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Abstract This study investigated the long-term effective-

ness of explicit versus implicit instruction in a class-

room setting. The participants were 114 Dutch secondary

school students learning English as an L2; a control group

received explicit and an intervention group received

implicit instruction in a meaning-based context for two

academic years. Instructional effects weremeasured via a

timedwriting task.Thewritingproducts of the twogroups

were compared in terms of holistic text quality, writing

complexity, accuracy, and fluency. The results revealed

that explicit and implicit instruction were equally effec-

tive in termsof promoting globalwriting proficiency,writ-

ing complexity and fluency. Regarding accuracy, inter-

esting differences were found in the learners’ command

of tense/aspect related verb phrases. The findings sug-

gest that the benefit of explicit instruction lies in the

use of correct verb forms, whereas the benefit of implicit

instruction lies in the correct choice of tense/aspect in

the communicative context.

Keywords explicit/implicit instruction, EFL writing,

longitudinal study, tense/aspect

1 Introduction

In the past two decades, the effectiveness of explicit/implicit instruction has been exten-

sively researched in the field of instructed second language acquisition (ISLA). Alongside

the accumulating findings, researchers have meta-analyzed the empirical evidence to

seek conclusive answers to the efficacy debate. Following Norris and Ortega’s (2000)

seminal work, more researchers have continued with meta-syntheses and updated the

knowledge of ISLA research. Spada and Tomita (2010) and Goo and colleagues (Goo et

al., 2015) suggest that explicit instruction is more effective than implicit instruction in

promoting L2 development. However, as acknowledged by the reviewers, the existing
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evidence is inconclusive due to the prevalence of constrained tests and brief treatments.

It is therefore not surprising that the field calls for classroom-based studies to compare

the effects of explicit versus implicit L2 instruction in authentic educational contexts

(DeKeyser & Botana, 2019).

The current study investigated the longitudinal effects of explicit and implicit L2

instruction in authentic mainstream classroom settings after a period of two years of

instruction. The learning outcome was measured by a free-response writing task. The

data was adopted from a larger project, namely Piggott (2019; this study will be reviewed

in detail later). In the previous study, a complex Multilevel Modelling was employed to

test a great amount data collected from participants across various educational streams,

the limitation of which was that the effect sizes could not be established. In the cur-

rent study, we narrowed down our focus on one educational stream, rescored the texts

with a more elaborate rubric, and manually coded the texts for an array of complexity,

accuracy, and fluency measures. We also employed new analyses which allowed cal-

culation of effect sizes. Our purpose was to investigate whether explicit and implicit

types of instruction impact L2 learners’ writing performance differently in terms of

overall writing quality, linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency after two years of

instruction.

2 Literature review

2.1 Instructed Second Language Acquisition

The explicit/implicit dichotomy has been a core concept in SLA (Andringa & Rebuschat,

2015; Ellis, 2009; Hulstijn, 2005) since the distinction between acquisition and learning

wasmade (Krashen, 1982). Language acquisition refers to the process in which the learner

acquires the target language subconsciously; language learning, on the other hand, is

related to the learner knowing about the target language. Krashen and Terrell (1983)

have proposed “the natural approach”, according to which the role of L2 instruction is

to provide comprehensible input for language acquisition to take place while providing

learners with metalinguistic knowledge is ineffective and can impede L2 development.

Opponents of the natural approach, however, argue that providing L2 learners with com-

prehensible input alone may not suffice for desirable levels of attainment in the target

language (Hammerly, 1987; Harley, 1989). Students receiving abundant L2 input may

attain a high level of fluency in the target language, but continue to make grammatical

errors. Moreover, communicative interaction, input processing, comprehensive output,

and feedback may all have an important role to play in the language classroom, because

they contribute to the probability of learners noticing and internalizing the linguistic

structures (Gass et al., 1998; Lightbown&Spada, 1990; Pica, 1994; Swain, 1985).Meaningful

input, then, mainly serves to create a context where intervention facilitates language
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acquisition. Therefore, L2 instruction should concentrate on providing enough opportu-

nities for the “external manipulation of learners’ focal attention” (Norris & Ortega, 2000,

p. 420).

However, how “explicit” instruction should be in order to promote noticing and foster

L2 development has been repeatedly debated. Scholars provided several definitions to

distinguish different styles of L2 instruction. Long (1991) categorizes instruction into

three types: Focus onMeaning, Focus on Forms, and Focus on Form. A Focus onMeaning

instruction is compatible with Krashen’s acquisition hypothesis, insisting that L2 acqui-

sition takes place incidentally in the practice of learners being exposed to authentic and

comprehensible input. In contrast, Focus on Forms deals with linguistic features in isola-

tion; learners, with their attention directed to forms, learn the constructions externally

and systematically. Finally, Focus on Form integrates several properties of the former

two. Here, language is learnt in communicative contexts in which meaningful input is

provided while the learners’ attention is directed to certain linguistic forms which may

hinder L2 progress. This categorization provides a well-founded theoretical framework

for studies on L2 instruction; however, in a real language classroom, it is impractical to

solely follow one type of the three.

Spada (1997) refers to a variety of L2 instruction approaches as “form-focused instruc-

tion”, which occur in a meaning-based context with the attention drawn to linguistic

forms “in either spontaneous or predetermined ways” (p. 73). In essence, Spada’s termi-

nology includes both Focus on Forms and Focus on Form, and the two instructional styles

are further distinguished as “isolated” and “integrated” form-focused instruction respec-

tively (Spada & Lightbown, 2008). Form-focused instruction thus became an umbrella

term through which a broader range of instructional activities can be included. For the

convenience of ISLA studies, however, more concise terms – explicit versus implicit

instruction – have been proposed and used. Explicit instruction requires focal attention

to forms and provides relevant explanations of the grammatical rules whereas implicit

instruction provides forms without discussing them further (Hulstijn, 2005). The con-

cepts of L2 instruction have evolved in the past decades, together with an increase in

empirical studies that attempted to compare the effectiveness of various instructional

approaches.

