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Abstract: This paper reports on the effects of three types of focus on form (FoF) instruction, namely explicit,
implicit and combinatorial, on acquisition of idioms by EFL intermediate learners. 80 learners who were
homogenous in terms of language proficiency and idiomatic knowledge were assigned to four groups: three
experimental  and  one  control.  One  of  the  experimental  groups  was exposed to explicit teaching of idioms.
The second experimental group was taught the same idiomatic expressions through implicit FoF and the third
experimental group (referred to as the combinatorial FoF group in this study) was taught the idioms through
a combination of explicit and implicit techniques. The ability to use the target idiomatic expressions was
measured through a multiple choice test (MCT) and a free spoken response task (FSRT). On both measures,
the combinatorial FoF group outperformed the other groups followed by the group taught through explicit FoF
which was in turn followed by the one taught through implicit FoF. In addition, the differences between all the
groups were found to be statistically significant on both measures. The interpretation of the results along with
the implications is discussed.
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INTRODUCTION implicit and explicit knowledge systems. Ellis [3] argued

To date, a number of studies in the SLA literature natural language use they could be considered tests of
have investigated the effects of different types of form- implicit knowledge. Tests of explicit knowledge, on the
focused instruction on different types of learning. Ellis other hand, involve some kind of metalinguistic judgment.
(2001) argues that form-focused instruction (FFI) refers to An important issue which is worthy of more attention is
any planned or incidental instructional activities that are how different types of instruction affect the explicit and
aimed at drawing language learners’ attention to linguistic implicit knowledge systems and processes in controlled
forms. This study focuses specifically on the distinction and spontaneous response tasks.
between explicit focus on form (EFoF) and implicit focus Another issue which is worthy of attention is
on form (IFoF), both examples of FoF. According to this whether the effect of instruction varies across different
distinction, where instruction requires overt attention to target structures. Ellis [4], in a review of the effect of FFI
the forms of the target language, it is considered explicit, on free response measures, argued that instruction was
whereas when forms are present but learners are not found to be more effective in cases where the target forms
asked to attend to rules during L2 tasks, instruction is were of a morphological or formulaic nature. Dekeyser [5]
considered implicit [1,2]. SLA theoreticians have also also suggests that those structures that do not lend
made the same distinction between the types of themselves well into simple associative learning and have
knowledge that L2 learners hold. Explicit knowledge is an arbitrary form-meaning connection including idioms,
considered  factual,  analyzed  knowledge  about  rules are difficult to learn implicitly and will require more explicit
and implicit knowledge refers to procedural, unanalyzed learning processes. The goal of this study is to explore
knowledge that allows one to use the second language the effectiveness of explicit and implicit instruction on
appropriately in spontaneous situations of language use acquisition of idioms, as formulaic utterances, in
[1]. An important issue is what types of tasks can tap into controlled and free-spoken response tasks.

that when tasks create constraints similar to those in
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Review of the Literature: In the SLA literature, three learning conditions. It is sometimes argued that in many
positions have been presented as to the effectiveness of FoF studies, explicit instruction was contrasted with an
explicit instruction. The first one is that of Krashen [6-8] implicit instruction which did not necessarily provide the
who cast doubts over the pedagogical value of explicit students with the same amount of input to the target
instruction and  knowledge.  Underscoring  the structures [25-28]. As a result, we cannot say with
distinction between acquisition and learning, he certainty whether the superiority of a particular type of
maintained that acquisition and learning are two mutually instruction has had anything to do with the difference in
exclusive processes. He argued that the two types of the quality of FoF instruction employed. It could
knowledge are separate, thus advocating a non-interface conceivably be argued that the results might have been a
position. He maintained that L2 proficiency is based on factor of exposure differences, which are not often
implicit knowledge only and that explicit instruction has controlled for in FFI studies.
nothing to do with the process of acquisition. Another important issue is whether the tasks used in

