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Rule difficulty: teachers’ intuitions and learners’ performance

Pawet Scheffler

The need for some form of explicit grammar instiarcis recognized in most current
approaches to second language teaching. Sincedfigness of explicit instruction is
at least to some extent dependent on the diffiafltye rules that are taught, an
important question for teachers is whether thalggments of rule difficulty are
reliable. This study investigates the question béther there is a significant
relationship between teachers’ assessment of iffieutty and learners’ ability to
produce controlled output based on explicit rulleghe study, 25 Polish teachers of
English were asked to evaluate the difficulty ofgE2lagogical rules of English
grammar. After that, 50 Polish learners of Englisire asked to produce example
sentences based on the same rules. To test theypolihesis of no significant
relationship a Spearman rank order correlationfaoerit was calculated {~ -0.9).
The results were found to be significant (p< 0.01d two-tailed test). They are
discussed in terms of what they mean for the pmoéselecting rules for explicit
instruction.
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Explicit grammar teaching in L2 instruction
Children are very successful implicit languageness: they invariably acquire their native
language through communication and without the bé&kmy explicit instruction. By contrast,
adult learners’ ability to acquire language puieiplicitly is in many respects limited: as N.
Ellis (2007, p. 20) points out, ‘empirical analysddearners in ‘grammar-free’
communicative, natural, or immersion L2 and FL pamgmes demonstrated significant
shortcomings in the accuracy of their language.rdroedy these shortcomings various forms
of explicit instruction have been proposed.

The relationship between implicit and explicit kHedge in L2 acquisition has been
the subject of extensive discussion in the litemafe.g. DeKeyser, 1998; N. Ellis, 2005; R.
Ellis, 2005; Hulstijn, 2002, 2005; Krashen, 198BaBvood Smith, 1981; Paradis, 2009)
Sorace, 1985 - to name just a few). The dominawét present is that explicit knowledge

can indirectly promote the development of implicibwledge. In general, it has been



proposed that explicit instruction can support €2rhers in the following ways: (a) through
helping them to notice formal L2 features; (b) thgb helping them to notice gaps between
their output and the features of input; (c) throeglabling them to proceduralize and
automatize L2 rules; (d) through providing datatfoe implicit system.

The precise way in which explicit instruction istie incorporated into teaching
programmes largely depends on which of the rolsismentioned one subscribes to. For those
who adopt the weak interface position, i.e. whosider noticing and noticing the gap as the
main component processes of the interface, L2uostm should primarily be based on
structurally unfocused tasks which induce inteacbetween learners, with explicit grammar
teaching playing a secondary role (e.g. R. EI@)3 Long and Robinson, 1998). In this
view, explicit L2 knowledge can only contributeglanned language use. For those who opt
for a strong interface and maintain that expliales can be proceduralized, automatized and
ultimately used in spontaneous communication, expgéaching of rules will be a central
element of the instruction process (e.g. DeKeyk@98). Finally, even in a non-interface
view like that of Hulstijn (2002), there is roonr fexplicit grammar rules: controlled output
generated with the help of such rules is registesethe independent implicit system.

The provision of explicit rules is, then, a meah@etruction assumed in a number of
current approaches to L2 teaching. There is algureral evidence indicating that explicit
instruction is effective. Norris and Ortega (2000)an often quoted statistical meta-analysis
of the relevant research published between 1980888, reach the following conclusions:
(a) when compared with simple exposure, L2 instonds effective and makes a substantial
difference; (b) explicit types of instruction ar@ra effective than implicit ones; (c)
treatments that integrate form and meaning (focufoon) are equally effective as treatments

that focus on forms.



Pedagogical grammar rules

There have been numerous discussions of the coat&pte’ in the SLA and language
teaching literature, for example, Dietz (2002) HRis (2006), de Graaff (1997), Housen,
Pierrard, & Van Daele, (2005), Hulstijn and de Gir&B994), Thornbury (1999), Westney

(1994). Dietz (2002: 266) discusses four basicespn§the term ‘rule’:

(1) Rule as a regularity that is inherent in languagd'@ language use

(2) Rule as a concrete formulation of such a regularity

(3) Rule as a psychological entity

(4) Rule as a structure indicating surface regularity

As far as the second sense is concerned, Diet2)2ii§tinguishes between L1 rules

and interrules (i.e. L2 rules). They can be lintglisules, native speakers’ formulations or
descriptions in second / foreign language textbodke focus of the present paper is on the
last type, that is, ‘pedagogic interrules’, whi@nde defined as instructions for L2 learners
on how to produce the target language correctlg. imbtructions that L2 learners receive
concern two domains: form and use. Consequentty tyyes of production rules are
distinguished: rules of formation / form and ruédsise (e.g. Thornbury, 1999; Westney,

1994;). Thornbury (1999, p. 12) provides the folilmgvexamples of rules of form and use

with respect to the English past tense:

To form the past simple of regular verbs, addte the infinitive.
The simple past tense is used to indicate pastrectr states.

