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Rule difficulty and the usefulness of instruction

Pawet Scheffler

It is now generally agreed that some form of fomughe target code is necessary in
adult L2 instruction. One question that remaind&answered is whether all aspects
of L2 grammar are equally amenable to pedagogierir@ntion. A number of
researchers have examined the effectiveness afictish with regard to simple vs.
difficult grammar rules. To address this questipedfically from the learner’s
perspective, a questionnaire was administered togmups of Polish adult learners
of English. The first group was asked to assesslitfieulty of a number of key areas
of English grammar. The second was asked to afisessefulness of instruction in
the same areas. The results indicate that theeecisnsiderable overlap between the
judgements of both groups: that is, learners feeytbenefit the most from instruction
in difficult areas.

Problems with purely experiential instruction

The term ‘experiential instruction’ can be usedéfer to all those kinds of instruction
in which L2 learning is supposed to take place eesalt of learners experiencing the
target language and using it as a tool for comnation. Different aspects of
communication have been stressed by different prepis of such non-interventionist
teaching. For example, in Krashen and Terrel’'8@)Natural Approach, all that is
necessary for L2 acquisition to take place is kbatners are provided with
comprehensible input. In purely experiential taslsdd instruction, learners simply
interact with one another in the target languaggengerforming various cognitive
tasks. In content-based instruction, learnersaarght non-linguistic subject matter
(e.g. geography) through the medium of the taryeguage.

The assumption that underlies all experiential appines is that a foreign language
can be learnt through communication by harnessegrdially the same mechanisms
that are responsible for L1 acquisition. This meas L2 learners develop implicit
knowledge of the L2 system, and that they do smlé@mtally.

The non-interventionist position sketched abovelmaariticized on two main counts.
First, assuming that L2 development can proceeggthaimplicitly and incidentally
may not be valid, at least as far as adult learaeroncerned. The fundamental
difference between adult L2 learners and child tduérers is that the former possess
a powerful problem solving mechanism, which theg agnsciously to deal with
complex systems. Bley-Vroman (1989) proposes thatthis domain independent
mechanism that adults use in the process of leguanioreign language. This means
that adult L2 acquisition is comparable to the &itjan of other cognitive skills like
playing chess. According to Anderson (2000), whenegal cognitive skills are
acquired, the process is neither implicit nor iecil: it begins by learners



developing explicit declarative knowledge whiclgradually proceduralized and
automatized. Applying this skill-based model tos®tlanguage learning means that
in order to acquire L2 rules learners need to goutph an initial stage in which they
consciously focus on the formal features of thgaacode. The most appropriate
syllabus to follow at this stage is the struct@@labus. As learners become more
advanced, a leading role in the organization otélaehing program can be taken on
by communicative tasks (Swan 2005).

The second major problem with experiential insinrchas to do with its
effectiveness. This issue has been researchedutjidyoin the context of French
immersion education in Canada. It has been detexdrtimat long-term content-based
instruction is effective as far as communicativiliskre concerned: learners become
fluent, they can communicate their ideas easily, they are very good at
comprehending other people’s speech and writingvéder, despite years of
exposure and communicative practice, they failrtmpce output that is
grammatically accurate. The problems are so samfithat, as a way of dealing with
them, Harley (1993) proposes that experientialiiegcstrategies used in content-
based and communicative instruction should be smpghted by analytical
procedures which could, for example, include insiggithe salience of selected
linguistic features, giving learners opportunitiesfocused production and providing
them with negative evidence. These measures adedd®cause, as Harley (1993:
247) says, ‘an experiential teaching strategy na#lytd provide optimal conditions

for SLA in a classroom context.’

In the view of some prominent SLA specialists, saptimal conditions for classroom
SLA can be achieved by retaining the instructidoais on meaning and
communication, and supplementing it with ‘on-lifiefm-focused pedagogic
interventions or a secondary code-based compoAenimber of different proposals
have been made in this area, by for example Lodgrarbinson (1998) and Ellis
(2003). They will not be reviewed here; sufficéitsay that they all treat the task as
the central unit of the teaching process.