The second view toward instruction was obtained FFI studies are truly indicative of learners’ underlying
from several reviews and meta-analyses demonstrating implicit and explicit processes. Ellis [3] argued that
that explicit instruction promotes language acquisition far different tasks tap into different types of knowledge. He
more than does implicit instruction [2,5, 9-13].O’Malley, maintained that when tasks require the use of the target
Chamot and Walker [14], Schmidt [15,16], Sharwood-Smith structure under the constraints of natural language use,
[17] and DeKeyser [18] claimed that explicit knowledge is such as free response tasks, they could be considered
available for use in linguistic tasks and that it can go tests of implicit knowledge. Tests of explicit knowledge,
through proceduralization. Bialystok [19, 20] also argued on the other hand, involve some kind of metalinguistic
that language learning involves a process of raising judgment. It is to be expected, then, that tasks of explicit
students’ consciousness of linguistic structures in knowledge are not time-pressured and present target
analyzed (explicit) and unanalyzed (implicit) fashions. In structures in isolated contexts. A plausible question to
the view of the latter group of SLA researchers, therefore, ask at this juncture is whether the tests of explicit and
explicit instruction is not rejected as being useless but it implicit  knowledge really tap into different constructs.
may even be sometimes deemed necessary. The empirical evidence accumulated in SLA literature thus

Finally, there is a third position taken by those who far indicates that it is possible to test these two kinds of
see explicit and implicit knowledge and learning as knowledge separately. Han and Ellis, [29] and Ellis [30] in
separate, but who argue that explicit instruction may help a number of studies employed a number of timed and
learners notice gaps in their interlanguage and that it acts untimed grammar tests. In their study, the oral narrative
as a  facilitator  for  implicit  acquisition  to come about task and the time-pressured grammaticality judgment task
[21-24]. According to this view, when teachers perceive were found to load on one factor, whereas the
difficulties in their students' attempts at production, they metalinguistic knowledge test and the untimed
should provide explicit instruction in the form of brief grammaticality judgment tests loaded on a separate factor.
shifts away from meaningful interaction. These results may suggest that explicit and implicit

In the literature on FoF, a number of main criticisms knowledge systems are separate modules.
have been leveled against studies comparing EFoF and
IFoF. One of these criticisms is that some SLA researchers Idioms and Instruction: There is now agreement among
argue that the tests employed in the majority of such SLA theoreticians and researchers as to the idea that
studies seem to have exercised a bias in favor of explicit knowledge of language substantially consists of active
instruction. The argument that they put forth is that most and passive knowledge of lexical chunks [31-35].
of the measures used in such studies seem more likely to However, to date, most vocabulary research has primarily
be associated with traits that involve explicit knowledge been carried out on individual words. It can be argued
rather than spontaneous production tasks (e.g. [2]). that lexical chunks including idioms deserve more
However, Ellis, [10] in a review demonstrates that EFoF attention due to a number of reasons. Firstly, phrasal
also positively affects performance on free production vocabulary including idioms is ubiquitous in language
tasks. The second criticism concerns the amount of [33]. Secondly, according to Schmitt [36], phrasal
exposure that learners receive in explicit and implicit vocabulary    are    multi-purpose   tools,   their   functions
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including expressing a message or idea (The early bird MATERIALS AND METHODS
gets the worm _ do not procrastinate), realizing functions
(I’m just looking [thanks] _ declining an offer of Method
assistance from a shopkeeper), establishing social Participants: Initially, a sample of 120 EFL intermediate
solidarity (I know what you mean _ agreeing with an learners were selected from intermediate level classes of a
interlocutor).A third reason is that research [37] has language center in Iran. They were all male learners whose
shown that mastering phrasal vocabulary allows more age ranged between 17 and 25. An Oxford Placement Test
fluency in production. (OPT) along with a pretest on idioms was administered to