Selecting rules for explicit instruction

Assuming that both the theoretical and empiricguarents for explicit grammar instruction
are correct, an important question that remaimghish pedagogical rules to select or
prioritize in the process of teaching. The disaus$n this context has centred around the

issue of rule difficulty (e.g. Bialystok, 1979; De¥ser, 1998, 2003, 2005; Dietz, 2002; R.



Ellis, 2002, 2006; de Graaff, 1997; Green and Hetd®2; Housen et al. 2005; Hulstijn,
1995; Hulstijn and de Graaff, 1994; Krashen, 1982a, 1985; Robinson, 1996; Roehr and
Ganem-Gutiérrez, 2009). DeKeyser (2003, p. 332}herbasis of his interpretation of
research into implicit and explicit learning, hypesizes the following relations between rule

difficulty and explicit instruction:

Table 1 Usefulness of explicit instruction and lewa rule difficulty (DeKeyser 2003: 332)

rule difficulty role of instruction

very easy not useful (not necessary)

easy speeding up explicit learning process

moderate stretching ultimate attainment

difficult enhancing later implicit acquisition by increasing chances of
noticing

very difficult not useful (not effective)

In order to assess the difficulty of grammaticaés, researchers have tried to develop
objective criteria which could be used to deternvilat makes L2 grammar difficult.
DeKeyser (2005) discusses three factors whichsrview determine grammatical difficulty:
complexity of meaning, complexity of form, and cdexity of the relationship between form
and meaning. If an L2 feature designates a nowkl an abstract meaning for a learner, and if
expressing that meaning involves a large numberarphemes that need to be selected, then
the feature will be difficult. The learning diffitty will be increased further if the link
between form and meaning is not transparent. Bhasgparticularly acute problem for
naturalistic learners who are not provided withlexprules describing form-meaning

relationships.



R. Ellis (2006) proposes two sets of criteria: thossponsible for learning difficulty
as implicit knowledge (e.g. frequency, saliency esgllarity), and those that determine
difficulty as explicit knowledge. The latter setindes two main categories: conceptual
clarity and metalanguage. As far as conceptuaitglgrconcerned, R. Ellis (2006, p. 438)
adopts de Graaff's (1997, p. 41) definition, whiscribes it as “the number of different
formal or functional grammatical features that cimite to the specific form of a target
structure and the specific function it performsg, $r example, in R. Ellis’s view (2006, p.
438), Englishwh- questions, are difficult to learn as explicit kiedge because of their
formal complexity, and the English article systendifficult because of its functional
complexity. As for metalanguage, the more of neésessary to formulate a rule, the more
difficult the rule is. And whereas in some contexisre is a choice as to the amount of
technical language that needs to be included ule in others, like the dative alternation in
English, certain metalinguistic terms simply canbetavoided (R. Ellis, 2006, p. 439).

Two very specific proposals for determining the ptewrity of rules of form are Dietz
(2002) and Housen et al. (2005). In Dietz’s (20@2mnework, rule complexity is governed by
three factors: the number of criteria in a rule, tumber of subconditions in the conditional
part of a rule and the number of subrules whicivargdomain requires. Thus, the domain of
the German ‘Perfekt’ involves two subrules: oneaarning the auxiliary ‘haben’ and one
concerning the auxiliary ‘sein’. Within each sularuthere are a number of subconditions
specifying the types of main verbs with which eaakiliary should be used: for example, the
learners needs to know that ‘haben’ is used wihditive and reflexive verbs, and ‘sein’ with
‘all verbs of movement referring to change of posit(p.275). This means that in order to
form the ‘Perfekt’ construction appropriately, flearner needs to consider semantic as well
as morphosyntactic information. Finally, there als® numerous criteria in the rule referring

to linguistic classificatory terms (e.g. ‘transgiverbs’, ‘reflexive verbs’).