Selecting rules for explicit grammar instruction

There are, then, two main approaches to grammeitegin current SLA thinking: a
skill-based approach and a task-based approadhe liormer, conscious and
systematic study of grammar rules is regardedeabdiis for L2 development. In the
latter, instruction is to be based on tasks whicluce interaction between learners,
with code-focused pedagogic interventions or egsescplaying a supporting role.

It is not the goal of this article to argue foragainst the adoption of either of the
approaches outlined above. The general conclusibe tdrawn from the foregoing
discussion is that whichever approach one adoptsjsjustified in applying explicit
code-focused instruction. The extent to which gnsgployed will of course vary, but
the case for supplying it, at least as a meansmflementing experiential instruction,
IS very strong.

There are a number of issues which need to beasnesli when deciding which L2
grammar rules to target or prioritize in teachi@ge of the most controversial is that
of rule difficulty, which is often linked to formalnd functional complexity.
Unfortunately, in many cases it is hard to decitatwwnakes a rule formally and



functionally complex. A well known example is thertl person singular present
tense suffix. For Krashen (1982), it is a formaliyple feature, as all we are dealing
with is the presence or absence of a single morph€&wr Ellis (1990), it is formally
complex because it involves a relationship betwegnnon-contiguous items, i.e. a
sentential subject and a verbal suffix. As forfilnectional status of the suffix, both
Krashen and Ellis say that it is functionally sieypgHowever, as DeKeyser (1998: 44)
points out, given the number of grammatical categanvolved in its interpretation
(i.e. person, number and tense), ‘its form-functelationship is far from
transparent.’

To make matters worse, SLA specialists do not agneehether instruction should
deal with rules that they consider linguisticalimple and therefore easy to learn, or
whether instruction should target features thataraplex and consequently difficult.
In Krashen’s (1982) view, teachers should addriesgle grammatical phenomena,
whereas for Hulstijn and De Graaff (1994), simpikes can be induced by learners on
their own, and teachers should focus on thoseatieadlifficult. Moreover, empirical
studies of the relationship between the effectigsrd explicit instruction and rule
difficulty often produce conflicting results: fok@mple, Green and Hecht (1992: 180)
state that explicit instruction works best for asghtforward, mechanically governed
categories’, whereas Robinson (1996) found tha simple rule instructed learners
in his study were more accurate than implicit oaes, that on a hard rule the two
types of learners were equally accurate. Finallys E2006) has shown that there may
be a relationship between the difficulty of gramiceltstructures and the type of
knowledge that is involved, i.e. explicit or imptic

The discussion above shows that SLA research imjaiktic complexity has so far
failed to provide teachers with a clear answepdwoiv this notion and the notion of
rule difficulty relate to explicit grammar instriumh. Also, the research so far seems to
have neglected the fact that rule difficulty isiadividual issue. It is an individual
issue in two ways: objectively and subjectivelyj&tively speaking, rule difficulty

is an individual matter because it depends upaméga’ language learning aptitude
and analytical abilities. As for subjective diffity it is related to learners’
perceptions of how difficult a given rule is. Inaiding which types of rules to give
priority to while teaching, it seems important tmsider these subjective perceptions
of the relationship between rule difficulty and tgefulness of explicit instruction. If
it can be shown that in general learners feel tenefit from, say, difficult rules

being explained and practised, then teachers smoake sure that that this type of
instruction is provided. In this way teachers caththelp learners to understand how
the target system works, and also make them feekrsdy meeting their expectations
about the teaching / learning process itself.

In order to determine how learners view the refegiop between rule difficulty and
the usefulness of explicit instruction | have aarout a questionnaire-based study,
which | report on in the next section.

Learner perceptions: data collection

A questionnaire was administered to two groupsabdsR adult learners of English
(aged 20 or older). Group A was asked to assesssgale of 1 to 5 the difficulty of a
number of key areas of English grammar. Using #meesscale, Group B was asked
to assess the usefulness of explicit PPP-typestfuction in the same areas of



English grammar. The reason for having two sepayateps, each answering a
different question, instead of one group answebioidy questions, was to avoid any
transfer of answers between the questions.