2.2 The effectiveness debate

Given the variations on the operationalization of instructional effectiveness in SLA

studies (Norris & Ortega, 2000), it is not surprising that mixed results have been found.

Norris and Ortega (2000), for instance, examined the effectiveness of explicit versus

implicit L2 instruction by conducting a meta-analysis in which 77 research reports were

selected after extensive evaluation. They classified the instructional treatments as being

explicit or implicit and adopted Cohen’s d to calculate the effect size for comparison. The

results show that explicit instruction displayed a clear advantage (d = 1.13) over implicit
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instruction (d = 0.54), with further confidence intervals qualifying the difference was

valid. Nevertheless, the authors have noted that the findings should be interpreted with

caution because of biased testingmeasures of the learning outcomes, brief interventions,

and the methodological variance among the reviewed studies.

Following Norris and Ortega’s (2000) work, more meta-analyses were conducted to

update the knowledge in ISLA. Spada and Tomita (2010) examined 30 empirical studies

and aimed to compare the efficacy of explicit and implicit instruction on learning simple

and complex L2 structures. Goo et al. (2015), on the other hand, investigated 34 studies

published from 1993 to 2011 and paid special attention to the potential factors that might

mediate instructional effects. Both studies endeavored to compare the effectiveness of

explicit and implicit instruction and suggest that explicit instruction works better than

implicit instruction. Yet, the conclusion seems premature because the empirical studies

reviewed in these two meta-analyses were hampered by the same problems pointed

out earlier by Norris and Ortega (2000): Measures favored explicit knowledge and the

treatments were brief.

Such bias has been avoided in recent studies conducted in the Netherlands. In a three-

year investigation, Rousse-Malpat et al. (2019) compared the effects of structure-based

(i.e. explicit) instruction anddynamic usage-based (i.e. implicit) instruction on secondary

learners’ acquisition of L2 French. The structure-based instruction included a traditional

textbook with grammatical explanations, whereas the dynamic usage-based treatment

avoided grammatical rules but used the Accelerative Integrated Method (“What is AIM”,

n.d.) which provided storytelling, music, and gestures to facilitate understanding. Free-

response written data were analyzed and the results show that usage-based instruction

leads to higher linguistic complexity both in morphosyntax and lexicon. These findings

correspond to an earlier and similar study conducted by Rousse-Malpat and Verspoor

(2012). They conducted a two-year investigation to compare instructional effects of Focus

on Meaning and Focus on Form through free-response oral data. The study shows that

meaning-focused instruction helped the learners to develop equal accuracy, but higher

fluency, in their L2 French oral production.

Another longitudinal study was carried out by Piggot (2019), who investigated the

effects of delaying and reducing explicit grammar instruction to adolescent Dutch learn-

ers of English. In this study, two cohorts of students (N = 222 for the explicit group; N = 241

for the implicit group) were observed during their first two years of secondary education.

The explicit group were taught with a communicative language teaching approach in

which explicit rule explanation and grammar drills were included; the implicit group

were taught by the same teachers with the same textbooks, but all pages with explicit

rule explanation and drills had been eliminated for two academic years. Piggott’s find-

ings are in line with the evidence documented in the abovementioned Rousse-Malpat

and Verspoor (2012) and Rousse-Malpat et al. (2019) studies: Learners receiving implicit

instruction show a more complex and fluent L2 performance than their counterparts do

both in speaking and writing.

https://doi.org/10.51751/dujal9361
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Thus far, recent longitudinal investigations seem to argue for advantageous effects of

implicit instruction on promoting complex and fluent L2 writing performance.Moreover,

in terms of overall writing quality and accuracy, long term investigations did not find

explicit instruction to be more effective, which is at variance with the conclusions drawn

from previous meta-syntheses (e.g., Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010). As

suggested in these meta-syntheses, length of intervention and outcome measures might

have largely contributed to the different findings in instructed SLA studies.

2.3 Length of intervention, outcomemeasures, and aspects of proficiency measures

Regarding the length of intervention, Ortega and Iberri-Shea (2005) argue that as L2

development takes time, longitudinal research can tap into issues that cannot possibly

be solved by short-term observations. For example, longitudinal studies can provide

a lens to identify developmental characteristics at varying stages of L2 development,

which facilitates learners in attaining desired learning outcomes across different contexts

(Ortega & Byrnes, 2009). Ortega and Iberri-Shea (2005) further suggest that the length of

observation should be scaled on institutional time. As far as measurement is concerned,

learning achievement has often been expressed in terms of metalinguistic knowledge

with constrained tests (e.g., grammaticality judgement tests). Metalinguistic knowledge

can be learned quickly and lends itself well to short-term interventions. Constrained tests

thus have beenwidely criticized for being biased and free-response tests have been called

for (Norris & Ortega, 2000). In fact, empirical studies that have used free-response data

did not find explicit instruction to be more effective than implicit instruction (Macaro &

Masterman, 2006; Piggott, 2019; Rousse-Malpat et al., 2019, Rousse-Malpat & Verspoor,

2012). Taken together, long-term interventions and unconstrained tests are required in

order to obtain more robust findings in L2 type-of-instruction research.