Housen et al. (2005) distinguish between struatoreplexity and rule complexity. As
for the former, they admit (p. 242-43) that thexy@d ‘generally accepted metric for
distinguishing between simple and complex lingaistructures’, and adopt in their study
Givon’s (1991, 1995) model of functional markedndésghe model (Givon 1995, p. 28),
three criteria are used to determine the functiomalkedness of a structure: structural
complexity (‘The marked structure tends to be noam@plex (or larger) than the
corresponding unmarked one’), frequency distributend cognitive complexity (‘The
marked category tends to be cognitively more cormplan terms of mental effort, attention
demands or processing time — than the unmarked.one’

As for rule complexity, Housen et al. (2005, p. pdéfine it ‘in terms of thelegree of
elaborationwith which a rule is formulated, i.e. as the numbiesteps the learner has to
follow to arrive at the production of the intendedjuistic structure, and the number of
options and alternatives available at each stdpe’fdllowing examples (p. 241) demonstrate
that the same structure (the French present condlican be described either by a complex

or a simple rule:

Complex rule:

1. determine the verb class to which the verb lg=pn

2. if the verb belongs to the —er/-ir class, thelect the infinitiveétre and the endings
of theimparfait (-ais, -ais, -ait, -ions, -iez, -aient

3. if the verb belongs to the —re class: selecirtfigitive + the endings of thenparfait;
4. if the verb belongs to neither of the categosiesve, select the stem of thgur
simpleand add the endings of thparfait.

Simple rule:

1. take the stem of tHature simpldorm of the verb;

2. add the endings of timparfaitin the corresponding person and numbais( -ais, -

ait, -ions, -iez, -aient

Dietz (2002, p. 282) also suggests that in pedagbgccounts of L2 grammar, rule

complexity can be reduced by employing more abstigteria or terms, and by omitting

those subconditions and subrules that are of ‘[ehalility and/or restricted scope’. However,



the question remains whether using more abstramstactually makes rules easier to process
for learners. Further, while it may be possiblemaploy the criteria developed by Dietz

(2002) or Housen et al. (2005) to objectively eaduinguistic structures and pedagogical
rules of form in terms of their complexity, in thase of semantic / pragmatic descriptions
included in rules of use, no comparable critereens¢o be available. It seems, then, that to
assess the difficulty of rules of use one hasno toi the judgements of expert informants, i.e.
foreign language teachers.

Teachers’ judgements have been used in SLA reseasagdsess rule difficulty. That
was the approach used by Robinson (1996), whodrsteng its advantages its high face
validity, replicability and the fact that it proved empirical support for the distinction
between easy and difficult rules (p. 33). Accordiadr. Ellis (2006, p. 439), such an
empirical means may be necessary for assessirtifticellty of different declarative rules
because objective linguistic criteria are more lge@neral guidelines’ and ‘it may prove
impossible to arrive at criteria that will ensureeiable and valid assessment’. The present
study examines teachers’ intuitions with respecttes of use containing semantic /
pragmatic descriptions.

The study

Aim and hypothesis

The aim of this study is to determine whether teesltan predict how well learners of
English as a foreign language can perform witheesio both form and use in the task of
producing sample sentences. In accordance withatmsthe null hypothesis that there is no
significant correlation between teachers’ judgermamd learners’ performance will be tested.
Participants

There were two groups of subjects in the studyoamof 25 Polish teachers of English and a

group of 50 Polish learners of English. As for thlemer group, eight male and 17 female



teachers participated, aged between 25 and 54. Wheyeither secondary school teachers at
the time of the study or teachers with experierfdeaching secondary school students. Their
average teaching experience was 12.5 years (thenommmteaching experience was 5 years
and the maximum was 30). They were randomly saldctethe study from a list of
secondary schools in the author’s province.

The learners were secondary school students, afjad18. There were 23 males and
27 females in the group. They had been learnindiginfpr 8.8 years on average, almost
exclusively in a foreign (rather than second) laaggicontext: they had spent an average of
0.5 week in English speaking countries (six wegkbh@most). At the time of the study, all
the learners were attending English instructioth@ir school at the upper intermediate level.
Both the secondary school and the learners indheat were randomly picked for the study
from among 20 schools in the author's geographgoatimity. The learners had been given
no prior information concerning the nature of tasktthey would be asked to perform.
Materials
Both the learners’ test and the teachers’ questioarcontained the same rules of use in the
same order. All the rules came from the followiegtbooks published by Pearson Longman
ELT: Matura success intermedialby Hastings, McKinlay and Cichriska, andVatura
success upper intermedidig ComynsCarr, Parsons and Szmerdt-Chandler. Atrtleeof
the study the learners were using the latter; dh@ér had been covered in the previous
school year.