The choice of the 1 to 5 scale was supposed tectdthe levels of rule difficulty
proposed by DeKeyser (2003). Drawing on reseairtchtire various roles of
instruction in SLA, DeKeyser relates different levef rule difficulty to different
degrees of the usefulness of explicit instructaond hypothesizes that explicit
teaching will be useful for easy, moderate anddlift rules, while not useful in the
case of very easy and very difficult rules (becatisenot necessary in the first case
and not effective in the second):

Table 1: Explicit instruction and various levelsrofe difficulty

rule difficulty role of instructiol
very eas not useful (not necessa
eas! speeding up explicit learning proc
moderat stretching ultimate attainme
difficult enhancing later implicit acquisition by increasttgnces of noticir
very difficult not useful (not effectivi

(DeKeyser 2003: 332)
As for usefulness of instruction, the levels ongbale were designated as follows:
1 - not useful at all; 2 — of little use; 3 — moatety useful; 4 — useful; 5 — very useful

There were 50 respondents in each group. All ahtivere advanced second or third
year students of English at a college of modergdages. Since practical English
grammar courses form part of the school’s currigylall the respondents in the study
were familiar with this type of instruction. Theeas of grammar that were included
in the questionnaires closely correspond to thibaedre covered by students during
their training. In some cases the areas are reféoran the questionnaire by part-of-
speech labels. This is actually how they are diesdrin the materials that the students
use: for example, under the label ‘nouns’ studdigsuss in their classes grammatical
phenomena like subject-verb agreement or countyabilne category ‘tenses’
(sometimes described in grammar books as ‘comptansks’) covers combinations
of tense and aspect.

The questionnaires were administered to groupbadial5 students at a time during
their regular class meetings. The students hadhlmited time to complete them.
The English translations of the original questiaresacan be found in the Appendix.



Results and discussion
Table 2: Assessment results in rank order on tkes lod the total score

GROUP A total average GROUP B total average

level of difficulty SCOre  Score usefulness of instructic Score score
1. tense 177.5 3.t 1. tense 232.t 4.€
2. preposition 16€ 3.2 2. modal verb 215.t 4.2
3. —-ing forms and infinitive ~ 164.t 3.2 3. conditional sentenc 212 4.2
4. modal verb 154t 3.1 4. passive voic 209.t 4.2
5. conditional sentenc 151 3 5. reported spee: 195 3.6
6. reported spee: 149t 3 6. -ing forms and infinitive 182 3.€
7. passive voic 147 2.6 7. preposition: 18C 3.€
8. articles 141t 2.8 8. articles 17¢ 3.t
9. noun: 119t 2.4 9. noun 171.c 3.4
10.pronoun: 111 2.2 10.adjectives and adver 169.t 3.4
11 adjectives and adver 100.t 2 11 pronoun 159.t 3.2

The results indicate that there is an overlap betwbe judgements of both groups: in
general, if students consider an area of gramnfiecudi, they also consider
instruction in this area useful. Two categoriesnaly prepositions andrg forms

and infinitives, do not fit this description: resgigely, they rank 2 and 3 in level of
difficulty and 7 and 6 in usefulness of instructidimat is, the students consider them
difficult areas of English grammar, but also aneashich instruction is relatively
ineffective. The reason for this is probably thet flat in both cases learning with the
help of traditional grammar materials to a gredaepkinvolves committing to

memory a large number of idiomatic or idiosyncratenbinations, a process in
which explicit instruction is of limited value. We exclude these two categories from
the results, the overlap between the assessmetits tfio groups becomes even
more striking:

Table 3: Assessment results with prepositions amglferms / infinitives removed

Group A Group B

level of difficulty usefulness of insuctior
1. tense 1. tense
2. modal verb 2. modal verb
3. conditional sentenc 3. conditional sentenc
4. reported speel 4. passive voic
5. passive voic 5. reported spee:
6. articles 6. articles
7. nouns 7. noun
8. pronoun 8. adjectives and advet
9. adjectives and advel 9. pronoun

Taking a closer look at the scores (from Tableo2)te categories in Table 3, one can
identify four general levels of difficulty and usdfiess of instruction:

