DE
105.[2] LA MAISON DE
106.[2] EST UN PEUT
107.[2] DU CHIEN EST
108.[2] TOUT à COUP
035.[2] JE VAIS GAGNER
036.[2] ET J’ETAI TRèS
037.[2] LES TROIS PETITS
038.[2] “VEUX TU MANGER
039.[2] JE SUIS DANS
040.[2] SONT UN PEUT
041.[2] TOUT LES JOURS
042.[2]  PREMIER PETITE 

COUSION
043.[2] à L’ACADEMIE DU
044.[2] JE MARCHERAI DANS
045.[2] DANS LES VACANCES
046.[2]  BEAUCOUP DES 

EUROS
047.[2]  TOUT LES 

GODFATHERS
048.[2] JE SUIS TRèS

049.[2] à UNE AUTRE
050.[2] LES PERSONNES QUI
051.[2] NOUS IRONS AUX
109.[2] EST TRèS CONTENT
110.[2] JE AURAI UN
111.[2] TRèS TRISTE PARCE
112.[2] JESS MAIS JESS
113.[2] LES CHOSES QU
114.[2] LE HOMME EST
115.[2] JE SERAI UNE
116.[2] AVEC MES AMIS
117.[2] MARCHE à LA
118.[2] JE N’AI PAS
119.[2] DANS MA MAISON
120.[2] DANS L’éCOLE ET
121.[2]  QUAND LES 

PERSONNES
122.[2]  LE PREMIER 

GODFATHER
123.[2] JE VAIS à
124.[2] JE VAIS DANS
125.[2]  AUX PYRéNéES 

ATLANTIQUES
126.[2] NE VEUT PAS
127.[2] QUI HABITE à
128.[2] ET IL FAIT
052.[2] LES AMIS DE
053.[2] QUI SONT TRèS
054.[2] GODFATHER ET LE
055.[2]  APRèS QUELQUES 

JOURS
056.[2] NE SONT PAS
057.[2] UN GARçON TRèS
058.[2] LES GARçONS SONT
059.[2] TOUT A COUP
060.[2] DE “THE MENTALIST”
061.[2] PERSONNE QUI EST
062.[2] AVEC TOUT LES
063.[2] JE SUIS UN
064.[2] AVEC MES PARENTS
065.[2] JE VAIS ACHETER
066.[2] MON FRèRE ET
067.[2] DANS LA MAISON
068.[2] CHIEN EST UN
129.[2] DANS LE ELFBI
130.[2] Où JE VAIS
131.[2] QUE JE FAISAIS
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2-wd strings: 5,837
Repeated: 300 (5.14%)
TTR: 300:884 (1:2.94)
Words: 600 (10.27% of tot)
001.[15] PARCE QUE
002.[13] ET JE
003.[12] BEAUCOUP DE
004.[11] DANS LE
005.[10] ET IL
006.[9] DANS LA
007.[9] ET LE
008.[8] JE VEUX
009.[7] N’EST PAS
010.[7] LE LOUP
011.[7] AVEC MA
012.[7] DANS UNE
013.[7] DANS UN
014.[7] DE LA
015.[7] DANS LES
016.[6] ET ELLE
017.[6] TOUT LES
018.[6] EST UNE
019.[6] EST UN
020.[6] à LE
021.[6] MAIS JE
022.[6] SONT TRèS
023.[6] IL EST
024.[6] à LA
025.[6] EST TRèS
026.[5] JE FERAI
027.[5] ET MON
028.[5] ALLER à
029.[5] MAIS IL
030.[5] QUAND JE
031.[5] QUI EST
032.[5] ET LES
033.[5] L’HISTOIRE DE
034.[5] QUAND LE
035.[5] BEAUCOUP DES
036.[5] MA FAMILLE
037.[5] LA FIN
038.[5] JE VAIS
039.[4] MES AMIES
040.[4] QUAND J’AURAI
041.[4] A UN
042.[4] A LA
043.[4] UNE PERSONNE
044.[4] ET UNE
045.[4] LA POLICE
046.[4] TOUT LE
047.[4] CA C’EST
048.[4] ALLER AU