TheMatura successeries consists of six course books ranging filzerbeginner
level to the advanced level. It is a recently pahlid general English course aimed at
secondary school students, aged between 14 arich@easoning for content organization is

explained in the following manner by the authors:



In keeping with current trends in language teachivegprovide very solid skills
training but at the same time, we are aware thls slannot be practised without a
solid base in grammar. They have therefore beeengdgual emphasis. (Fricker,

2007, p. 5)

A teaching unit typically contains a reading angbaabulary section, speaking,
listening and writing activities, and a grammartget The grammar sections are inductive
with concise rules provided at some point. Up te¢hgrammar features are presented in a
single teaching unit and each of the featuresnsyd introduced in context. Learners’
analysis of examples is followed by practice inebhihe degree of control is gradually
relaxed.

English grammar iMatura successs, then, covered explicitly and systematically: a
the authors admit (Fricker 2007, p. utcesprovides a structured and thorough grammar
syllabus’. In more general terms, it seems thatyhe of instruction tha¥latura success
offers and that the learners actually receivedbmadescribed as the weak version of
communicative language teaching: it ‘stressesrtigortance of providing learners with
opportunities to use their English for communicagpurposes and, characteristically,
attempts to integrate such activities into a wigleigram of language teaching’ (Howatt 1984,
p. 279).

Both the test and the questionnaire consisted ofitE® altogether: ten were taken
from Matura Success Intermediaaad two (the Future Perfect and the Future Coatisau
rule) fromMatura Success Upper Intermedialdney had all been covered by the learners
participating in the study. The learners receivertEnglish instruction in the school in
groups of between 10 and 15: two groups were tdughtfemale teacher and two by a male,

each with eight years’ teaching experience. Thehteis closely followed the course book and



used the same types of procedures to cover theialaBoth of them also completed the
teachers’ questionnaire.

The rules, grouped here on the basis of grammatatabories, are given below. On
the actual test and in the questionnaire, they \weaerandom order.

Simple tenses

1. We use the Present Simple to talk about habigeutines.
2. We use the Past Simple to describe finishedmrti
Continuous / progressive aspect

1. We use the Present Continuous to talk aboutrsctiappening now.
2. We use the Past Continuous to describe thingshwiere in progress at a specific
time in the past.
3. We use the Future Continuous for actions thikteiin progress at a specific time in
the future.

Perfect aspect

1. We use the Present Perfect Simple to talk abdinished action if we don’t say
exactly when it happened.
2. We use the Past Perfect to talk about an atttetrhappened before another action in
the past.
3. We use the Future Perfect for actions thatlvélcompleted before a specific time in
the future.

Perfect + Continuous

1. We use the Present Perfect Continuous to talltedn action that started in the past

but is still continuing.
Conditionals

1. We use First Conditional to talk about situagitimat have a chance of happening in

the future.

2. We use Second Conditional to talk about sitmatiwhich are impossible now or in

the future.

3. We use the Third Conditional to talk about aation that had a chance of happening

in the past but it didn’t happen.

In the case of many of the grammatical categoridke rules abovéjatura success
intermediatedoes not provide pedagogical rules of form. Thenkoreferred to by the
metalinguistic labels that are included in the sudee supposed to be identified by learners
during instruction in the sections of the courselbtihat precede the rules. The forms are also
made prominent through bold type in the examplasabhcompany the rules. Such an

approach is possible because most of the formsqame of the uses) that learners deal with

10



in Matura success intermediat@re introduced at lower levels of instructionefdwas no
way of verifying what rules of form the learnersihactually been exposed to in the course of
their learning.

The choice of verbal categories for the study wativated by two main factors. First,
the content of the grammar syllabusMiditura success intermediaiedominated by the
grammar of the verb phrase: most of the grammantpdhat are discussed concern the VP,
that is, tense, aspect and conditional senteneesnd, as DeKeyser (2005, p. 5) says in his
review article, verbal aspect is one of the catiegowhich are ‘notoriously hard to acquire for
native speakers of L1s that do not have them arnubaa very different system.” This element
of grammar, according to DeKeyser, is also ‘strgnmgbistant to instructional treatments.’
The subjects in the present study meet the Llrimitethe Polish VP lacks verbal complexes
consisting of auxiliaries and main verbs encodheggerfect and continuous / progressive
aspects: aspectual distinctions in Polish are leahloly lexical rather than grammatical means.
Unreal conditions in the past are also formed ffgidint means in Polish and English. In
view of the above considerations, it seemed interg@$o examine how the learners would be
able to cope with rules concerning these phenomena.