As L2 proficiency is a complex construct and multi-dimensional, different measures

provide different yet equally meaningful insights into L2 development. Holistic human

scoring presents a rounded view of learners’ language competence in that a humanmind

can weigh different strengths and weaknesses of a text simultaneously and has been

considered very informative in L2 studies (Hou et al., 2016; Polio, 2001; Verspoor et al.,

2012). Meanwhile, the multidimensionality of L2 performance can be investigated by

looking at separate sub-components (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005; Skehan, 1998). For exam-

ple, quantifiable measures tapping into the complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF) of

L2 performance have long been recognized and used in SLA research (Wolfe-Quintero et

al., 1998). Complexity, from a linguistic perspective, concerns mostly syntactic and lexical

constructions; accuracy concerns the degree of conformity to target language norms;

fluency concerns the speed of L2 processing in given contexts (Abdel Latif, 2013; Bulté &

Housen, 2014; Housen & Kuiken, 2009; Larsen-Freeman, 2009). CAF measures have been

used both as descriptive guidelines for learners to assess their language proficiency and

as indices to gauge L2 progress (Housen et al., 2012). In the current study, both holistic
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ratings and CAF measures were employed to compare the learners’ written production

under explicit or implicit instructional conditions.

In terms of which specific CAF measures are reliable and suitable for our learners,

references were taken from Verspoor et al. (2012). This is because our participants were

similar to the L2 learners investigated in Verspoor et al. regarding the learners’ L1 back-

ground and educational context. Verspoor and colleagues contribute to a comprehensive

evaluation of 64 measures to assess L2 writing development ranging from beginner to

intermediate levels. Among these measures, we chose mean length of T-unit (MLT) and

ratio of dependent clause per T-unit (DC/T) to investigate broad features of syntactic

complexity (pp. 260–261), the ratio of Present Simple Tense (%PST) to measure verbal

complexity (p. 256), and the Guiraud index (“a Type Token ratio adjusted for text length”,

p. 252) to measure lexical richness, given that these measures demonstrated significant

correlations to holistic writing quality.

Apart from the abovementioned broad measures, we especially endeavored to investi-

gate writing accuracy. After two years of explicit versus implicit instructional treatment,

we expected to see different competence in tense/aspect related verbal accuracy. Previous

research has revealed that learners at low levels may exhibit different developmental

patterns in their mastery of the contextual use of tense/aspect and the corresponding

inflections of the form (Rousse-Malpat et al., 2019; Spoelman & Verspoor, 2010; Verspoor

et al., 2012). We thus operationalized two measures to gauge tense/aspect related verbal

errors, of which one looked at the contextual use of the tense/aspect (hereafter, verb use)

and the other the inflectional form of the verb phrases (hereafter, verb form). In addition,

we also investigated other types of errors, namely, lexicon, grammar, word order, spelling,

mechanics and punctuation errors (see Verspoor er al., 2012, p. 253).

Lastly, we used text length to measure fluency. Writing fluency is a complex construct

that is difficult to measure (Abdel Latif, 2013). An anonymous reviewer pointed out that

text length might not be a sound measure of fluency unless the writing task explicitly

asked the writer to write as many words as possible. Indeed, a writer might invest more

time into coherence and cohesion, or word choice, instead of writing a longer text.

However, as text length clustered together with words per minute in a factor analysis of

argumentative essays by Oh (2006; reviewed in Norris & Ortega, 2009), we argue that

text length can still be an informative variable under a timed test condition to gauge

fluency (Jarvis et al., 2003). Compared to a shorter text, a longer text indicates that the

writer is likely to have L2 resources at their disposal more readily and is better able to

manipulate these resources for text-based communication (Skehan, 1998).

To sum up, the present study intends to revisit the efficacy debate of explicit versus

implicit instruction by following intact classes and applying a free-response writing test

to compare the long-term learning outcomes. The data used in this study was taken

from a larger project which was previously reviewed (i.e. Piggott, 2019). Previously, it

was found that after two years of intervention learners receiving implicit instruction

showed steeper growth in writing complexity and fluency than their counterparts did

https://doi.org/10.51751/dujal9361


LONG-TERM EFFECTS OF EXPLICIT VERSUS IMPLICIT INSTRUCTION ON EFL WRITING 7/25

KE, LUO, PIGGOTT AND STEINKRAUSS (2021), DUTCH JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS DOI 10.51751/dujal9361

both in speaking and writing. But the impact on accuracy, especially on the tense/aspect

related competence in writing, remained unclear. This was of special interest given that

tense/aspect development was placed at the center of the form-focused curricula and

that a great deal of time and effort was spent in rule explanation and grammar drills

in the explicit teaching condition (Piggott, 2019, p. 70). As our investigation required

intensive manual coding of the written texts, we took a subset of the data to reduce the

workload: the texts written by learners from the highest scholastic competence stream.

The reason for choosing this subgroup was that more proficient L2 writers would use a

wider range of linguistic features compared to less proficient ones, and thus we expected

to see more variation in the written production produced by students from the highest

scholastic stream.

The overarching research question is: After two years of intervention, does explicit

instruction lead to better writing proficiency than implicit instruction in terms of over-

all writing quality, linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency? Based on previously

reviewed meta-syntheses and longitudinal studies, we hypothesized that:

(1) Overall, explicit and implicit instruction would lead to equal general writing profi-

ciency as measured by holistic ratings of text quality.

(2) Implicit instruction would lead to more complex writing in terms of syntactic

complexity, lexical richness, and tense/aspect related verbal diversity.

(3) Explicit instructionwould lead tomore accuratewriting asmeasured by error ratios.

(4) Implicit instruction would lead to more fluent writing as measured by text length.

