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Comprehension and production practice in grammar instruction: Doestheir
combined usefacilitate lear ning of English tense and aspect?
Nasser Gardaoui
Département d’Anglais, CU Ain Témouchent

Abstract

This article presents the results of an experimental study investigating the differential effects
of two grammar teaching options on learning tense and grammatical aspect. The treatment
conditions were implemented with young adult EFL learners in two first-year classes at the
university level . The first group was given comprehension practice only, the second group was
given both comprehension and production practice. Descriptive statistics indicated that the
second group outperformed the first group. However, the statistical analysis (ANOVA) re-
vealed that the instructional effect did not amount to statistically significant learning gains.

Key words: Learning, foreign language, form focused instruction, comprehension, produc-
tion, linguistic forms.

Pratigue de la compréhension et pratique de la production dans
I’enseignement de la grammaire: Leur utilisation conjointe
facilite-t-elle I'apprentissage des temps et des aspects?

Résumeé

L’article expose les résultats d’une étude quasi expérimentale visant a évaluer I’effet relatif
de deux approches différentes de I’enseignement des régles grammaticales relatives a I’usage
des temps et des aspects. Deux groupes d’étudiants algériens inscrits en premiére année de
licence ont participé a la recherche. Le premier groupe a regu un enseignement de gram-
maire baseé sur la pratique de la compréhension alors que le deuxieme a regu un enseigne-
ment opérant sur la compréhension et la production langagiére. Les statistiques descriptives
semblent indiquer une meilleure performance du deuxiéme groupe mais les analyses statis-
tiques (ANOVA) réalisées sur les moyennes des deux groupes ne montrent pas une différence
statistique significative.

Mots-clés: Apprentissage, langue érangere, régle grammaticale, compréhension, produc-
tion, élémentslinguistiques.
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1-Introduction:

Early in my teaching career | was swept aong by the communicative language
teaching approach (CLT) with its focus on providing learners with opportunities for
authentic communication, and was very concerned with the issue of grammar instruc-
tion for me time. More recently, given the theoretical and empirical evidence which
supports some formof grammar teaching in the classroom, particularly to intermediate
to advanced learners, my main concern has shifted to how to teach grammatical struc-
tures to EFL students. Aquisition on communica-tive classroom on context and gram-
mar-free language programmes have shown that CLT-trained students have ‘signifi-
cant shortcomings in the accuracy of their language'’ *; they continue to experience
difficulties with grammatical accuracy in their oral and written production.

Though few researchers would deny the importance of communicatively-oriented
language instruction, many now recognize that it needs to be complemented with some
attention to linguistic form. The question remains, however, as to how best to achieve
this. The exact nature of this kind of ‘attention to linguistic form’ and the various
forms it can take are still far from clear and studies comparing approaches to grammar
teaching are still few and far between. Furthermore, there is no clear agreement on
definitions and procedures to implement this attention to form®. If learners are to
benefit from alternative approaches to grammar instruction form-focussed instruction,
as professionals we need to better understand when and how focus on form occursin
the classroom. This study aimed to contribute to current understanding of the role of
formal class-room instruction by extending theoretical and empirical work on the rela-
tionship between two grammar teaching options.

This article will begin by first presenting the theoretical, pedagogical arguments for
the facilitative effects of form focused instruction and synthesizing findings from re-
search that has investigated two particular options. It will then present an experimental
study on the effects of form focused instruction by comparing a comp rehension-based
instructional approach to another instructional approach where comprehension and
production practice are combined. The target grammatical item is tense and grammeati-
cal aspect.

2. Formal Instruction and Language Acquisition:

Language Acquisition Research comparing instructed with uninstructed language
learning identified clear advantages for formal instruction compared to naturalistic
linguistic exposure: a) it speeds up the rate of learning, (b) it affects acquisition proc-
esses, leading to long-term accuracy, and (c) it appears to raise the ultimate level of
attainment®. In an extensive meta-analysis, Norris and Ortega® summarised findings
from fifty-one studies whose data came from four distinct types of instructional envi-
ronments. Norris and Ortega found that explicit, form-focused instructional environ-
ments resulted in more accurate and advanced learning outcomes than those who fol-
lowed implicit approaches.

The question in SLA is no longer one of justifying the facilitative role of formal in-
struction, but one of deciding which type of formal instruction is more effective in de-
veloping the learner‘s linguistic system. In addition to perspectives from language ac-
quisition theory, there are also pedagogic reasons in favour of L2 form-focused in-
struction (FFI) in the language syllabus. As noted in the introductory section, experien-
tial learning approaches growing out of communicative language teaching (CLT) such
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as thematically -oriented, project-geared approaches which informed the new curricu-
lum framework and program development of English Language teaching (ELT) car-
ried out in the late 1990’s and the beginning of the twenty first-century by the Ministry
of Education in Algeria, were criticised for not helping learners develop high levels of
grammatical accuracy.

The idea that second language learning requires a certain amount of focus on form,
which is particularly helpful in promoting accuracy, has gained currency in the last ten
to fifteen years. Two proposals have been made in the research literature to overcome
the shortcomings of focusing solely focus on meaning and communication. One is to
encourage learners to focus and notice language forms in the input. The other is to
provide learners with opportunities for language production.

At the outset, it should be stressed that form-focused instruction FFI (also known as
focus on form instruction) is used to characterize a wider range of instructional ap-
proaches. It is important to clarify the terminology used by different researchers to
refer to instruction that deliberately focuses on the formal properties of language with
the aim of facilitating the development of the target language. There is a lack consis-
tency in the definition of the term, with terms such as form-focused instruction, focus
on form instruction, ‘Focus on Form’, and ‘Focus on Forms’, being used sometimes
interchangeably, sometimes contrastively® .