Learners’ ability to employ explicit grammar knowge is normally examined with
the help of tests like untimed grammaticality juchgats or error correction (e.g. R. Ellis,
2005). In this study, the learners were askedddymre written untimed output based on
selected explicit rules. Such a design was dicthyeithree factors. First, it seemed that the
teachers would find it easier to assess rule ditfyan relation to a task which involved
producing language rather than judging grammaticali correcting errors. Second, a
language production task seemed closer than a gainatity judgement task to

communicative applications of explicit rules, t@using such rules in planned

11



communication. Third, designing the study in thesywmade it easy to link samples of the
learners’ linguistic behaviour to specific rules.

Procedure and analysis

The teachers were either sent the questionnaiaes-mail or were approached in person. Out
of the 25 teachers who were sent the questionn@@eesponded. All the teachers
approached in person completed the questionnaitbelinstructions, the teachers were asked
to rate the difficulty that the rules might posePlish secondary school learners of English at
the upper intermediate level in the task of writeagample sentences. They were also asked to
use a one to five scale (i.e. 1 for ‘very easyp2'easy’, etc.), which was supposed to
correspond to DeKeyser’s (2003) scale of rule cliffy given in Table 1. The rules were
supposed to be evaluated by the teachers withaegpproblems of both form and meaning
that the learners might experience.

The learners were administered the test in grotipstwveen 10 and 15 during their
regular class times. They received instructiorBohsh to illustrate in writing as accurately as
possible (i.e. referring to both form and use /tegt) each of the rules on the test with one
sentence in English, as if they were giving an gdarno a class mate who did not know how
the rule worked. The time they were given to congpthe task was unlimited.

The sentences produced by the learners were egdlimtependently by two expert
native speaker teachers of English. Interratereagemt was 93 per cent. The cases in which
there was disagreement were decided by the reszakedch sentence was worth one point,
which was awarded when the sentence containedctaeeh forms accurately illustrating the
use of a given structure described in the rule. gitmgr errors were ignored. For example,

sentence (1) below, which illustrates the Past i@oaus rule, was awarded one point:

(1) I was cooking when ten o’clock news started.

12



The score for sentence (2) was 0.5 point: the fisroorrect, but the sentence does not
illustrate accurately the use of the Past Contisumscribed in the rule, i.e. there is no

reference to a specific time in the past.

(2) I was reading this book.

Finally, no points were awarded for sentences iitlwvthe verb forms were incorrect.
This was motivated by the need to avoid arbitragisions concerning the subjects’
understanding of particular rules: with incorreettyforms, it was difficult to reliably
distinguish cases in which the learners understoedemantics of a given structure but used
an incorrect form to express it, from those in Vihilce learners had problems with both form
and meaning. Consequently, sentences like (3)(%#and (6), which were supposed to be
illustrations of Present Perfect Simple, Futurgd®e, Past Simple and Present Simple

respectively, all earned zero points.

(3) I had ate my sandwich.
(4) I will have cook before you came.
(5) I done my homework.

(6) She always come home at 2 pm.

The evaluation procedure was followed by the cakomh of the descriptive statistics
for the learners’ test and the teachers’ questioen@he total scores for the grammatical
categories in each were arranged in a rank oraedeiermine the degree of similarity

between the two ranks, the Spearman rank-ordeeletion coefficient was calculated.
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Results
Table 2 shows the mean, minimum and maximum se@ordghe standard deviation for the
learners’ test.

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for the learnerst te

mean 8.5 pts
maximum score 12 pts
minimum score 3 pts

standard deviation 2.1 pts

Overall, the learners scored 429.5 points out etdital 600. That is, the overall
success rate was 71.6 per cent. Table 3 presenssiticess rates for each of the twelve rules
ranked from the lowest to the highest score.

Table 3 Success rates for the twelve rules in oadkr

grammatical category total score (out of 50 pts) %
third conditional 17 34
future perfect 24.5 49
second conditional 29.5 59
past perfect 335 67
future continuous 35 70
present perfect 35 70
present perfect continuous  37.5 75
first conditional 38 76
past continuous 38 76
past simple a7 94
present continuous 47 94
present simple 47.5 95

14



The descriptive statistics in Table 4 show howtd#sehers evaluated the difficulty of

all the grammatical areas in question.

Table 4 Descriptive statistics for the teacherggiionnaire

mean 28.4 pts
maximum score 40 pts
minimum score 17 pts
standard deviation 0.8 pts

Table 5 shows the results of the teachers’ assetssmenk order on the basis of the total
score.