3 Method

3.1 Participants

The participants involved in the present study were two cohorts of students aged 12 to 14

who entered the same secondary school in two successive years. Students who entered

school in 2014 comprised the explicit group (N = 55), whereas the 2015 cohort formed

the implicit group (N = 59).1

The participants’ leaving reports for primary education showed that their English

proficiency was approximately at A1 to A2 level according to the Common European

Framework of Reference (CEFR) before entering secondary education, i.e. at the start of

the current period of observation. At the beginning of the observation, a reading and

a listening test were administered in class and scored by the English teachers in the

participating school, the results of which were used to examine the participants’ English

proficiency before the observation.

https://doi.org/10.51751/dujal9361
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3.2 Instructional treatment

Both groupswere instructedwithin a communicative language teaching framework using

the same course books: More! (Puchta & Stranks, 2008) for the first year and Activate!

(Boyd& Barraclough, 2010) for the second year.While the explicit group received instruc-

tion that contained both meaning and explanation of grammatical rules, the implicit

group was instructed without rule explanation. For the implicit group, the grammar-

oriented pages in the textbooks had been torn out and grammatical explanation, drills,

and explicit feedback about grammatical rules were avoided both in class and after

class. In other words, the instructional difference between the two groups lay in whether

metalinguistic knowledge was provided. The groups had the same amount of classroom

time (i.e. same amount of instruction) and were both taught in English only by the

same teachers. While the explicit group invested time in learning grammatical rules,

the implicit group spent time on meaning-focused textbook exercises (see Piggott, 2019,

pp. 70–71 for more detail).

3.3 The writing task

Towards the end of the observation, which was in 2016 for the explicit group and in

2017 for the implicit group, the participants were tested on their writing proficiency. The

writing tests were organized as formal in-class examinations, in which the students were

given 50 minutes to write a letter about their latest holiday experience. The required

text length was no less than 140 words. The participants were allowed to write as long as

they could within the given time. Dictionary use was not allowed. As tense/aspect had

been the grammatical focus in the curriculum, the writing test was designed to elicit the

use of varied tense/aspect forms. The exam instructions are given in Appendix 1. The

hand-written texts produced by the learners were collected as raw data.

3.4 Treating the data

All the hand-written texts were transcribed by the first author and checked by the second

author. The greeting and closing parts of the letters were deleted as they were standard

formulae. In order to conceal private information (i.e., names and addresses) and to avoid

overrating lexical richness, we replaced proper nouns with Name or Place wherever that

was applicable (cf. Verspoor et al., 2012). Exceptions were country names (e.g., France)

and names of capital cities (e.g., Paris) which were kept because they were part of the

learning objectives in the curriculum. Finally, texts were converted by the transcription

conventions of the Codes of the Human Analysis of Transcripts (CHAT); accordingly,

redundant Dutch words and data that could not be recognized by CLAN (MacWhinney,

2014) were cleaned. Such cleaning is listed and explained in Appendix 2.

https://doi.org/10.51751/dujal9361
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3.5 Holistic assessment

We employed six trained raters (two professors and four master students of Applied

Linguistics) to holistically assess the text quality with a rubric used by Hou et al. (2016).

This rubric included not only complexity, accuracy, and fluency, but also idiomaticity

and coherence (the CAFIC rubric, see pp. 90–91). We chose this rubric because it could

reflect L2 writing quality from a broader linguistic scope.

The training procedure for rating was similar to the one used by Verspoor et al. (2012)

and the CAFIC rating scale was used for the holistic scoring. To allow raters to discover

for themselves what characteristics contributed to weaker or stronger texts, twelve texts

of varied writing quality were selected and used as samples in a trial session. The raters

read three texts at a time and judged independently which text was the weakest and

which the strongest in each set. Disagreements were discussed until rater agreement was

reached. The raters continued to cooperate closely until the 12 samples were ordered

according to quality and assigned a score from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). These samples

served as the benchmarks for rating the remainder (see Appendix 3).

After the trial, the remainder of the samples were randomly divided into three piles

and each pile was rated independently by two raters. A valid score was established when

a consistent score was given by both raters. In case of discrepancy, a third rater was

consulted in order to resolve the disagreement.

3.6 CAFmeasures

Several CAF measures were adopted to investigate the writing production frommultiple

dimensions (see 2.3 for the rationale behind the chosen measures). For complexity, we

employed four measures: the Mean Length of T-unit (MLT), the Ratio of Dependent

Clauses per T-unit (DC/T), the ratio of the presence of Present Simple Tense (%PST)

against the tokens of all tense/aspect, and the Guiraud index. For accuracy, we counted

the number of errors per 100 words: A high error ratio means low accuracy. We analyzed

three types of error ratios, namely, tense/aspect related use and form error ratios and a

non-verbal error ratio (i.e. errors irrelevant to tense/aspect). Regarding verb use/form

errors, five types of tense/aspect which were used in the learners’ writings were included

for analyses: Present Simple, Present Continuous, Present Perfect, Past Simple, and Future

Simple. Regarding non-verbal errors, six types of errors were included: lexicon, grammar,

word order, spelling, mechanics, and punctuation use (Verspoor et al., 2012). For fluency,

text length was employed as a measure of writing fluency. The operationalization of the

eight CAF measures is summarized in Table 1 below.

https://doi.org/10.51751/dujal9361
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Table 1 Summary of CAF measures and their operationalization

Variables Operationalization

Mean Length of T-unit (MLT) Number of tokens divided by number of T-units.

Dependent Clause per T-unit

(DC/T)

Number of dependent clauses divided by number of T-

units.

Ratio of the Present Simple Tense

(%PST)

Number of the occurrences of Present Simple tense

divided by tokens of tense/aspect.

Guiraud index Number of lexical types divided by the square root of the

number of lexical tokens.