The first distinction with regard to the type of instruction can be between form-
focused instruction (FFI) and meaning-focused instruction (MFI). FFI has been distin-
guished from MFI which focuses exclusively on meaning exchange (meaningful input)
during classroom instruction and no overt reference is made to rules and language
forms®. Focus on form (FonF), as defined by Long and Robinson’, refers to ‘an oc-
casional shift of attention to linguistic code features-by the teacher and/or one or more
students-triggered by perceived problems with comprehension or production’. Focus
on FormS differs in that it ‘refers to instruction that seeks to isolate linguistic formsin
order to teach them one at a time’ within the context of a planned approach to form
form focused instruction®

Research throughout the 1990s and the beginning of the 21st century has expanded
focus on form definitions. For example, in the late 90°s Spada® introduced the term
form-focused instruction (FFI), defining it as ‘any effort to draw learners’ attention to
form within communicative and meaning-based contexts’. The model provided by
Ellis™ conceptualized FFI as ‘any planned or incidental instructional activity that is
intended to induce language learners to pay attention to linguistic form, where ‘form’
stands for grammatical structures, lexical items, phonological features and even socio-
linguistic and pragmatic features of language’.

Thus, definitions go from the narrow one as the definition provided by Long and
Robinson and interpreted as meaning a reactive, unplanned approach used to draw
learners’ attention to form, to broader definitions such as the ones which allow for
planning of the elements to be focused on in order to attract the learner’s attention. In
the research reported here, we attempted to adhere closely to the broader conceptions
of FFI as used by Spada and Ellis; that is, we primarily considered instructional ap-
proaches that relate to a planned explicit approach to FFI. Apart from explicitness and
planning classroom instruction has also been operationalized as proceeding in terms of
choices related to two components: i) exposure to relevant comprehensible input, and
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I1) opportunities for production practice. Each of these components presents multiple
possible options for implementation, and they can also be combined in various waysin
a single instructional intervention. In this study, two different form focused options
will be considered: comprehension-based instruction and production-based instruction.
From the teacher’s point of view, the key issue here is this. to what extent should in-
struction be directed at developing form-meaning connections through comprehension
practice only as opposed to providing opportunities for learners to practice in produc-
tion tasks? Thisis discussed in the subsequent section.

3. Comprehension Practice Versus Production Practicein FFI:

Comprehension-based -also referred to as reception-based, input-based- approaches
have built on an argument for language development as a natural outcome of language
comprehension. In other words, language development both in comprehension and
production results from comprehension practice alone. This emphasis on the impor-
tance of relevant input comprehension in promoting learners’ linguistic knowledge has
its origins in Krashen’s Input Hypothesis; the hypothesis that holds that language ac-
guisition is driven in a receptive modality and depends entirely on comprehensible
Input.

The early comprehension-based methods inspired by Krashen’s™™ Input Hypothesis
(e.g. Natural Approach) recommended the delay of practice (speaking) in foreign lan-
guage teaching until the teacher is convinced that the language forms which are being
taught are fully comprehended. Classroom instruction was limited to implicit exposure
only (listening to L2 speech and reading L2 texts); that is, no attempt was made to ma-
nipulate the input to focus on particular grammatical structures. Contemporary input-
based methods gradually shifted to more focused techniques that manipulate the input
to make a particular feature of the L2 grammar more salient and thus more likely to be
noticed by the learner. Various pedagogical input-based instructional techniques have
been devised to help learners pay attention to grammatical forms while also providing
them with the input they need.

In this study, three types of input-based instructional activities are used in the in-
structional material to illustrate the comprehension-based option, including input flood,
input enhancement, and consciousness-raising (see section 4.4). Another input-based
option for targeting problematic grammatical forms is Processing Instruction (Pl) and
Structured Input (S1)*?. PI unlike other input enhancement techniques (e.g input flood,
text enhancement), is much more explicit: learners process information via compre-
hension practice and are expected to pay conscious attention to specialy designed in-
put i.e., structured input.” (see section 4.4).

Although input-based approaches employ various procedures, what these have in
common, however, is that students are not at any stage engaged in activities requiring
them to produce the target structure. In contrast to reception-based approaches to
classroom instruction, production- or output -based approaches emphasize the impor-
tance of building into instruction opportunities for production practice. As a compo-
nent of traditional ELT methodology production practice encompasses different kinds
of language-related performance but some general design choices are considered basic.
The most common and typical lesson follow the presentation-practice-production
(PPP) procedure ™.
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Many L2 teachers upgrade the importance of classroom activities for eliciting the
production the target structures either in speaking or writing ( for example repetition,
manipulation, and bank-filling exercises). However as noted earlier receptive-based
methods reject any role whatsoever for traditional practice-oriented instruction on the
assumption that language proficiency results from comprehension rather that produc-
tion practice. Recent views about SLA, however, have shifted from production practice
as a result of ‘acquired competence’ to part of the process of learning’*?; from a way
of practicing already-existing knowledge to away of creating linguistic knowledge'*®.

According to Swain’s™® Comprehensible Output Hypothesis (COH) opportunities
to production practice are as important to linguistic development as opportunities to
comprehension practice. Swain explained that comprehension and production have
different psycholinguistic requirements; learners may well understand the meaning of
an utterance without a full linguistic analysis of the input, but that when they want to
convey meaning (produce language forms) they have to experience syntactic process-
ing and pay attention to the grammaticality of their messages. Production practice,
from this perspective has three magjor functions which are essential to language acqui-
sition: (1) a hypothesis-testing function, (2) a metalinguistic function, and (3) a notic-
ing function.