Table 5 Results of the teachers’ questionnaire

grammatical category total score (out of 125 pts)  \eerage
present simple 26 1.04
present continuous 27 1.08
past simple 35 1.4
past continuous 49 1.96
first conditional 51 2.04
future continuous 61 2.44
present perfect 63 2.52
second conditional 64 2.56
past perfect 66 2.64
present perfect continuous 78 3.12
third conditional 89 3.56
future perfect 101 4.04
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Discussion

To test the hypothesis under investigation, a Spaartest on the rank-ordered learners’ and
teachers’ data was performeg=r-0.9). Because the p-value is less than 0.0la(fevo-
tailed-test) the null hypothesis can be rejectdtls Theans that there is a significant
correlation between the variables, such that theerdificult a particular grammatical
category is predicted to be by the teachers, therohe score on the learners’ test.

The results demonstrate that teachers’ judgemémtdeodifficulty correspond very
closely to learners’ ability to use rules to proglwutput: the correlation is highly significant.
Still, the question remains what actually causedesaules to be easy for learners and others
to be difficult. Let us turn to the specific ruliggt the learners had to deal with to see what
problems of form and meaning the learners expegignc

* Simple tenses

The two simple tenses were the least formally cempkrbal structures on the test: in
each case the choice involved only one verb. Tlsemajority of the learners were able to
handle the forms very well: there were very fewomect choices. The meanings of the two
tenses did not pose any significant problems eitn@iPast Simple sentences were questioned
by the native markers because they did not meeddkeription in the rule and only one
Present Simple sentence was questioned for trsemeg@e. it did not refer to a habit or a

routine):

(7) She works in Warsaw.

Typical examples given to illustrate the rules wasdollows:

16



(8) I go to school every day.

(9) I finished this project yesterday.

» Continuous aspect
The problems that the Present Continuous construpibsed were related to the
choice of the correct verb forms. However, in noteaces did the learners omit the auxiliary.

In general, the learners found it easy to illustthe meaning of this category.

(10) He is writtenig now.

(11)I can’'t answer the phone, I'm having a shower now!

Many more problems were experienced by the subydoen giving examples of the
Past and Future Continuous. As for the formerpthén source of difficulty was the provision
of an accurate time reference: the referencesn®e Were either too general or they were

absent altogether:

(12) When | was young | was swimming.

(13) I was reading this book.

In the case of the latter, the learners often gledywith both form and meaning: in a
number of cases, they used other or non-existemsiahe auxiliary ‘be’ was frequently

omitted, and references to a specific time in tliark were often missing:

(14) The earth will have been destroyed.

(15) We are watching TV tonight.

17



(16) I will being in Scotland next year.
(17) He will taking about job next week.

(18) I will be eating dinner.

Perfectly accurate examples like the ones belovewarch more common in the Past

Continuous:

(19) I was doing my homework when the phone rang.

(20) Tomorrow at 7 o’clock | will be going to London.

* Perfect aspect
In the Present Perfect (21) and Past Perfect @#gnces, the selection of incorrect forms
was a relatively common problem. With the Futurddt (23-25), problems of form were

very severe. For example:

(21) I've ate my breakfast.

(22) I had had met my friend before | came home yesyerda
(23) Tom will made his homework since 8 pm.

(24) Next Friday my project will be finished.

(25) In two years | would finished this school.

As for the meaning of the Present Perfect, in abermof cases the learners seemed

not to realize that even though a particular timgression did not say exactly when some

action occurred, it was incompatible with the Pnes$terfect:

18



(26) Some years ago, I've done a lot of stupid things.

(27)1 have played football last week.

It seems that in the case of examples (26) andif{&7)he Present Perfect rule itself that is at
fault: the way the description of its use is foratal is probably somewhat vague and may
have misled the learners. This stresses the impmtaf clear and unambiguous semantic /
pragmatic descriptions which can be reliably agpbg learners (cf. R. Ellis, 2006; Westney,
1994).

In the case of the Past Perfect, problems of mgastirefly had to do with the order of

the relevant situations:

(28) I took a shower. My mum had called me.

(29) We had been in my room when they came.

Being able to form a correct Future Perfect comsibn usually meant that the

meaning was clear as well. Examples like the ot@bwere rare:

(30) Next week we will have been to Greece.

Some typical perfect aspect sentences acceptdwebyparkers were the following:

(31) I've just finished my homework.

(32) He was in hospital because he had had an accident.

(33) By 2020 I will have finished my education.

19



» Perfect + Continuous
The Present Perfect Continuous posed few problerresms of the choice of verb
forms or appropriate time expressions (examples@435). Errors like the ones in (36) and

(37) were rather rare.

(34) They have been building this house since 2006.
(35) We've been talking for an hour now.
(36) | have been learning in this school two years ago.