Verbal use error ratio Number of incorrect use of tense/aspect (including

Present Simple, Present Continuous, Present Perfect, Past

Simple, and Future Simple) divided by number of tokens,

then multiplied by 100

Verbal form error ratio Number of incorrect verb form of tense/aspect (including

Present Simple, Present Continuous, Present Perfect, Past

Simple, and Future Simple) divided by number of tokens,

then multiplied by 100

Non-verbal error ratio Number of non-verbal (including lexicon, grammar, word

order, spelling, mechanics, and punctuation use) errors

divided by number of tokens, then multiplied by 100

Text length Number of tokens used in each text

3.7 Data coding

Except for text length which could be automatically counted in CLAN, most measures

required manual annotation before useful statistics could be extracted and calculated.

T-units, correct T-units, clauses, use of tense/aspect, and types of errors were manu-

ally annotated in CHAT format, automatically counted in CLAN, and then exported to

Excel for calculation. For verb use errors, we coded the errors when the tense/aspect

was overused. For example, when the Present Simple was used to talk about the past, it

was coded as a Present Simple use error. For verb form errors, we coded the incorrect

inflection of the verb phrases based on the writer’s intended tense/aspect choice. Coding

examples are given in Appendix 4.

The first two authors coded the texts together. The coding conventions were first

discussed and agreed upon by the coders; subsequently, a collaborative trial coding of

https://doi.org/10.51751/dujal9361
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ten texts was conducted to train the coders and resolve coding discrepancies between

them. The remainder was divided and coded independently by the two coders. To ensure

inter-coder reliability, all independent coding was examined by the other annotator and

disagreements were discussed and resolved.

3.8 Analyses

Due to the normality issue and the scale issue of some datasets, Mann-Whitney U tests

were run to compare the two groups for the pre-intervention listening and reading scores,

the holistic rating scores, and the three error ratios. A one-way multivariate analysis of

covariance (MANCOVA) was run to compare the writing complexity between the two

groups, with the pre-intervention listening and reading scores as covariates. A one-way

analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was run to compare the text length between the two

groups, with the pre-intervention listening and reading scores as covariates. Because the

Mann-Whitney U test was run six times, the α level was adjusted to .008 (0.05 divided by

6) for that test. All statistic tests were conducted with the statistic software SPSS version

26.

4 Results

The results are presented in order of our four hypotheses (see Section 2). For the ease

of reading, the results regarding complexity and fluency measures were combined.

Firstly, before the intervention the two groups displayed similar English proficiency

as measured by the listening and the reading scores; after the intervention the two

groups achieved similar overall writing proficiency as measured by the holistic rat-

ings of text quality. Mann-Whitney tests showed that no differences were found for the

Pre-listening scores between the explicit group (Mdn = 92.5) and the implicit group

(Mdn = 92.5), U = 1545, p = .656; no differences were found for the Pre-reading scores

between the two groups (explicit Mdn = 92.5; implicit Mdn = 90.5), U = 1580.5, p =

.811; and no differences were found for the Holistic Scores between the two groups

(explicit Mdn = 3.0; implicit Mdn = 3.0), U = 1478.5, p = .394. The descriptive statis-

tics of these three measures, as well as the effect size of each test are listed in Table 2

below.

To supplement the comparison of mean holistic scores (see Table 2), we also examined

the distribution of the holistic scores across the two groups. As shown in Figure 1 below,

while the modes of the holistic scores were 3 for the explicit group and 2 for the implicit

group, the implicit group scored more frequently at higher scores (i.e. score 4 and 5) than

the explicit group did, which contributed to a higher mean score for the implicit group,

although this difference did not reach significance.
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Figure 1 Frequency distribution of the holistic writing scores 1 to 5 across the explicit and

implicit groups

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and the effect sizes of testing the proficiency differ-

ences between the two groups for the listening and the reading scores before the

intervention and for the holistic scores of text quality after the intervention

Measures Explicit group (N = 55) Implicit group (N = 59) Effect size

Mean SD Mean SD

Pre-listening 92.32 5.95 91.82 10.94 η2 = 0.002

Pre-reading 90.84 8.13 90.25 7.78 η2 = 0.001

Holistic Scores 2.56 0.96 2.76 1.07 η2 = 0.006

Secondly, the written texts of the two groups displayed neither differences in linguistic

complexity, as measured by MLT, DC/T, %PST, and Guiraud index, nor in writing fluency,

as measured by text length. A one-way MANCOVA test indicated no significant differ-

ences between the explicit and implicit groups on the combined writing complexity

measures after controlling for the pre-intervention listening and reading scores, F (4,

107) = 0.649, p = .629,Wilks’ Λ = .976, partial η2 = .024. A one-way ANCOVA test indicated

no significant differences between the explicit and implicit groups on text length after

controlling for the pre-intervention listening and reading scores, F (1, 110) = 2.118, p = .148,
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Table 3 Descriptive statistics and the effect sizes of testing the differences between

the two groups for the four writing complexity measures and for Text Length

Measures Explicit group (N = 55) Implicit group (N = 59) Effect size

Mean SD Mean SD

MLT 8.39 1.40 8.32 1.11

η2 = 0.024
DC/T 0.19 0.12 0.20 0.10

%PST 0.51 0.13 0.55 0.17

Guiraud 7.26 0.70 7.37 0.75

Text Length 191.62 63.87 208.93 60.32 η2 = 0.019

Table 4 Descriptive statistics and the effect sizes of testing the accuracy differences

between the two groups for the verb use error ratio, the verb form error ratio, and the

non-verbal error ratio

Measures Explicit group (N = 55) Implicit group (N = 59) Effect size

Mean SD Mean SD

Verb use error ratio 2.00 1.28 0.50 0.81 η2 = 0.414*

Verb form error ratio 0.26 0.42 0.76 0.77 η2 = 0.141*

Non-verbal error ratio 10.01 4.71 10.42 4.28 η2 = 0.003

* Difference is significant at the .001 level (2-tailed)

partial η2 = .019. The descriptive statistics of the complexity measures and text length,

as well as the effect sizes of the two tests are listed in Table 3 above.