049.[4] MAIS QUAND
050.[4] JESS ET
051.[4] UNE GRANDE
052.[4] ET NOUS
053.[4] PARCE QU’IL
054.[4] QUE TU
055.[4] LE FIS
056.[4] à UNE
057.[4] LE PREMIER
058.[4] JE NE
059.[4] UN AUTRE
060.[4] JESS EST
061.[4] LES GARçONS
062.[4] JE FAIRAI
063.[4] MA MAISON
064.[3] JE SERAI
065.[3] QUAND J’AI
066.[3] JE SAIS
067.[3] LES PERSONNES
068.[3] JE PARLERAI
069.[3] LA FILLE
070.[3] C’EST MON
071.[3] UN JOUR
072.[3] PAS UN
073.[3] MON FRèRE
074.[3] QUAND IL
075.[3] IL VEUT
076.[3] C’EST UN
077.[3] C’EST UNE
078.[3] QUE J’AI
079.[3] 25 ANS
080.[3] ET DIT
081.[3] MAIS LE
082.[3] DE TROIS
083.[3] JE VAS
084.[3] IL VA
085.[3] BEACOUP DES
086.[3] MAIS UN
087.[3] UN GRAND
088.[3] LE COLLèGE
089.[3] J’HABITERAI DANS
090.[3] AVEC SON
091.[3] ELLE ET
092.[3] EST DANS
093.[3] LA MAISON
094.[3] PLUS BELLE
095.[3] UN OTRE
096.[3] LES AMIS
097.[3] APRèS QUELQUES
098.[3] JE SUIS
099.[3] AVEC LES
100.[3] LE NOM

101.[3] DES CHOSES
102.[3] POUR LE
103.[3] AVEC MES
104.[3] PETIT COCHON
105.[3] A UNE
106.[3] PARLER AVEC
107.[3] N’A PAS
108.[3] JE PEUX
109.[3] QUE NOUS
110.[3] QUI S’APPELLE
111.[3] ET NICK
112.[3] JE VOIS
113.[2] ET BEAUCOUP
114.[2] GARçON ET
115.[2] JE TRAVAILLERAI
116.[2] MAIS ELLE
117.[2] MA VOITURE
118.[2] POUR MOI
119.[2] VOUDRAI UNE
120.[2] PERSONNES SONT
121.[2] MES ENFANTS
122.[2] ET ELLES
123.[2] COMMENT çA
124.[2] COURIR AVEC
125.[2] DANS L’AMSTERDAM
126.[2] UN ARCHITEKT
127.[2] MAIS LES
128.[2] LES COSIONS
129.[2] êTRE UN
130.[2] JE N’AURAIS
131.[2] PETITS COCHON
132.[2] PAS QUE
133.[2] PENSE QUE
134.[2] QUI S’APPELE
135.[2] PAS EN
136.[2] ET UN
137.[2] UN GARçON
138.[2] JE IRONS
139.[2] MAINTENANT JE
140.[2] NOUS NAGERONS
141.[2] COURT à
142.[2] SON AMIE
143.[2] êTRE UNE
144.[2] PATRICK JANE
145.[2] QUAND J’AVAIS
146.[2] MAIS à
147.[2] QUE LA
148.[2] J’HABITE DANS
149.[2] SERENA BLAIR
150.[2] TRAVAILLE DANS
151.[2] BLAIR AIME
152.[2] SE REVEILLE
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Appendix D