In terms of pedagogical consequences (section 4.4) this position implies that in or-
der to promote their language learning learners need to be ‘pushed’ from a semantic
processing mode by requiring them to encode comprehensible output and pay attention
to the grammaticality of their written and spoken messages. The term production prac-
tice, therefore, is used in a wider meaning than that used in the traditiona PPP se-
guence, in which practice refers to a mechanical drill-like activity such as repetition
and manipulation.

How researchers have viewed and examined the role the of comprehension and pro-
duction practice in language learning. There have been a few attempts to confirm the
effectiveness of combining the two forms of practice for grammar teaching. We shall
introduce two strands of research on the effectiveness of comprehension and produc-
tion practice: input-processing studies and comprehension vs production studies.

The input-processing studies carried out by VanPatten *” and his colleagues in-
volved experimental comparisons of an input-based instructiona technique named
processing instruction (PI1) and traditional production (output)-based instruction (TI).
These studies provided evidence that learners who received processing instruction -
without any kind of T1 and production practice - performed as well on comprehension
and even production tasks as those who had T1 and production practice. In other words,
language development both in comprehension and production results from comprehen-
sion practice aone.

The arguments for the importance of production practice have been supported by
several comprehension vs production studies (see below). Although studies within this
line of research have contributed to our understanding of how comprehension and pro-
duction practice affect learners’ comprehension and production of target forms and
structures, it remains unclear which of these two forms of practice is more effective. It
must be remembered that these studies have employed various designs, investigated
different output-based options and compared them with some specific input-based
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techniques. Therefore, it isdifficult to draw definitive conclusions. They can, however,
be classified into the following categories:

i)Findings by Erlam™® found that comprehension(input)-based and production (out-
put)-based instructions are equally effective in promoting L2 knowledge.

i) Studies by Allen™; Toth®® ; Morgan-Short and Bowden® suggested the superior-
ity of output-based over input-based instruction.

iii) A study by DeKeyser and Sokalski‘®? found that ‘comprehension and production
skills in an L2 are to some extent learned separately’ i.e., L2 instruction via input-
based practice will only serve to develop learners’ ability to comprehend the target
feature, not to produce it.

4. The Study:

Motivated by encouraging literature and research this study aimed at finding out
whether comprehension and production practice in isolation or in combination will
lead to linguistic development as measured by learners’ performance on a variety of
reception and production tasks. It examined whether drawing the learner’s attention to
specific linguistic features while engaged in comprehension-focused tasks and a com-
bination of comprehension and production practice will affect their acquisition of tar-
get linguistic features. Moreover, the study compares the effects of comprehension
practice only vs the effects of a combined use of comprehension and production prac-
tice on learners’ linguistic development. Previous research has informed the design of
the current study in a number of ways.

4.1 Design and Resear ch Questions:

Considering that we could easily and conveniently gain access to intact classes, the
present study was quasi-experimental in character and was conducted by the partici-
pants’ regular teacher in the course of normally scheduled classes. The students re-
mained in their original groups as allocated at the beginning of the academic year.
Two groups of learners were compared with reference to the acquisition of tense and
grammatical aspect and were distinduished according to the type of practice given:
The first group (Comp-Group: n =19) was given comprehension practice only. The
second group (Comp plus Prod Group: n =19) was given both comprehension and pro-
duction practice. Contrary to other studies, the present study follows a pretest, treat-
ment, and immediate posttest design to measure the effects of the two types of treat-
ment. Based on the research reviewed above, we posed the following research question
and hypotheses:

Resear ch Question: Does a combined use of comprehension and production practice
result in greater learning than when only comprehension-based instruction is provided?
Resear ch hypotheses:

Hypothesisl: a comprehension-focused instructional treatment would lead to im-
proved performance on tasks involving the comprehension and production of English
tense and grammatical aspect as measured by their respective tasks. Therefore positive
results are expected.

Hypothesis2: a comprehension-focused instructional treatment that incorporates pro-
duction practice would lead to improved performance on tasks involving the compre-
hension and production of English tense and grammatical aspect as measured by their
respective tasks. Therefore positive results are expected.
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Hypothesis3: a comprehension-focused instructional treatment that incorporates pro-
duction practice will enable learners to comprehend and produce English tense and
grammatical aspect more effectively than comprehension-based instruction only.

4.2 Subjects:

The present study was carried out in an EFL context at the university level. The par-
ticipants were all Algerian undergraduate students taking their first semester in a BA
course in English Studies. Participants averaged about 19 years of age with some oth-
ers as old as 30. Their level in English should correspond to their years of instruction
and also to personal effort in their studies. Students attended one of two intact classes,
all of which were selected to test the hypotheses. After the administration of the pretest,
two classes were assigned to the treatment conditions (comprehension practice only vs
comprehension and production practice). Students had to be present at all treatment
and testing sessions in order to be included in the study. A total of 38 students (those
who had attended all treatment/testing sessions) were included in the final analyses of
results
4.3 Targeted Linguistic Structures:

Tense and grammatical aspect were chosen as target features of the study for several
reasons. Firstly, the acquisition of tense and aspect figure among the central grammati-
cal categories in L2 learning Secondly, they occupy a prominent place in the ‘grammar
syllabus’ of the Licence degree. Thirdly, from our past teaching experience, we have
found that tense and aspect constitute a major source of errors for students at different
stages. As noted by Moumene®®® English tenses seem to be a problematic area for Al-
gerian students who show limited use of the various tense forms and uses for express-
ing their ideas. This linguistic feature is relatively complex and places heavy cognitive
demands on the students.