Lewis [38, 39] have argued in support of a language ascertain learners’ receptive knowledge of target idioms.
teaching methodology which highlights the importance of The goal of this was to select a group of idioms unknown
phrasal vocabulary and concordances. Although there is to all participants. From among the learners only 80 who
a need to empirically demonstrate the effectiveness of showed no previous knowledge of the target idioms were
such an approach, the small amount of research available selected to take part in the study. They were randomly
suggests that teaching phrasal language to learners can assigned to four groups 3 of which acted as the
be effective. Jones and Haywood [40] studied the experimental groups and one of which acted as the control
acquisition of phrasal vocabulary in a 10-week class and group.
found that the learners’ awareness of phrasal vocabulary
increased by the end of the course. The findings showed Materials: According to Housen and Pierrard’s [43]
that the students showed slight gains in the production characterization of explicit and implicit FFI, IFoF is
of phrases in C-tests. Boers Eyckmans, Kappel, Stengers expected to attract attention, be minimally obtrusive,
and Demecheleer [41] also found that raising learners’ occur spontaneously, present the structure in context,
consciousness of phrasal vocabulary during listening and encourage free use and not to involve metalinguistic
reading activities made them more orally proficient terminology. On the other hand, EFoF directs attention to
compared to learners who received the same input but the target structures, is a planned activity, interrupts
who were taught with a traditional method in which communication, discusses structures in isolation, makes
grammar and lexis had been dichotomized. A survey by use of metalinguistic terminology and involves practice.
Boers and Lindstromberg [42] on the results of a number In this study, 10 dialogues seeded with the target
of small-scale experiments suggests that boosting the link forms were adapted to provide the students in the
between the figurative meaning of idioms with their literal different groups with qualitatively different materials. At
meaning can act as a pedagogically effective technique attempt was made through input matching to keep the
for helping learners remember the given expressions. quantity of the materials for each group equal. In order to

A question that needs further investigation concerns provide the participants in the experimental groups with
what role FoF plays in the acquisition of idiomatic qualitatively different materials, the texts along with the
expressions. It seems that the FoF literature is replete with accompanying exercises were modified.
studies investigating the role of FoF on acquisition of The materials received by theEFoF group had been
grammatical structures. However, the number of studies created in such a way so as to fill the learners in on an
on acquisition of idioms seems to be few and far between. explanation about the meaning of the target idiom. The
The purpose of this study is to explore the comparative learners in this group received a definition of what the
effectiveness of three different types of FoF instruction. idiom meant after reading the dialogue text. Also in the

Research  Questions:   The  questions  that  this  study right choice in multiple-choice items. The correct choice
attempted to answer were the following: was the one which best provided the meaning of the idiom

Which type of FoF instruction leads to better results The IFoF was designed to invite the students to
in terms of gains of idiomatic knowledge in controlled process the target language for meaning. However, the
tasks? students remained unaware of this; the exercises
Which type of FoF leads to better results in terms of following the dialogue texts were designed in such a way
the use of idiomatic expressions in free spoken that they forced the participants to process the target
response tasks? idioms  for meaning. They were based on the dialogue text

exercises following the text, they were asked to opt for the

in question.
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Table 1: An Example of Input Matching of one target idiom across the three groups

Explicit FoF Implicit FoF Combinatorial FoF

Debbie: You're right. I'm blowing this Debbie: You're right. I'm blowing this all out of proportion. Debbie: You're right. I'm blowing this all out of proportion.
All out of proportion. Valerie: Hey, there's Nancy. She's the best singer in the school. Valerie: Hey, there's Nancy. She's the best singer in the entire school.
Valerie: Hey, there's Nancy. She's the Further Examples: Mike's airplane trip was a little
Best singer in the entire school. bumpy but he's been telling everyone the airplane Blow something all out of proportion:
Blow something all out of proportion: almost crashed. To make something seem much more serious than it is.
To make something seem much He sure does blow everything all out of proportion.
more serious than it is.
Exercises:
What does the expression " blow something 
all of proportion" mean?  Exercises: Are the following statements true or false? Exercises: Are the following statements true or false?
a) exaggerate    b)explode Debbie admits that she always makes things look Debbie admits that she always makes things look 
c) finish      d) extricate more serious than they are more serious than they are.

just read by the participants and required remembering As for the learners in the Explicit FoF group, the
and checking the facts in the texts. To compensate for the target forms (idioms, in this particular case) in the
extra exposure to the target structures in the explicit dialogues were presented explicitly, that is, the learners
condition, students in the implicit condition received extra were provided with a metalinguistic explanation as to the
input during the exercises. meaning of the idiomatic expression in question. The

The Combinatorial Instruction group received teacher-researcher had the participants silent read the text
materials containing both types of the input mentioned on their own and once they were finished with it, they
above. An attempt was made to ensure that the quantity went about doing the exercises following the text they had
of the materials provided for all the three groups would be just read. As pointed out earlier, the instructions in the
the same. The input in the three groups were precisely materials had been designed in such a way that they
matched, meaning that the same input sentences were provided the students in the EFoF group with explicit
used to create either an explicit or implicit focus on the instruction. When the students finished reading the text,
target items. That is, the three groups were exposed to they were asked to do the subsequent exercises following
quantitatively the same but qualitatively different input. the text. The teacher-researcher merely provided minimal