153.[2] JE FAISAIS
154.[2] LIVRES J’AI
155.[2] DANS SA
156.[2] TU DOIS
157.[2] FRAPPE à
158.[2] J’AURAI UNE
159.[2] JE PRéFERE
160.[2] TRAVAILLERAI DANS
161.[2] FAIRE DES
162.[2] AUSSI A
163.[2] ET QUAND
164.[2] UN NOUVEAU
165.[2] JE VISITERAI
166.[2] AVEC TRAVAILLER
167.[2] JESS AIME
168.[2] LE SéRIE
169.[2] TROIS GARçONS
170.[2] ELLE AIME
171.[2] AVEC MON
172.[2] LE LANGUE
173.[2] LA PLUS
174.[2] JE FAIS
175.[2] LES PYRéNéES
176.[2] êTRE TRèS
177.[2] ET J’AIME
178.[2] IL FAIT
179.[2] LES EPISODES
180.[2] SAURA UNE
181.[2] LE HOMME
182.[2] MORIATY EST
183.[2] VISITER MA
184.[2] LE POMME
185.[2] POUR UN
186.[2] EST à
187.[2] FRANCE ET
188.[2] NICK ET
189.[2] NEW GIRL
190.[2] IL A
191.[2] JACK SE
192.[2] L’ENDROIT Où
193.[2] MA FEMME
194.[2] IL COURT
195.[2] ELLES SONT
196.[2] ET EST
197.[2] BLAIR ET
198.[2] DORMIR ET
199.[2] MA MèRE
200.[2] LA BATEAU
201.[2] JE SAURAI
202.[2] J’AI UNE
203.[2] AVEC L’éCONOMIE
204.[2] MAISON TRèS

205.[2] UNE TRèS
206.[2] POUR LES
207.[2] QUE C’EST
208.[2] C’EST QUE
209.[2] FAIRE LE
210.[2] TU PEUX
211.[2] PLUS GRANDE
212.[2] ILS SONT
213.[2] AU LYCéE
214.[2] LE NOUVEAU
215.[2] JE VEUT
216.[2] TRèS RICHE
217.[2] DéJà VU
218.[2] MES PARENTS
219.[2] SON AMI
220.[2] 20 ANS
221.[2] IL VOIT
222.[2] NE PAS
223.[2] QUE JE
224.[2] SIMONE ET
225.[2] à NEW
226.[2] HABITE AU
227.[2] çA ET
228.[2] FAIT DE
229.[2] MON PèRE
230.[2] MAIS çA
231.[2] LA PERSONNE
232.[2] FILLE ET
233.[2] ET JESS
234.[2] ET NATE
235.[2] LE LYCéE
236.[2] NICK AIME
237.[2] MORIATY MAIS
238.[2] TRèS BELLE
239.[2] LE GODFATHER
240.[2] DE MA
241.[2] SON FRèRE
242.[2] MORT ET
243.[2] PARCE QU’ELLE
244.[2] HABITER AVEC
245.[2] IL MARCHE
246.[2] LE METH
247.[2] NE C’EST
248.[2] TRèS JOLI
249.[2] DOIS DONNER
250.[2] LE FRèRE
251.[2] FINI JE
252.[2] ET MAARTJE
253.[2] VA à
254.[2] JESS VEUT
255.[2] ET SA
256.[2] QUELQUE CHOSE

257.[2] CHI NE
258.[2] SERAI TRèS
259.[2] SUR LA
260.[2] TRèS TRèS
261.[2] UNE AUTRE
262.[2] CHUCK ET
263.[2] QUE ELLE
264.[2] J’HABITERAI AVEC
265.[2] JOURS JESS
266.[2] çA MON
267.[2] A SEULEMENT
268.[2] AMI DE
269.[2] TRAVAILLER à
270.[2] LE BEAU
271.[2] ET DANS
272.[2] QUELQUES EPISODES
273.[2] LES PLACES
274.[2] MANGER AVEC
275.[2] SERA TRèS
276.[2] J’IRAI à
277.[2] IL TROUVE
278.[2] VOIRE QUE
279.[2] BEAU GARçON
280.[2] DE TEMPS
281.[2] VOIS LA
282.[2] DE POIGN
283.[2] GODFATHER EST
284.[2] AMIE QUI
285.[2] ANS JE
286.[2] RUE MAIS
287.[2] NOUS REGARDONS
288.[2] FAIT UN
289.[2] MèRE ET
290.[2] çA C’EST
291.[2] MAISON à
292.[2] SHERLOCK ET
293.[2] AMIS ET
294.[2] NOUS MAISON
295.[2] ELLE EST
296.[2] LE CHIEN
297.[2] DE MON
298.[2] ET APRèS
299.[2] LES DEUX
300.[2] UNE GRAND