After the English article system, the acquisition of tense and aspect is the most
problematic area of English grammar for EFL students. It is, however, still unclear
why L2 learners perceive these linguistic structures as problematic. Recent accounts of
L2 tense- aspect acquisition research proposed several factors as responsible for the
difficulties in learning to use tense and aspect including (1) universal (and possibly
innate) predisposition by learners to mark some salient grammaticizable notions, (2)
L1 influence, (3) individual learner characteristics, (4) input /interaction, and (5) in-
structional variables® . It is beyond the scope of this study to solve controversial is-
sues concerning the acquisition of tempora expression in English. In this study, we
attempt to situate the concerns of learning morphosyntactic structures in a pedagogical
context. The focusis on the role of instructional intervention on the development of a
learner’s system of tense-aspect.

4.4 Instructional Treatments:

Two sets of teaching materials were prepared on the basis of grammar handbooks,
coursebooks and online grammar sites contained the same number of activities,
oral/written activities. The set of materials covers sixteen 90-minute classes spread
over the period of four weeks and took place during regularly-scheduled classes of
grammar. The instruction involved the following form focussed macro options: Nega-
tive evidence in the form of metalinguistic information and explicit rule explanation,
comprehension-based and production-based instruction. Explicit rule explanation was
made equal for both treatment groups so that the difference between them would be
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limited to the presence or absence of learner output. The explicit instruction sheets that
were delivered to learners included a conceptual explanation asto 1) How the targeted
tense is formed, 2) The basic meanings of the targeted tense and 3) The additional
meanings of the targeted tense (appendix A).

The set of materials designed for the Comp-Group (appendix A) consisted of activi-
ties where learners engage with language receptively, i.e. work with language input in
the form of listening and reading tasks that did not require immediate production of the
targeted structure. For example, learners hear or see the target structure in the input
and respond in some way to input utterances by stating whether they are true or false
or by choosing the best answer from among the options presented. The reading texts,
where target forms were bolded, were followed by multiple choice comprehension
guestions or true/false questions. Activities used both aural and written stimuli but
most of them were written. In accordance with the pedagogical options available for
Input-based instruction, the types of input enhancement used in this instructional pack-
age included: (i) input flood that ‘exposes learners to input rich in some specific lin-
guistic feature” and ‘requires them to process this input primarily for meaning’®, (ii)
textual enhancement consisting of ‘typographically highlighting a particular gram-
matical structure in written passage’®®, iii) structured input tasks (also called grammar
interpretation activities)which are comprehension-based tasks that require ‘learners to
process input which has been specialy structured so as to help them understand the
target item®’ ; there is also no immediate need to produce the target linguistic element
(%8 "and iv) consciousness-raising exercises designed to allow students to develop an
explicit knowledge of grammar without necessarily articulating grammatical rules.

The set of materials designed for the Comp plus Prod Group consisted of the same
explicit instruction, the same set of input-based tasks covered by the input-only group.
However, their focus was the production of the targeted structure. For example, where
the input-only group had to choose the correct option or state whether they are true or
false, the Comp plus Prod Group was required to produce sentences. In addition the
Comp plus Prod Group worked on a number of production-based mechanical, mean-
ingful and then communicative written and oral activities. The mechanical and mean-
ingful activities limited or controlled students’ language production while the commu-
nicative activities reflected normal communication. In line with the output hypothesis
(see section 2) other recent output-oriented tasks, all of which involve language pro-
duction, were also employed in the present study.They mainly included: i)dictogloss, a
form of dictation which ‘requires learners to process the whole text at once’® . Stu-
dents listen to a short text and then work individually (in pairs or in small groups) to
reconstruct the text from memory and some notes and ii) input-output cyles (an inte-
grated skills technique for language learning in which students learners read (or listen
to) atext and individually or in pairs work to write a reconstructed version of the text.
4.5 Testing:

A pretest / posttest design was adopted to assess the impact of the two types of for-
mal instruction on the learners’ inter language system. The same test was used as a
pre- and posttest. The purpose of the pretest was to characterize the learners’ state of
knowledge of the structures used in the study. The post-test was conducted immedi-
ately after the treatment session. The test comprised both reception and written pro-
duction tasks. The following is a detailed description of the test (appendix B)
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Written gap-fill production: A grammar test covering the various English tense-
aspect forms was used to assess the familiarity of EFL learners with these tense-aspect
forms. In this test students completed a rational cloze instrument consisting of a de-
scriptive passage eliciting verbs from all three simple tenses. present (12 verbs), past
(6 verbs), future tense (1 verb) and 5 aspectual forms of the present, 7 aspectual forms
of the past and 3 aspectual forms of the future. From the lexical aspect viewpoint, the
distribution of the 34 missing verbs includes. 12 state verbs, 22 dynamic verbs (of
which 18 are activity verbs and 4 accomplishment verbs).

Grammaticality judgement test (GJT): In the test, the learners gave grammaticality
judgments on 45 test items, half of which contained ungrammatical or problematic
tense/aspect usage (29 sentences).These ungrammatical sentences were made by stu-
dents during previous exams. The rest of the sentences were generated for the purpose
of the test. The rationale for selecting these items was primarily pedagogica and prac-
tical rather than theoretical.

Picture description task: For this task students looked at 8 numbered pictures telling
the story of a girl involved in various activities. Participants had to tell the story that
the pictures suggest by writing sentences to describe what was happening in each of
the pictures. The contexts carefully elicit the use of target

5. Results:

To answer the research questions proposed for study, the results data were analyzed
to determine a) whether there were any significant changes within groups regarding
their performance over time, and b) whether there were any significant differences be-
tween groups regarding their performance after the treatments. The alpha-level of sig-
nificance p < .05 was determined prior to data collection and was used throughout the
study which is a generally accepted standard for al statistical analyses for all social
and education research.