Table 1 depicts the input matching carried out for help and did not discuss the meaning or form of the
one of the target idioms across the three groups. idiomatic expressions in class over the course of the

Procedure: All data were collected over a period of 3 confirmation or the falsification of the answers given and
months. The Instruction started when the researchers had it was consistent across all the three experimental groups.
prepared the dialogue texts and the students had been The texts submitted to the learners in the IFoF group
pretested. The study employed a quasi-experimental had the idiomatic expressions in underlined and italicized
pretest-posttest design. The students were randomly form. The learners’ attention was drawn more to the
assigned to the four groups. The learners in all the groups holistic meaning of the texts and the exercises had been
were informed that they were participating in a study of developed in a manner that required the students to check
the acquisition of English as a second language and that their understanding of the text and to back up on their
their performance on the tests would not affect their ability to remember.
educational career. No mention was made of the target The learners in Combinatorial FoF group were taught
idioms that were supposed to be the focus of the study. the idioms through a combination of explicit and implicit
There was a 2-week hiatus between the administration of techniques, that is, the idioms had been underlined and
the  pretest  and  the start of the course to avoid test italicized. The exercises following the texts were an
effect. amalgam of implicit and explicit instruction, that is, both

During the treatment phase of the study, each of the types of exercise on a smaller scale had been incorporated
three experimental groups attended 12 sessions of into the materials.
instruction extending over a six-week period in which they The control group received a set of activities
were all given dialogue texts identical in their semantic (English songs, Games, etc) without being exposed to any
content. However, different ways of dealing with the of the target idioms. It must be noted that the teacher-
idioms in the texts were employed (i.e. the linguistic input researcher provided minimal help to all the groups
was introduced in different ways).Two weeks after the concerning the idiomatic expressions in the texts. The
course was over, a posttest was administered. reason was that the study aimed to see the effect of form-

experiment. The minimal help given consisted of either the
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focused instructional materials, rather than the teachers’ Table 2, here. As Table 2 indicates, the means and
behavior which had it not been thus controlled would standard  deviations of the four groups are very close,
have confounded the results of the study. suggesting that the groups were homogenous in their

Testing Materials and Measures: The participants’ data  were  submitted  to  a  one-way   analysis of
knowledge of the target idioms was assessed by means of variance  (ANOVA)  to  test  for  significant  differences
a multiple-choice test at the outset of the study. The between  the  groups  at  the  beginning  of  the
reason for the use of a controlled test as pretest was that experiment.  No  significant   differences   were  found.
we were investigating whether or not the participants The  result  of  the  One-Way  ANOVA is  also  depicted
already knew the target idioms in focus, an inquiry which in Table 2.The ANOVA that was run also indicated that
did not necessitate the use of a free response measure. the  four  groups  demonstrated  a  knowledge of
Those idioms that the learners already knew were idiomatic expressions that was fairly similar (F (3) =.534,
eliminated from the pool of target idioms. The test p< 0.05).This suggests that the groups had almost the
consisted of 100 items each of which targeted one of the same knowledge concerning the target idiomatic
idioms in question. 50 of the test items did not appear in expressions.
the dialogues that the students were to read and merely
acted as distracters. Results for Controlled and  Free  Response  Posttest:

The students’ ability to use the target structures at The descriptive statistics pertaining to the posttest are
the end of the study was assessed with two tests: a displayed in Table 3 and the analyses presented here
Controlled Test (CT) and a Free Spoken Response Task pertain to the research questions of the study as
(FSRT). The purpose of the multiple-choice test was to displayed in Table 4. The first research question
check for differences in explicit knowledge between the concerned whether there is a difference between the
two conditions. Several reasons motivated the choice of performance of students in EFoF, IFoF and CFoF groups
this test. First, as already pointed out, research by Han on the controlled task of idioms. A one-way ANOVA was
and Ellis [29] and R. Ellis [30] suggested that this test taps used to investigate the performance of the participants on
into explicit knowledge. the controlled task (the test of multiple-choice items)