Effectiveness of explicit vs. implicit L2 instruction

152

List of abbreviations

ACTFL American Council on the Teaching of 
Foreign Languages

Adj Adjective
Adv Adverb
AIC Akaike’s Information Criterion
AIM Accelerative Integrated Method
BIC Baeysian Information Criterion
CAL Center for Applied Linguistics
CDST Complex Dynamic System Theory
CEFR Common European Framework of 

Reference
Cito Centraal Instituut voor 

ToetsOntwikkeling
CLIL Content and Language Integrated 

Learning
CLT Communicative Language Teaching
Conj Conjunction
Det Determinant
DUB Dynamic usage-based
ELLOPA Early Language Listening and Oral 

Proficiency Assessment
FFI Form-Focused Instruction
FL Foreign Language

FLI Foreign Language Instruction
FSL French as a Second Language
FUMM Form Usage Meaning Mapping
GL/DAC Grandes Lignes and D’accord
L1 First language
L2 Second language
LMER Linear Mixed-Effects Model
N Noun
NP Noun Phrase
PPT Power Point
Prep Preposition
Rel Relative pronoun
SB Structure-based
SOPA Student Oral Proficiency Assessment
Subj Subject
TOEIC Test of English for International 

Communication
TPRS Teaching Proficiency through 

Reading and Story telling
UB Usage Based
UG Universal grammar
V Verb

List of figures

Figure 1. The entrenchment and conventionalization model (Schmid, 2015). 24
Figure 2. Case error rate by Kim and Andrea. 25
Figure 3. Visualization of the interaction Year and Program. 62
Figure 4. Boxplot comparing DUB and SB on general oral proficiency. 88
Figure 5. Ratio of correct occurrences of present tense. 91
Figure 6. Specific morpho-syntactic measures of complexity. 110
Figure 7. Use of different tenses. 111
Figure 8. Diversity of bi-gram types. 112
Figure 9. Distribution of n-gram coverage according to the string length. 113



153

List of tables

Table 1. Movie approach classroom procedures. 28
Table 2.  Mean and standard deviations of pre-test, post-test, and receptive GEP gain scores of 

control and experimental groups. 
30

Table 3.  Mean and standard deviations of pre-writing, post-writing and writing gain scores 
of control and experimental groups.

30

Table 4.  Means and standard deviations of pre-speaking, post-speaking and speaking gain 
scores of control and experimental groups. 

30

Table 5.  AIM classroom procedures. 34
Table 6  Comparison of post-scores for non-AIM versus AIM groups in Rousse-Malpat & 

Verspoor (2012) after two instructional years. 
35

Table 7. Background information of the empirical research. 48
Table 8. Distribution of hours of L2 exposure per year. 52
Table 9. Written assignments per condition. 55
Table 10. SOPA descriptors of scores for oral proficiency. 56
Table 11. Evaluation grid of writing proficiency. 58
Table 12. Mean and standard deviation per year and per group. 60
Table 13.  LMER model focusing on the factor Program to predict the scores of oral and 

written skills. 
61

Table 14.  LMER model focusing on the factor L2 exposure to predict the scores of oral and 
written skills. 

62

Table 15.  AIC and BIC and percentage of variance explained by the fixed factors for each 
model.  