5.1 Comparison of baseline performancesin the pretests:

Pretreatment equivalence of groups in their knowledge of English verb tenses and
grammatical aspect was checked by submitting the pretest scores to statistical analyses.
As demonstrated in Table 1 below, the pretest Mean differences in the two groups
were quite marginal: On the GJT the pretest Mean was at 19.52 for the Comp-Group
and 19.26 for the Comp plus Prod Group; On the written gap fill production task, the
pretest mean score was at 19.50 for the Comp-Group, and at 16.37 for the Comp plus
Prod Group. On the picture description task the pretest mean score was 4.02 for the

Table 1: Descriptive Statisticsfor the Pretest

Test Comp-Group Comp plusProd Group
M SD n M SD n
GJT (Max/36) 1952 468 19 19.26 4.17 19
Written gap-fill Production (Max =34) 19.15 8.75 19 16.37 7.76 19
Picture description(M ax/10) 4.02 092 17 470 110 17

Comp-Group, and 4.70 for the Comp plus Prod Group. ANOV As performed on pre-
test scores indicated that there were no statistical significant differences between the

229



El-Tawassol: Langues et Littératures N°46 - Juin 2016

scores performance on the reception and production of the target structure was similar
at the time of pretesting.
5.2 Comparison of students’ mean performance on pretest and posttest:

For the sake of clarity, the presentation of results is divided into two parts. The first

part concerns the data referring to the reception of the targeted feature, whereas the
second part has been devoted to the examination of the results of the tests tapping the
participants’ production of the target feature.
Reception data: The results of scoring for reception data are presented in Table 2. The
Comp plus Prod Group with a mean of (Mean =19.50) outperformed the Comp-Group
(Mean = 18.89) on the posttest. A one-way between-groups ANOV A was conducted to
explore the impact of input practice only and input-based instruction combined with
output practice on the posttest scores as as measured by the grammaticality judgement
posttest. The results (Table 3) showed that there was no statistically significant differ-
ence at the p<.05 level between the mean scores in the posttest of students who re-
ceived their verb tense practice through reception-based tasks in combination with
production-based and those who only used reception-based practice.

Table 2: Descriptive statisticsfor the pretest and posttest on reception data

Test Comp-Group Comp plusProd Group
Grammaticality Judgement Test

Pretest

Number 19 19

Mean 19.52 19.26

Standard Deviation 4.68 4.97

Posttest

Number 19 19

Mean 18.89 19.50

Standard Deviation 4.14 5.26

Table 3: Oneway ANOVA on Grammaticality Judgement test

Source of variation Sumsof squares  Degress of Freedom Mean square F
Between groups 3.4803 1 3.4803 0.16
Within groups 808.2895 36 22.4525

Total 811.6997

The significance level is p<.05

What still remained to be seen is whether the differences between the pre- and post-
test for the groups were significant and attributable to the different practice methods.
Repeated ANOV A procedures indicated that the mean scores were not significantly
different over time (Treatment group F(1,18)= 0.02, p=0.889; F(1,18)= 0.02, p= 0.889;
comparison group F(1,18)=1.15, p= 0.297) (See Appendix C for datistical ta
bles). Thus,there was no significant loss of learning for Comp Group group on the re-
ceptive measures between pretesting and post testing.
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Production Data: The results of the production tests are displayed in Table 4.This
table shows that the subjects from the Comp plus Prod Group showed better perform-
ance on the written gap-fill production tests (M=17.39) than subjects from Comp-
Group(M=16.28)

Table 4: Descriptive statisticsfor the pretest and posttest on production data

Test Comp-group Comp plusProd  Comp-Group Comp plus Prod Group
Written gap-fill Picture description

Pretest

Number 19 19 17 17

Mean 19.15 16.37 4.02 4.70

Standard Deviation 8.75 7.75 0.92 1.10

Posttest

Number 19 19 17 17

Mean 16.28 17.39 552 575

Standard Deviation 5.25 4.55 1.93 1.34

However, ANOVA results (table 5) reveaed that there was no statistically signifi-
cant difference at the p<.05 level in test scores for the two groups. The F observed
value for the effect of treatment the is 0.56.This amount of F-value at 1 and 36 degrees
of freedom is lower than the critical F, that is, 4.11 for both tests. This might indicate
that both types of instruction are capable of bringing about important changes in the
learners’ performance as measured by the written gap-fill production posttest. On the
picture description task, table 4 reveals that the subjects from the Comp plus Prod
Group showed better performance (M = 5.75) than subjects from the Comp-Group (M
= 5.52). The ANOVA results shown in Table 6 indicated that there was a statistically
significant difference at the p<.05 level in scores for the two groups. Repeated
ANOVA procedures for each group indicated that the mean scores did not signifi-
cantly change from pretest to posttest. (Treatment group F(1,16)= 6.3, p=0.02; com-
parison group F(1,16)= 11.66, p=0.0035). This means that the differences between the
pre- and posttest for the two groups were significant and attributable to the different
practice.

Table5 One-way ANOVA on written gap-fill Production

Sourceof variation Sumsof squares Degress of Freedom Mean square F
Between groups 11.6053 1 11.6053 0.56
Within groups 748.9474 36 20.8041

Tota 760.5526 33

The significance level is p<.05
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Table 6: One-way ANOVA on picture description tests.

Sourceof variation Sumsof squares Degress of Freedom Mean square F
Between groups 0.1176 1 0.1176 0.04
Within groups 88.3235 32 2.7601

Total 88.4412 33

The significance level is p<.05

To summarize, the above analyses indicated that Output-free input-based instruction
did not bring a significant improvement over time. Slight progress was observed in the
input plus output group but not to a statistically significant level. The findings in rela-
tion to the effect of the treatment type do not seem to fully substantiate the claim for
the superior role of the Comp plus Prod Group.