(37) I have been learning English since nine years.

» Conditional sentences
Conditional sentences are complex structures lootérms of form and meaning. Each of
them contains a subordinate clause which expresdes a real condition (the so-called type
1) or an unreal one (type 2 and 3). The subjeatsdat relatively easy to provide examples of

type 1: the meanings they expressed were cleath@nfdrms were usually correct:

(38) If | study more, I'll have better grades.

There were only three instances of the modal "willthe conditional clause, a

potential problem for Polish learners due to the afsthe future tense in Polish conditional

clauses:

(39) If you will finish this you should be rewarded.

20



Conditionals type two (example 40) and three (eXamf) caused serious problems
of both form and meaning. In most cases in whiehftiims were correct (examples 42 and

43), the meanings were also clear:

(40) I went to the cinema if you invite me.
(41) He would be a great teacher, but he hadn’t learadaot.
(42)If I were you | wouldn’t go there.

(43)If I had had more free time | would have spentiibwou.

The teachers’ predictions of rule difficulty in $hstudy were for the most part very
accurate. Furthermore, they correlate with preaidithat could be derived from linguistic
theory. If we apply Givon's (1991, 1995) functiomaarkedness criteria for structure
complexity, as Housen et al. (2005) did in thaidst we will also be able to predict at least
the general arrangement of categories in Tabléndt iB, the learners’ scores are the highest
for the categories which are simple in terms ofrthmber of their constituent parts, which
occur frequently in the learners’ textbook matetiaihd whose meanings are rather easy to
grasp (e.g. habits, actions happening at the moofesteaking, finished actions in the past).
By contrast, the scores are the lowest for categavhich involved a lot of verbal material,
which occur infrequently in the textbook, and whassanings may either be ‘mentally
taxing’ (hypothetical / unreal conditions, everdterant to a time following their occurrence,
cf. Givon 1995, p. 57) or which may also be expeddsy other verbal structures. For
example, the meaning of the Future Perfect wasereddoy some of the learners with the

help of the Future Simple:

(44) Next Friday my project will be finished.
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(45) I will finish it before our meeting.

Linguistic theory, then, can provide some geneuddiglines for assessing rule
difficulty. It is doubtful, however, whether theidelines could practicably be used to
produce a multiple level hierarchy like the ond able 5 (Housen et al. 2005 examined only
two categories in their study). For this to be donthe framework of functional markedness,
one would have to quantify the structural and ctigmicomplexity of each of the twelve
categories and to estimate their frequency didiohun the learners’ input in and outside the
classroom. It is certainly more feasible to obtaichers’ difficulty ratings, which, as this
study shows, can match learners’ performance Vesgely.

The instructions that accompanied the teachersstoqpmaire specified that in their
judgements the teachers were supposed to takagntaunt the difficulty that might be
caused both by the structures referred to in thesrand by descriptions of their uses. The
responses that were provided indicate that strakcéund functional complexity was indeed a
key factor in their judgements: the top three cattieg are the Future Perfect, the Third
Conditional and the Present Perfect Progressivaddiition to complexity, at least some of
the teachers consciously used their teaching expeziin judging the rules: in the comments
that some of them contributed on completing thestjaenaire, they spoke of the difficulties
that they had experienced when teaching some dfttbhetures. Despite these difficulties, the
teachers generally did not regard the rules theg wasked to evaluate as particularly difficult:
the only rule classified as clearly difficult wdsetone concerning the Future Perfect. The
moderate assessment of the difficulty of the ridedso shown by the data in Table 4: the
mean score on the teachers’ questionnaire wasp@®s. It should be noted, however, that
some teachers differed widely in their judgemetits:highest score is more than twice as

high as the lowest one.
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One category, the Present Perfect Continuous, leadyassessed wrongly by the
teachers: it posed fewer problems than expectesl rddson for its fairly high score on the
learners’ test can perhaps be explained by theHatit is normally introduced relatively
early in the instruction process: it may be a cax@tructure, but the learners had had ample
time to familiarize themselves with it. The presstidy was not designed specifically to
assess the relationship between the amount of espogractice and the effectiveness of
instruction. However, as can be seen by compahegtores of some of the categories, the
latter does not simply follow from the former. Fextample, the Future Perfect and the Future
Continuous were both introducedMatura Success upper intermedigb@t their success
rates differ considerably.