63

Table 16. Summary Language and Language learning. 77
Table 17. Summary of language teaching. 77
Table 18. Overview of total hours of instruction and L2 exposure after three years. 81
Table 19. Sentence level based on Verspoor & Sauter (2000). 86
Table 20. Use of verb tenses in each group. 87
Table 21. Correlations between variables. 88
Table 22. Correlations between general proficiency and analytical measures. 89
Table 23. Results of the fluency analysis per game. 90
Table 24. Number of occurrences according to sentence type. 90
Table 25. Error analysis of the present tense. 92
Table 26. Use of other foreign languages. 92
Table 27. Summary of the complexity measures. 108
Table 28. Broad measures of length. 109
Table 29. Broad measures of complexity. 109
Table 30. Specific measures of tense use. 110



Effectiveness of explicit vs. implicit L2 instruction

154

Summary in English

In the field of second language acquisition within applied linguistics, researchers 
have been committed to finding the most effective way to improve L2 perfor-
mance in the classroom. The debate has focused especially on whether explicit 
instruction, which focuses on communicative skills with explicit explanation of 
linguistic rules, or implicit instruction, which focuses on communicative skills 
with lots of frequent, authentic input with no focus on rules is more effective. 

This dissertation takes a Dynamic usage-Based perspective on language 
teaching and seeks to address the question of the effectiveness of explicitness ver-
sus implicitness again taking a longitudinal classroom-based approach. We com-
pared two teaching programs: one predominantly explicit (using the course books 
Grandes Lignes and D’accord) and one predominantly implicit (using the AIM 
method). Rather than using a laboratory setting, this study traced the development 
of 229 learners over the course of three years in their actual L2 French classes. The 
learners are compared on both spoken and written data, collected in (semi) free 
response tasks. Basing ourselves on Dynamic usage-based theory and principles, 
we explained the processes involved in language learning with a high-input im-
plicit method. 

We carried out three related studies to answer our research questions. The 
first study analyzed the entire data set (n=229) and used two mixed effects models 
to determine which program was more effective. The second study analyzed the 
oral data of a subset of participants matched in scholastic level and amount of L2 
exposure (n=41) to compare the effects of each program on measures of fluency, 
grammar and vocabulary. The third study analyzed the written data of the same 
subset (n=43) to compare the effects of each program on measures of complexity.

The first study showed that a predominantly implicit form-focused program 
was more effective in the development of L2 oral and written skills after one, 
two and three years of instruction than a predominantly explicit form-focused 
program. It concluded that the program that focused most on oral skills at the 
beginning (the implicit program) and had the most amount of L2 exposure helped 
develop better oral as well as written skills within one year of acquisition and 
maintained this difference during the following two years. 
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The second study was a detailed analysis of the oral data of a sub-set of our 
participants (n=41), comparable in terms of amount of L2 exposure and scholas-
tic level. It showed that the implicitly-taught participants showed higher levels 
regarding speech rate, grammatical complexity and L2 use. The programs were 
found to have the same effects on filled pauses use, grammatical accuracy and 
vocabulary. The programs also had the same effects on grammatical measures 
(except for the use of present tense, which was used more correctly by the implicit 
group), vocabulary and filled pauses. 

The third study looked at the same subgroup of participants, but this time 
studied the written productions of the learners. The analysis revealed that the 
implicit group was more advanced than the explicit group on most measures of 
complexity. Lexical complexity measures, lexical diversification (Guiraud) and 
lexical sophistication (average word length), were an exception to this pattern as 
the groups scored the same. In sum, explicit instruction did not necessarily lead to 
more complexity as measured in our study. 

The general conclusion of this dissertation is that a predominantly implicit 
program such as AIM, which provides enough L2 exposure, routines and oppor-
tunities for L2 use from the beginning of the acquisition process, is more effective 
in improving L2 proficiency. 
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands

Op het gebied van tweedetaalverwerving binnen de toegepaste taalkunde hebben 
onderzoekers zich toegelegd op het vinden van de meest effectieve manier om 
de L2-prestaties in de klas te verbeteren. Het debat gaat vooral om de vraag welke 
soort instructie effectiever is: expliciete instructie, die zich richt op communica-
tieve vaardigheden met expliciete uitleg van taalregels, of impliciete instructie, die 
zich richt op communicatieve vaardigheden met veel frequente, authentieke input 
zonder focus op regels.