6. Discussion:

This discussion has two main goals: to explore whether comprehension-focused in-
struction in conjunction with and without with production practice has an impact on
learners’ ability to the comprehend and produce English tense and grammatical aspect
and to determine whether these two instruction types result in differential effects. To
summarize the findings in terms of the three research hypotheses presented above, the
results did not confirm Hypothesis 1, which predicted that L2 instruction that is pri-
marily comprehension-based would lead to improved performance on tasks involving
the comprehension of English tense and grammatical aspect as measured by the
grammaticality judgement posttest in the short-term. Similar to the comprehension
task findings, production task results suggested that comprehension practice alone did
not result in a gain in ability to produce the target form. However, hypothesis 1 was
partially confirmed, in that the comprehension-only group was able to obtain statisti-
cally significant gains on the production of the target forms measured by a picture-
based description. This means that the practice effect was not skill-specific in the sense
that the subjects given only comprehension practice improve more on the comprehen-
sion tests. At the same time, these findings do lend less support to skill-acquisition
theory which claims that comprehension and production do not draw on the same un-
derlying knowledge source i.e. L2 instruction via input-based practice will only serve
to develop learners’ ability to comprehend the target feature, not to produce it®°.

The results of the present study provide partial support for hypothesis 2, which
stated that a comprehension-focused instructional treatment that incorporates produc-
tion practice would lead to improved performance on tasks involving the comprehen-
sion and production of English tense and grammatical aspect as measured by their re-
spective tasks.

According to the descriptive findings of the comprehension task, learners showed a
slight improvement in performance. However this positive effect did not reach statisti-
cal significance. On the other hand, the increase from the pretest to the posttest on the
picture-based description test was statistically significant. Again the results do par-
tially support hypothesis 3. They do not conclusively show that a comprehension-
focused instructional treatment that incorporates production practice will enable L2
learners to comprehend and to produce the target structure more effectively than com-
prehension-based instruction only.
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The instructional effect, statistically speaking, did not amount to significant learning
gains on the grammaticality judgement and written gap-fill tests. However, both in-
structional groups made significant gains on the picture description posttest. It is aso
important to consider these findings in relation to other studies that have examined the
effects of comprehension and production practice. To start with, the findings were un-
expected and did not statistically confirm what has been largely found by other studies.
The results related to our first hypothesis differ from those of previous research that
have found support for the positive effect of input-based instruction® . On the other
hand, the findings seem to be partially consistent with the general trends observed in
other studies providing support for the positive effects of production-based instruction
where the output conditions did result in greater learning than did the non-output con-
ditions. For instance, Erlam’s® study showed that when instruction incorporates out-
put-based practice, meaning-oriented output activities in particular, they might be
more effective for developing both comprehension and production abilities than when
only input-based instruction is provided. The results of 1zumi’s®® study also showed
that output instruction benefited learners to a greater extent than a comprehension-
focused instructional treatment for the acquisition of English relativization, with re-
sulting positive gains for production groups suggesting that comprehension-based
practice is not more effective than production practice.

Coupled with the findings for Hypothesis 1 and 2, the weak findings in relation to
Hypothesis 3 do not seem to fully substantiate the hypothesis for the superior role of
Input-plus-output instructional treatments over that of input-based instruction in lan-
guage learning. Thus, in answer our research question, it cannot be stated with confi-
dence that a combined instructional treatment had a significant effect with respect to
learners’ comprehension and production of English tense and grammatical aspect.
Why was the impact of the intervention not so promising? why the receptive and pro-
ductive measures failed to reach statistical significance? One reason that the impact of
the intervention was not as significant as we might have expected might be that our
students came from an instructional context in which L2 grammar instruction(if any)
was quite traditional and explicit. The students were probably less used to learning in
the implicit conditions demanded by the type of input tasks such as enriched input and
enhanced input or recent classroom applications of the Output Hypothesis such as dic-
togloss and input-output cyles.

The students most likely would have benefited more from (a) giving them a longer
training period at the beginning of the experimental period, (b) extending the experi-
mental period to the whole semester, or even (c) extending the time allocated for each
session which would have given students more time to build up confidence in class-
room activities. If this explanation were confirmed by further research, it might be
concluded that contextual factors other than the tasks themselves play arole in learn-
ers’ ability to comprehend and produce the target forms. Another related reason that
may explain the findingsisthe individual differences.

Although the participants’ individual differences were not inspected, it might be as-
sumed that the measure of success in the two groups that underwent the treatment was
not so much the type of instruction they received but their individual characteristics,
their positive attitude and eagerness to learn. An attempt to establish how many of the
participants actually benefited from the treatment and whether the gain was maintained
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over time would have helped to interpret the collected data more fully. Researchers
recognize that individual differences that comprise such factors intelligence, cognitive
and learning styles and strategies play an important role in experimentation aiming at
establishing effective ways of teaching target language grammar.

Erlam’s® study demonstrates that the cognitions and perceptions the participants
hold might be of greater significance than the mode of instruction in a particular group
which means that individual variables have to be carefully considered when exploring
the effectiveness of different optionsin L2 instruction. According to Erlam, instruction
that targets language input and does not require students to engage in language output
may benefit learners who have higher language analytic ability and greater working
memory capacity. In contrast, output-based instruction seems to minimise the effect of
differencesin language learning. Future research can shed more light on thisissue.