Lastly, in terms of accuracy Mann-Whitney tests indicated group differences for use

and for form errors related to tense/aspect, but in different directions. The error ratio

in the use of tense/aspect was greater for the explicit group (Mdn = 1.92) than for the

implicit group (Mdn < 0.001), U = 429, p < .001, with a large effect size η2 = 0.414, whereas

the error ratio in tense/aspect forms was greater for the implicit group (Mdn = 0.57)

than for the explicit group (Mdn < 0.001), U = 956.5, p < .001, with a large effect size η2

= 0.141. No differences were found for non-verbal error ratio between the explicit group

(Mdn = 9.4) and the implicit group (Mdn = 9.31), U = 1519.5, p = .559. The descriptive

statistics of the three accuracy measures and the effect size of each test are given in

Table 4 above.
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5 Discussion and conclusion

Applying a free-response writing task to measure long-term learning outcomes, the cur-

rent study aimed to revisit the efficacy debate of explicit versus implicit L2 instruction.

We compared two very similar groups in terms of L1 background, educational context,

scholastic aptitude and beginning level of L2 English. The young learners were instructed

by the same teachers with the same textbooks. The only difference was that all the pages

dealing with explicit grammar had been torn out of the books for the implicit learners.

After two years of instruction, the learners were compared on a timed writing task in

terms of general performance (holistic scoring) and an array of CAFmeasures. Except

for the first hypothesis (i.e., explicit and implicit instruction would lead to equal writing

qualitymeasured by holistic ratings), the results do not support our hypotheses regarding

CAF measures.

To summarize, despite the different instructional methods, the two groups developed

similar overall writing quality, linguistic complexity, and writing fluency. Even though

differences were found in writing accuracy measured as error ratios, neither instruc-

tional method showed a clear advantage over the other. While the explicit group showed

higher accuracy in tense/aspect related verbal inflection, the implicit group were better

at choosing the right tense/aspect to express meaning. In terms of non-verbal accuracy

(i.e. accuracy in lexicon, grammar, word order, spelling, mechanics, and punctuation

use), the two groups were equally accurate. All in all, the two types of instruction did not

seem to make much of a difference in the learners’ L2 writing development over the two

years of intervention.

Regarding complexity, our findings are in line with Macaro and Masterman (2006),

which suggests that explicit instruction does not contribute to the diversity or com-

plexity in the learners’ expression. Similarly, Andringa et al. (2011) found that explicit

and implicit instruction contribute equally to the use of the target constructions after

a computer-assisted L2 Dutch intervention. However, this finding is at variance with

Piggott (2019), which included a larger sample of participants and included both the

first- and the second-year writing data into a multilevel modelling analysis. The analysis

revealed a significant interaction for Time*Group with the implicit group showing a

steeper growth in complexity measures between Year 1 and Year 2. The current study

focused on a homogeneous subgroup (participants from the highest scholastic stream),

and compared only the second-year writing data, with the pre-intervention English

proficiency (i.e. listening and reading scores) being controlled for. The results of a one-

way multivariate analysis of covariance did not show difference between the explicit

and implicit groups in terms of combined writing complexity measures. It might be

that adding another data point (Piggott’s study; the first-year writing data) revealed dif-

ferent developmental patterns of the two groups within the course of two years, and

this difference might have levelled off in the second-year data (current study). Another

factor, which might better explain the similar learning outcomes between the explicit
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and implicit groups of learners, may lie in the English exposure outside the classroom.

We will come back to this point later.

Regarding writing fluency as measured by text length, explicit and implicit types of

instruction seem to be equally effective. This finding does not support our hypothesis or

previous longitudinal investigations, e.g., Piggott (2019) and Rousse-Malpat et al. (2019),

whose findings suggest implicit instruction to be more effective in promoting writing

fluency. When interpreting the current finding, we need to apply some caution. Firstly,

text length might not be an ideal measure for writing fluency especially when the task

did not explicitly encourage the writers to write longer texts. Furthermore, although

text length has been commonly used as a fluency measure, some researchers found high

correlations between text length and other highly valued writing qualities, suggesting

that text length has strong impact on both holistic and multi-trait scoring (Lee et al.,

2010). Text length thus may better serve as a broad proficiency measure instead of a

fluency measure. Measures at the phrasal level may be more informative for assessing

writing fluency.

Moreover, as mentioned earlier, L2 exposure outside the classroommight have played

a role in the learners’ learning outcomes. This speculation may partially explain the

different findings between the current study and Rousse-Malpat and colleague’s (2019)

three-year investigation. Unlike the current studywhich focused onDutch young learners

learning L2 English, Rousse-Malpat et al. focused on similar learners learning L2 French,

and found advantageous effects of implicit instruction on both writing fluency and com-

plexity. A crucial difference between the different populations may be the amount of

out-of-school exposure to the target language, which is much higher for English (e.g.,

through television programs, games, and social media), than for other foreign languages

such as French (Peters et al., 2019). Furthermore, as shown in Peters (2018), out-of-school

exposure explains more variance than other factors do (e.g., the length of instruction) in

the English vocabulary knowledge of Dutch-speaking teenagers.We thus suspect that

whereas explicit/implicit instruction may contribute to significantly different learning

outcomes of Dutch learners of L2 French, type of instruction may not matter as much

to Dutch learners of L2 English, whose English attainment is strongly influenced by

out-of-class exposure.