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt de effectiviteit van expliciete versus impliciete 
instructie. We hebben twee onderwijsprogramma’s vergeleken: één overwegend 
expliciet (met de leergangen Grandes Lignes en D’accord) en één overwegend impliciet 
(met de AIM-methodiek). We hebben de ontwikkeling van 229 leerlingen tijdens 
het leren van Frans in de onderbouw gevolgd. De studenten worden vergeleken op 
zowel hun spreek- als schrijfvaardigheid. Op basis van de principes van de Dynamic 
Usage-based theory, legden we de processen uit die te maken hebben met het leren van 
een taal met een impliciete methode met een hoge input.

We hebben drie gerelateerde onderzoeken uitgevoerd om onze onderzoeks-
vragen te beantwoorden. De eerste studie betrof de analyse van de volledige data-
set (n = 229) en maakte gebruik van twee mixed-effects-modellen om te bepalen 
welk programma effectiever was. De tweede studie analyseerde de spreekvaar-
digheid van een subset van deelnemers uit twee verschillende klassen (n=41), 
geselecteerd op vergelijkbaar niveau en de hoeveelheid blootstelling aan L2. We 
hebben de effecten van elk programma vergeleken op het gebied van fluency, 
grammatica en vocabulaire. De derde studie behelsde de analyse van de schri-
jfvaardigheid van dezelfde klassen (n=43) om de effecten van elk programma op 
complexiteitsmetingen te vergelijken.

De eerste studie toonde aan dat een overwegend impliciet programma effec-
tiever was dan een overwegend expliciet programma in de ontwikkeling van de 
spreek- en schrijfvaardigheid na één, twee en drie jaar instructie. De conclusie was 
dat het impliciete programma, dat zich in het begin vooral richtte op mondelinge 
vaardigheden en de grootste blootstelling aan de L2 bood, binnen één jaar een 
betere ontwikkeling van de spreek- en schrijfvaardigheid teweeg bracht en deze 
voorsprong gedurende de volgende twee jaar handhaafde.
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De tweede studie was een gedetailleerde analyse van de spreekvaardigheid 
van een subset van onze deelnemers (n=41), die vergelijkbaar waren in termen van 
hoeveelheid L2-blootstelling en scholastisch niveau. Dit onderzoek toonde aan dat 
de deelnemers met het impliciete programma hoger scoorden op fluency, gram-
maticale complexiteit en L2-gebruik. Beide programma’s bleken echter vergelijk-
bare effecten te hebben op gevuld-pauze-gebruik, grammaticale nauwkeurigheid 
en vocabulaire. Beide programma’s lieten ook vergelijkbare effecten zien op het 
gebied van grammatica (behalve voor het gebruik van de tegenwoordige tijd, 
die correcter werd gebruikt door de impliciete groep), woordenschat en gevulde 
pauzes.

De derde studie onderzocht dezelfde subgroep van deelnemers, maar deze 
keer werd de schrijfvaardigheid van de leerlingen bestudeerd. De analyse liet zien 
dat de impliciete groep beter scoorde dan de expliciete groep voor de meeste types 
van complexiteit. Lexicale complexiteitsmetingen, lexicale diversificatie (Guiraud) 
en lexicale verfijning (gemiddelde woordlengte) vormden een uitzondering op dit 
patroon, aangezien beide groepen hier vergelijkbaar op scoorden. 

De algemene conclusie van dit proefschrift is dat een overwegend impliciet 
programma - zoals AIM-  dat voldoende L2-blootstelling, routines en kansen voor 
gebruik door L2 biedt vanaf de aanvang van het acquisitieproces, effectiever is dan 
expliciete programma’s.
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