1. Tenses

2. Modal verbs, conditional sentences, reporteddpand passive voice
3. Articles, nouns, and pronouns

4. Adjectives and adverbs



Since the differences between the scores withiel$etwo and three are rather small,
it seems that any recommendations to teachergitmitizing any specific
grammatical items in the process of instructionudthde restricted to the general
levels distinguished above. Also, before making sush recommendations, one
needs to bear in mind that the results of the ptestedy may have been influenced
by the L1 background of the subjects. The extemthizh this was the case is not
clear, however. On the one hand, the high scorgsrbfl grammatical categories
might indicate that the L1 of the subjects doey plpart: the Polish verb phrase
differs from the English VP in a number of key wafgs example by not possessing
auxiliary verbs which could be used to form ‘compduenses’ or complex
constructions involving modal verbs. On the othemdy Polish does not have the
article system, but this does not seem to haveguligte score of this category very
high. Research involving learners from differentiackgrounds is clearly needed to
settle this issue.

Another interesting finding emerging from TablesZhat in general the students
consider English grammar to be relatively easyatmrage scores for the most
difficult and the easiest areas are 3.5 and 2fewely. In relation to DeKeyser’s
descriptive labels in Table 1, this indicates thathardest rules in the area of tenses
fall just above the moderate level. By contrast, ubefulness of instruction is rated on
average much higher: it ranges from 3.2 for prosdom.6 for tenses. The difference
between the assessment of difficulty and the assagsof the usefulness of
instruction is highly significant statistically:eiWVilcoxon matched pairs signed ranks
test indicates that it has a significance leved<d.001.

It seems that the reason why the results for use$dl of instruction were consistently
higher than those for difficulty lies in the lingtic and academic profile of the
subjects. As has been said, the subjects were eelddearners with extensive
experience of the target language, and at the sameEnglish students at a college
of modern languages. This means that, in gené&ey, were likely to be people with a
good knowledge of English grammar, and with anregein the formal study of
language. The former can explain the assessmehne ¢ével of difficulty; the latter
can account for the evaluation of instruction.

Conclusion

The present study is rather limited in a numbeaespects. First, it deals with learners
of English from one particular L1 background. Setahonly describes the
perceptions of advanced adult learners selected &macademic population. Third, it
does not attempt to relate the subjective notiodiffitulty, revealed by the subjects’
judgements, to objective difficulty, which could beasured by various types of
tests. All of these are, of course, areas whiclemesfurther research.

These limitations notwithstanding, some generathaions and recommendations
can be made. The survey reported in the preseer pgarly indicates that the
respondents consider explicit grammar teachingulisiie lowest ranking area has an
average score of 3.2 on a 1 to 5 scale. Moreokey, tegard instruction in difficult
areas as particularly useful. It seems reasonaldsegume that this underlying
relationship between difficulty and usefulnessrattiuction will not be altered by
differences stemming from other L1 contexts. Thesams that once teachers know
which areas their students perceive as difficuiti(at least for learners from other
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Slavic backgrounds they are likely to be compar&blbe ones uncovered by the
present study) they can safely assume that ingrutargeting those areas will be
welcome.

SLA researchers have not so far been able to azle@vsensus on how the linguistic
complexity of grammatical structures interacts varning difficulty. Regardless of
the conclusions that may finally be reached, itse#hat learner perceptions revealed
by studies like the one reported in the presenépsapould be one of the factors in
taking decisions concerning the targets for expinstruction. If foreign language
pedagogy ignores learners’ feelings and expectatout the teaching process, its
chances of success will be very much reduced.
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Appendix

In both questionnaires the students were asketbtode the following information
about themselves:

Age: | have been learning English for ......... years
They were asked the following questions:

Group A
On a scale of 1 to 5 assess the difficulty of tiiing areas of English grammar.

Group B
On a scale of 1 to 5 assess the usefulness of gramstruction in relation to the
following areas of English grammar.

The 1 to 5 scale was explained to the studentsrdetbey completed the
guestionnaires.

area of grammar level of difficulty (Group A)
usefulness of instruction (Group

modal verbs (e.gnay, can)

pronouns (e.gaone all, someong

prepositions (e.aat, into, with)

tenses

passive voice

conditional sentences

nouns (e.g. countable, uncountable)

articles &, an, the)

reported speech

adjectives and adverbs (e.g. comparison)

constructions with ing forms and infinitives
(e.g.try to dc, try doing)