Finally, intriguing differences were found in the writing accuracy of the explicit and

implicit groups. The two groups displayed equal accuracy in the non-verbal error ratio but

different areas of strength in tense/aspect related verbal error ratios. While the explicit

group were more accurate in verb forms, the implicit group were more accurate in verb

use. These findings are in line with the differences in accuracy that Tilma (2014) found in

a longitudinal study of Finnish as an L2, where there were no differences between the

implicit and explicit learners in overall case accuracy rate after ten months of interven-

tion, but here, too, the implicit learnersmade relatively fewer use errors. Taking a dynamic

usage-based perspective on L2 development (Verspoor, 2017), we can explain this in terms

of the associative learning of form-use-meaning-mappings. Whereas explicit instruction
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directs the learners’ attention mainly to form, implicit instruction – through frequency

of exposure to meaningful utterances in contexts – allows the learner to associate the

form with the appropriate contextual use.

It is worth noting that the differences in the overall verb use/form error ratios of the

two groups might be largely due to the two groups’ differing mastery of the Present Sim-

ple, given that the Present Simple constituted more than half of the tense/aspect tokens

in the writings of both groups (as measured by %PST; see Table 2). In fact, when taking a

look at the datasets, tense aspect types like the Present Continuous, the Present Perfect,

and the Future Simple occurred very infrequently; as a result, for these tense aspect types

the error ratios were highly skewed to zero. Although the writing task was designed to

elicit a wide range of tense aspect forms, both groups seemed to favor the Present Simple

in writing. This is in line with Verspoor et al. (2012), whose findings suggest that learners

at lower levels tend to mainly rely on the Present Simple tense, and a more balanced use

of different tense/aspect occures only at higher proficiency levels.

Given the large weight of the Present Simple in the total use of different tense/aspect,

our findings in verbal accuracy suggest that the explicit group seemed to overuse the

Present Simple more than the implicit group did; however, when the Present Simple was

used, the explicit group were better able to deliver the correct forms than the implicit

group. It makes sense that explicit grammar instruction could have trained the explicit

group to pay attention to form issues, with explicit learners erring less in verb forms as a

result. This corresponds with the conclusions from the majority of type-of-instruction

SLA studies in which grammatical accuracy measures were the main focus (Norris &

Ortega, 2000; Spada &Tomita, 2010; Goo et al., 2015). On the other hand, a competition

for attentional resources might accur when the learner had to choose both the right

tense/aspect to express meaning and the correct form corresponding to the chosen

tense/aspect. As the explicit group would give more attention to producing a form cor-

rectly, they might not pay enough attention to choosing the correct use, (over)using

their most familiar tense aspect instead – the Present Simple. The implicit group, on the

contrary, might have experienced less pressure to produce correct forms but learned to

directly focus on meaning. The instruction might have helped the implicit group to be

more aware of the context and make a more accurate choice of which tense/aspect to

use.

To conclude, our longitudinal study shows that explicit and implicit types of instruc-

tion have a similar impact on the Dutch-speaking secondary school learners of L2 English

in terms of their general writing proficiency, linguistic complexity, non-verbal accuracy

and writing fluency. As far as tense/aspect related writing accuracy is concerned, the two

types of instructional methods demonstrate different strengths and weaknesses. While

explicit instruction promotes an accurate command of verb form, implicit instruction

fosters a contextually appropriate use of tense and aspect.

Implications drawn from this study are that L2 instruction does make a difference for

language development as it directly taps into different language learning patterns and
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knowledge (Norris & Ortega, 2000). In addition, although varying types of instruction

would lead to similar effectiveness with respect to overall proficiency, the effectiveness

differs when it comes to specific linguistic aspects. However, the deeply rooted beliefs in

the importance of explicit grammar instruction, especially for accuracy concerns, may be

overstated. For L2 classroom teaching, therefore, teachers can be confident that students

would develop good L2 attainment even when explicit grammar instruction would not

be provided – at least in a context with a substantial amount of out-of-school exposure

to the target language.

The present study is not without limitations. Firstly, we only used one writing task to

assess writing proficiency, while overall writing proficiency should ideally be measured

usingmultiple writing tasks (Schoonen et al., 2011) to elicit a wider range of language use.

Secondly, the number of measures taken to examine L2 writing proficiency was limited;

for fluency in particular, text length may be too broad to provide sufficient insight into

writing fluency. It was also possible that the effectiveness of instruction was underesti-

mated due to a possible ceiling effect in some of the measures used. For an expansion

of this study and future research, we suggest that more fine-grained measures should

be employed to obtain a comprehensive understanding of L2 writing. Furthermore, it

would be interesting to engage learners of different age and proficiency groups in a

classroom setting to probe into the effects of types of instruction. Finally, the impact of

out-of-school exposure versus the impact of instruction method could warrant further

investigation.
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Notes

1 There were in total 60 students in the implicit group, but one student lacked the pre-

intervention proficiency scores, thus was excluded in the analysis.
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Appendix 1: The writing test used for data collecting

Appendix 2: Data cleaning when converting texts to CHAT files

Decision Reason Example

Delete Dutch translations in brackets. redundant My little sister and I jumped atmedi-

ately (meteen) in the swimming pool.

Delete interjections Cannot be recognized,

also redundant

omg, I can’t believe I’m really here.

Delete headers or subtitles in the texts. Cannot be read as

utterances

1. Austria

Change ellipsis (…) into comma or full

stop according to the context.

CLAN cannot recog-

nize ellipsis

I don’t want to go home yet … But the

summer is almost gone.

Delete brackets used in the texts; add

a comma or period to the utterances if

needed.