7. Conclusion:

The absolute predominance of any of the two approaches i.e. comprehension-only
vs.comprehension-plus-production was not established in this quasi-experimental
study. Nevertheless, the study indicated that the comprehension-plus-production in-
structional treatment had a practically (although not statistically) significant effect on
gainsin grammatical accuracy in the use of the target form. Despite the relative com-
plexity of the structures and the brevity of instruction, the participants managed to at-
tain better control of the target linguistic forms, as evidenced by the descriptive results.
From atheoretical perspective, though it may be hard to give an answer to the debate
between the two different views to grammar teaching, this study stresses the important
roles of production (in addition to comprehension ) practice and contributes to the un-
derstanding of the efficacy of teaching interventions. More specifically, it contributes
to the body of comparative studies on form focused options in grammar teaching.
Pedagogically, the results seem to support the use of production as well as well as
comprehension-based practice in the classroom as a means for building grammatical
accuracy.

Although the instructional materials incorporating the principles of a combined ap-
proach are scarce and rare, their preparation is not very problematic, as evidenced by
the treatment materials included in the present study. At the same time, it needs to be
pointed out that the implementation of the approach in the language classroom and the
weight given to the two options is bound to be the function of the inherent characteris-
tics of a particular educational context as well as the specific conditions in which
teachers operate. It would be imprudent to assume that the findings of this study con-
stitute sufficient grounds for the formulation of far-fetched pedagogical recommenda-
tions. There surely exists the need to explore the issue much further and more research
needs to be carried out on the differential effects of the grammar teaching options on
various cross-linguistic structures with better operationalization of instructional treat-
ments.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: examples of teaching materials used

I) Sample materials on explicit ruleinstruction:
The present smple:

Form: The smple present tense is represented by the third person singular‘s inflection on verbs .1t
has a range of meanings, some much more common than others.

Basic Meanings. The simple present tense has a range of meanings, some much more common
than others. the most commonly targeted ones are listed below.
The simple present tense expresses states, as exemplified in 1, habitual actionsasin 2, and general
statement of facts or scientific truthsasin 3.

1.a)He owns three cars b)He seems to be tired.

2.8)They always go to the mosgue on Friday b) | usually have lunch at around one.

Notice that this meaning requires the use of time expressions (always, frequently etc.)

3.8) The Moon goes round the Earth. b) Water boils at 100 degrees centigrade.
Another common meaning is future actionsin 4.
4.3) The film starts at two o’clock. b) The next train leavesin fifteen min.
Additional Meanings: The simple present also occurs in particular contexts:

It isused by commentators at sport events.Thisis referred to as instantaneous present.

The simple present can be used to refer to past events.Thisis known asthe narrative, or histori-
cal present, asshownin 5.

5.8) The phone rings .She picksit up and listens quietly [...] b) A man goesto visit afriend and
isamazed to find him playing[...]

The simple past Form: ed inflection (verb +ed Other changes on irregular verbs

Basic Meanings: We use the Simple Past to express the idea that an action started and finished at
a specific timein the past. Sometimes, we may not actually mention the specific time, but we do
have one specific time in mind. There can also be afew actions happening one after another.

1.a) | saw amovie yesterday. b) She washed her car.

2.a)He arrived from the airport at 8:00, checked into the hotel at 9:00, and met the others at
10:00. b) Did you add flour, pour in the milk, and then add the eggs?

The Simple Past can be used with a duration which starts and stops in the past. A durationisa
longer action often indicated by expressions such as: for two years, for five minutes, al day, all
year, etc. asin 3.

3.a)l lived in Brazil for two years. b) They sat at the beach al day.
Additional tense meanings for the smple past: The Simple Past can aso be used to describe a
habit which stopped in the past. It can have the same meaning as ‘used to’ .we often add expres-
sions such as: always, often, usually, never, when | was a child, when | was younger, etc.asin 4.

4.3)| studied French when | was a child. b) He played the violin.
The simple past is often used (instead of the simple present) to express a more polite tone.
5.8)l wanted to ask you a favour b)Did you want to see me now?

I1) Sample materials with compehension focus:

() Input-based oral activity:

Listen to the sentences about Jennifer. Indicate whether each sentence describes something that
isa) in progress right now? , b) usual or general statement of fact? or c) changing

1. When people need help with their automobile, they call her.

2. Right now itis9:05 A. M, and Jennifer is sitting at her desk.

3. She comes to work on time.
4. Her cell phoneisringing.

5. Sheanswersit .It is her friend Bob.
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6. He usually works in the first floor but he’s working in the second floor this week while the of-
fice is being decorated.

7. Inour city it getsdark at around 6 p.m.

8. It’s getting dark - we’d better go home.

9. The busis stopping.

(Self designed)

(2) Input-based written activity (structured input)

Students are a given a text (Lisa’s letter to Rebecca).Thye have to indicate whether each sentence
describes something that is &) In progress right now?, b) usual or general statement of fact? or c)
changing.

(3) Input-based written activity: (input enhancement and consciousness raising) Students are
agiven an enhanced text to notice the highlighted forms.( tense construction V+ ed ).

They have to decide why the simple past is used in the following sentences?

‘He put on his slippers, went to the door and opened it’.

a) statesinthepast b) actionsthat happened one after the other

“‘His eyes were red; grey hair fell over his shoulders and from his wrists hung heavy chains.’

a) statesinthe past b) actions that happened one after the other

(4) Input-based written activity: consciousnessraising

Now decide why do we use the simple past in the following sentences?

1. | saw two colorful fishesin the lake yesterday.

2. He entered aroom, lit a cigarette and smiled at the guests.

3. Mary tried the soup but it was too hot to eat.

4.1livedin Algiersfor 10 years.

5. They saw us playing football.

6.He married a woman who lived in the same village.

[11) Sample materials with production focus

(1) Production-based written activity: mechanical drill( Irregular Past Participles)

1. She has never (let) her daughter have a boyfriend.
2. Have you aready (read) today's newspaper?

3. The house has been (sell).

4. He has (lose) hiswallet again.

5.1 have (write) three essays this week.