The scoring system used in the study makes it plest calculate the results of the
learners’ test with respect to form in its own tighd without reference to use. These results

are given in Table 6 below:
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Table 6 Success rates for the twelve rules in cadkr: form only

grammatical category total score (out of 25 pts) %
third conditional 8.5 34

future perfect 14 56

second conditional 16 64
future continuous 18.5 74
first conditional 19 76

present perfect 20 80
past perfect 21 84
present perfect continuous 22 88
past continuous 23 92
past simple 235 94
present continuous 23.5 94
present simple 24 96

Two observations will be made concerning the dafBable 6. First, even if we take the
scores for form alone and compare them with thehea’ assessment of difficulty, the
correlation between the two is still significan{£r-0.79, p< 0.01 for a two-tailed test). Thus,
the teachers were also able to predict the ledrperformance in terms of form only. Second,
if we look at how the success rates for speciftegaries in Table 6 increased in relation to
those in Table 3, we will see that it is the pergespect and past continuous that exhibit the
largest difference. That is, the learners werd@sé cases considerably more successful in
providing correct forms than in providing appropei@xamples with respect to both form and
contextualised use. It seems, then, that the s&rrdintension of these two categories

requires more attention during the instruction pssc This confirms DeKeyser’s (2005)
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assessment of the difficulty of the perfect aspact Sharwood Smith’s (1974) account of the
difficulties experienced by Polish learners witk fast continuous construction.

DeKeyser (2005, p. 17) claims that “instructiom@ necessary for the easiest
structures and doomed to failure for the hardagparticular where focus on form is
concerned”. Judging by the results of the presiatys instruction aimed at (moderately)
difficult structures can actually be quite succeksiut of the twelve categories that were
investigated only three had success rates belope66ent (the Third Conditional the Future
Perfect and the Second Conditional with 34, 49%thger cent respectively). It seems, then,
that many structures and uses can be taught asmgéadnules, i.e. as descriptions that are
meant to explain to learners how a certain asgextarget grammar works and not as
formulas which are to be memorized and applied maiclally by them. A not dissimilar view
has been expressed by Green and Hecht (1992, p.vill8® say that ‘semantic categories like
aspect are probably best presented as explanatithes than rules, with learners’ attention
drawn to how they operate in longer contexts (...).’

Conclusion

The present study tested teachers’ ability to adsesning difficulty of pedagogical rules. It
shows that teachers can predict the degree of ssiticat learners will have with rules of use:
that is, they can predict how well learners willdi#e to form sentences on the basis of the
metalinguistic labels of the relevant structureg descriptions of their use. The teachers’
predictions were limited to the learners’ use gflext knowledge. It is for future research to
determine whether teachers’ assessment of difficsikqually accurate in the area of
learners’ implicit knowledge. It is also for futuresearch to examine whether, and if so to
what extent, the results have been influenced éghtiared L1 background of the learners and

teachers.
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In addition to investigating teachers’ intuitiotise study was also a test of learners’
ability to produce controlled output when prompbgca rule. In general, the learners passed
this test: they succeeded in producing well-forreedtences in over 70 per cent of the cases.
This means that metalinguistic labels designatiogamo-syntactic structures can be
meaningful to learners: learners can accuratelgtcoct or recall the relevant forms when
provided with a label. Further, they can also pldeeforms in contexts corresponding to
descriptions of their use.

The learners’ performance on the test can be seproaiding an argument for formal
grammar instruction in relation to the weak integaiew of the relationship between explicit
and implicit knowledge. In the task that the leasngere required to perform, they needed to
produce specific English structures on the basth&f metalinguistic labels and descriptions
of use. Since the learners were able to proceed fechnical terms to actual exemplars, it
seems reasonable to assume that they should adduébt do the reverse: that is, they should
be able to notice the relevant structures in irgouat relate them to the categories and rules
that they have been taught. And according to Sch{h#0), noticing is one of the necessary
conditions for acquisition to take place. Furthmr]inking features of input to meaningful
rules learners may also in some cases increasautid@rstanding of the input that they
receive, i.e. they may increase the amount of cehgmsible input. If this is indeed the case,
then explicit grammar teaching may lead to incréasemprehension. And as VanPatten
(2004) says (as cited in Wong, 2005, p. 34), ‘®@dktent that comprehension is a pre-
requisite or part of acquisition (...), any instian that leads to increased comprehension may
also lead to increased acquisition.’

Swan (2007, p. 295) talks about two sources thatlld be drawn upon in designing
language teaching programmes: applied linguisseaech and ‘the accumulated experience

and reflection of generations of practitioners.eTgresent study shows that the latter should
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indeed be taken seriously: it is an empirical weaition that teachers’ intuitions can be very
accurate. For teachers themselves, it demonstrees implementing the instruction
process they can exercise their own judgementlefditficulty with confidence.
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