CLAN cannot analyse

text in brackets

I’m in the USA (like you didn’t now).

When a sentence ends with a colon,

change the column to a period.

Utterances must end

with a period in CLAN

I’m gonna tell you how it is here:
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Appendix 3: Benchmarks of the holistic scores 1 to 5 and the description of the text quality

for each score

Score Benchmark Description

1 I’m at the Place. I’m going to it with a plane of KLM. I’m living and

sleeping there in a villa before me and my mother, father, brother

and sister. The room where I sleep is big, there a 2 beds, 1 before

me and 1 before my brother. Right and left of the beds are nightta-

bles before your telefoon, for example. There is 1 closet with many

place before me and my brother. I was going to the houses of Place,

in the light and in the night, because then are the houses lighted

with really nice lights. I’m going to a really nice beach when the sun

is shining. Because than is needing the weather sunny. The nicest

what I have done is swimming in us swimming pool fore me and my

mother, father, brother and sister alone. That was really nice because

is was a private swimming pool before us.

Simple and short sen-

tences; mainly use present

or past simple tenses;

fundamental errors;

use many Dutch words,

very few if any idiomatic

phrases; shot texts, or rel-

atively longer but with a

lot of repetition; difficult

to follow the story

2 How are you doing?With me it’s fine. I’m in Italy, and it’s realy hot

here! We came here with the car, I hated the long trip because I had

to sit in the middle …We are staying at a campsite, and it’s verry

pretty here. The campsite is on a small mountain not far from the

sea, there are some verry large trees here as well. We sleep in a sort

of tent from the campsite. It isn’t big, and the rooms are sepreat with

a thin sort of blanket. I sleep in an small bed next to my brother’s

bed. There is not that much spase so there are only two beds in

there. I’ve bin to the sea two times and it was a lot of fun! The sec-

ond time I went to the sea there were a lot of waves and we coulden’t

swimm far, but that was ok! I sat in a wave and it splashed over me, it

was quite fun. About two days we are going to go to a little town not

far frome here, we want to see the big church there and I want to buy

an magnet for my magnet collection. The funniest thing I did was, I

think, playing in the sea with the waves and it was fun that I made a

new friend! For now I think it’s enough.

Mostly simple sentences,

some complex sentences;

attempt at past, present,

continuous tenses; some

creative use at lexicon;

many errors induced

by attempt at complex-

ity, but do not impeded

understanding; longer

texts; many Dutchism;

attempt at storytelling,

but no real flow

3 I miss you and home because its very boring here. I’m now in Ger-

many with my parents and my brother, my sister is in the Nether-

lands with my grandparents. Yesterday morning we drove to Place

and we slept in a hotel in the city. I slept in a little room without a tv

or any other electric stuf and my bed is PINK.We didn’t do anything

that was fun but … tomorow we go to the game between Name and

Name. I hope that Namegonna win because when they win they are

the chaimpon.Were staying to next week and then were going back

to home. I hope that you have a better holiday then me. I also hope

that you have better weather then us because we only had rain yet. I

see you soon!

Some complex sentences;

lexicon command rather

basic; simple tenses

mostly correct; some

errors, but no fundamen-

tal errors; a few idiomatic

expressions; telling a

rather solid story
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(cont.)

Score Benchmark Description

4 I am on holiday in Place. We came with our car. It was around

250km and it took us like 3.5 hour to get here. We are staying in

a really nice hotel, but it is not very big. Our room is not very big

either. There are four beds, a table and two chairs. There is no tele-

vision. Yesterday we did something I really enjoyed.We were cycling

inside a cave in Place. We had to go 50m under the ground. It was

really cold inside the cave, so we had to wear some thick clothes.

we also had a lot of light on our bikes, because it was really dark.

Tommorow we are going to a cave in Place in Belgium. I am really

looking forward to it! My favourite activity was cycling inside a cave

in Place, because I really like cycling and never did something like

that. How is your holiday going? I hope you are enjoying it! Write me

back soon!

Complex sentences; var-

ious use of tenses; no

major errors; some good

idiomatic expressions;

solid story telling

5 I’m on an exciting holiday in the great city of Place on the beautiful

Australian island. I went down under with an airplane. Now I am

staying in an hotel with my parents and my brother and sister. I have

to share a room with my brother, the room is very big, especially

for two persons. In the room we have a tv, a bed, a sofa and a bath-

room with a shower and a toilet. On the second day we went to a

place where we could bungee jump. My little brother and my mother

would not bungee jump. Two or three seconds before I jumped I saw

how high it was. That was scary, but when I finally jumped it was

good fun. Tomorrow we will go to a great stadium in Place to watch

a rugby game between Australia and New-Zealand. That’s gonna be

cool. In the second week we will drive to Place to visit the Place and

the rest of the city. After that week we will fly back to the Nether-

lands. I’ll see you soon.

Some complexity; good

sentence structure; good

lexical command; no

major errors; lots of

idiomatic phrases; solid

story and nice flow
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Appendix 4: Examples of manual coding

Target measures Example Coding

T-unit in the bathroom is a bath! T

Sentence type and

clauses

we’re staying in an beautyfull hotel that is super

close to the most important street in Place: Name.

Complex;

relative clause

Tense aspect we’re staying in an beautyfull hotel that is super

close to the most important street in Place: Name.

Present continuous;

present simple

Non-verbal errors we’re staying in an [*] beautyfull [: beautiful] [*]

hotel that is super close to the most important

street in Place: Name.

Grammar; spelling

Verb use error today we go [*] to the shopping mall to buy new

clothes.

Present simple use

error

Verb form error I thinks [*] he liked me. Present simple form

error
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