(2) Production-based written activity: dictogloss Task

Students listen to a text. On the second reading, students note down key words. Then they are
asked to reconstruct the text orally in their own words

(3) Production-based written activity: input-output cycles

Students read a short passage and underline the parts they feel are particularly necessary for its
subsequent reconstruction (Input 1).Put the passage away and reconstruct it as accurately as pos-
sible (Output 1).This step is followed by class discussion and important ideas are written on the
black board. listen the passage a second time (Input 2) and were directed to underline it asin Step
1.Asin step 2, reconstruct the text as accurately as possible on another output sheet(Output 2).

Appendix B: Thetestsused in the assessment procedures
Written Production test: Directions. below is a passage from which some verbs have been re-
moved. Read the passage quickly to get its general meaning then go back to the beginning and
write the missing words using the verb and the corresponding tense before the blank. If you are
not sure of an answer leave the blank and continue on to the next verb. Once you have finished do
not go back and change your answer.
Example: now I (write) (present simple)...am writing... a letter .I (see) (future simple)...will see...
you in the afternoon.

Said always (travel) (present perfect) alot. In fact, when he (be) (smple
past) only two years old when he first (fly) (smple past)
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to Tunisia. His mother (be) (simple present) Italian and
his father (be) (smple present) . Algerian. Said (be born) (simple past (pas-
sive)) in France, but his parents (meet) (past perfect) in
Belgium, after they (live) (past perfect continuous) there for five years. They
(meet) (simple past) . one day while Said’s father (read) (past continuous)
a book in the library and his mother (sit) (simple past)
down beside him. Anyway, Said (travel) (ssmple present) a lot because his
parents also(travel) (simple present) alot. As a matter of fact, Said (visit)
(present continuous) his parents in France at the moment. He (live) (smple
present) in Tunisa now, but (visit) (present perfect continuous)
his parents for the past few weeks. He really (enjoy) (simple present)
living in Tunisia, but he also (love) (smple present)
coming to visit his parents a least once a year. This year he (fly) (present per-

fect) over 50,000 miles for his job. He (work) (present perfect continuous)

. for a software company for aimost two years now. He (be) (simple present)

. pretty sure that he(work) (future continuous) for them
next year as well. His job (require) (smple present) alot of travel. In fact,
by the end of this year, he (travel) (future perfect) over 120,000 miles! His
next journey (be) (smple future) to New Zealand. He really (not like) (sim-
ple present) going to New Zealand because it is so far. This time he is going

to fly from Paris after a meeting with the company's partner. He (sit) (future perfect continuous)
for over 17 hours by the time he arrives! Said (talk) (past continuous)
with his parents earlier this evening when his sister (telephone) (smple

past) to let him know that the software company (decided) (past perfect)
to merge with another company in New Zealand. The two companies (nego-
tiate) (past perfect continuous)............... for the past month, so it realy (not be) ((simple past)

much of a surprise. Of course, this (mean) (simple present)
that Said will have to catch the next plane back to Tunisia. He (meet)(future
continuous) with his boss at this time tomorrow.
Grammaticality Judgement Test: 10 Sample sentences (out of 45) Read d each sentence care-
fully before you answer. If you think a sentence is good. circle G (grammatical) next toiit. If you
consider it a bad English sentence. circle U (ungrammatical).
Example: Lucy always watches television after school....... G......
1. Sheisfinding her watch.
2. He ate acake for an hour.
3. By thistime next year | will write three chapters.
4. It is developed our knowledge.
5. They areliving in arented house.
6. He said that thereisaball in the water.
7.1 will come before he will leave.
8. | am getting up a 7 every morning
9. She cannot to come.
10. Julius Caesar has expanded the Roman Empire
Picture description task: Instructions for the picture description task Students were shown eight
numberd pictures. These pictures tell a story. Based on the pictures they are asked to write sen-
tences describing what is shown and tell the story that is suggested. Students were told that they
should aim at grammatica accuracy, textual cohesion, and logical sequencing.
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Appendix C: Statistical Tables
Table1 GJT (Comp-Group): Repeated-measures ANOVA

Source SS df MS E p
Betweengroup  12.7368 1 127389 115 0.297717
Within group
Subjectserror  497.8964 18
-Error 199.2652 18 11.0702
Total 749.8947 37
Table2 GJT (Comp plus Prod Group): Repeated-measures ANOVA
Source SS df MS = p
Between group  0.5329 1 0.5329 0.02 0.889108
Within group
-Subjects 518.0921 18
-Error 426.0921 18 23.6718

Total 944.7171 37
Table 3 Written gap-fill production (Comp-Group): Repeated-measures ANOVA
Source SS df MS = p
Betweengroup  4.11 1 411 0.23 0.6372
Within group

-Subjects 448.07 18

-Error 320.70 18 17.89
Total 775.8837 37

Table 4 Written gap-fill production (Comp plus Prod Group): Repeated-measures ANOVA

Sour ce SS df MS F p
Between group 41118 1 41118 0.12 0.7330
Within group
-Subjects 8.31.7105 18
-Error 626.7632 18 34.8202

Total 1462.5855 37
Table 5 Picture Description (Comp-Group): Repeated-measures ANOVA
Source SS d  MS F p
Betweengroup 19.115 1 19155 11.66 0.003549
Within group

-Subjects 51.2206 16

-Error 26.25 16 164.06
Tota 96.5956 33
Table 6 Picture Description (Comp plus Prod Group): Repeated-measures ANOVA
Source SS df MS E p
Betweengroup 9.5294 1 95294 6.3 0.23203
Within group

-Subjects 28.3676 16

-Error 24.2206 16 15138
Tota 62.117633 33
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