The purpose of the FSRT was to evaluate the following the treatment. Also, a Scheffé Post hoc analysis
students’ ability to use the target structures was used to see where the difference lied between the
spontaneously and under the constraints of normal groups involved. It must be noted that statistical
language production. The task required students to read procedures indicated that the assumptions for running an
a short text describing a particular situation which was ANOVA had been met.
likely to elicit the use of the target idiom. Questions were The ANOVA along with the Scheffé post hoc
asked about the texts and the students had to respond analyses showed that the scores of the participants on
appropriately in one or two sentences. There was no the controlled task in all the experimental groups were
explicit invitation to use the target structures, but the significantly different from one another (F (3) = 613.412,
researchers used types of questions which  were  likely p< 0.05). As Table 4 indicates, the IFoFgroup’s
to elicit the target idiom. For example, the participants performance  differed  significantly  from   that  of  the
were asked specific questions about the things referred to EFoF group with a mean difference of -4.2 and the
in the dialogue like “What did John and Kate did after significance level set at 0.05. Also the scores of the IFoF
two weeks of getting to know each other?", the answer group were significantly different from the CFoF group
to which was expected to be something along the lines of with a mean difference of - 6.2 at the.05 p value. A
“they tied the knot”.  In  total,  the  FSRT  consisted of significant difference was also observed between the
20  items.  Each  item  focused on a single target idiom. scores of theEFoF group and the CFoF group. Table 4
The FSRT scores simply consisted of the frequency of the shows that the experimental groups performed
occurrence of the target structures. significantly differently from the control group on the

Data Analysis and Results: Table 2 shows the descriptive show that the first research question can be answered in
statistics of the participants’ mean scores and standard the affirmative, that is, different types of instruction
deviations for all the four groups involved in the study as produced statistically different performances on the part
revealed by the pretest scores. of the learners.

knowledge  of  the  idiomatic  expressions.  The  pretest

controlled task. Overall, the results of the data analysis
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Table 2: Means and Standard Deviation of the groups on pretest
Groups N Mean Std. Dev F Sig.
IfonF 20 1.6500 .87509 .534 .661
EFonF 20 1.3000 .86450
CFonF 20 1.5000 .88852
Control group 20 1.5000 .88852

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics on the posttest
Std. Std.

Group N Mean Deviation Error F Sig
IFonF 20 12.95 1.14593 .25624 613.412 .000
EFonF 20 17.15 2.34577 .52453
CFonF 20 19.15 .67082 .15000
Control 20 1.750 .78640 .17584
Total 80 12.75 6.91449 .77306

Table 4: Post hoc Analyses
Groups Mean Difference Std. Error Sig.
IfoF EFoF -4.20000 .44397 .000*

CFoF -6.20000 .44397 .000*

Control 11.20000 .44397 .000*

EfoF CFoF -2.00000 .44397 .000*

Control 15.40000 .44397 .000*

Table 5: Anova for Performance of Participants on Fsrt
 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

Between Groups 575.100 3 191.700 537.609 .000
Within Groups 27.100 76 .357 other two experimental groups. A possible explanation
Total 602.200 79

Table 6: Post hoc Analysis on FSRT
Groups Mean Difference Std.Error Sig
Scheffe EFoF IFoF 1.80000 .18883 .000*

CfoF -2.05000 .18883  .000*

Control 5.25000 .18883 .000*

IfoF CFoF -3.85000 .18883 .000*

Control 3.45000 .18883 .000*

*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
Total number of words including the references: 6600

Another one-way ANOVA was used to analyze the
performance of the participants on the FSRT following the
treatment. In addition, we used a Scheffe post hoc
analysis to shed more light on the difference between the
groups. The ANOVA that was run found statistically
significant differences between the groups involved
(F(3)= 537.609, p<.05). As Table 6 illustrates the scores of
the EFoF group on the FSRT were statistically different
from those in the IFoF group and the mean difference of
1.8was in favor of the EFoF group. Also a significant
difference of -2.05 was observed between the scores of
the EFoF group and those of the CFoF group. The scores
of the IFoF group were significantly different from those
of the CFoF group with a mean difference of -3.85 in favor

of the CFoF group. Overall, as Tables 5 and 6 show, all the
groups were significantly different from the control group,
suggesting that the FoF techniques had had positive
effects on the production of the target idioms on the
FSRT as well. The data analysis revealed that there were
significant differences between the experimental groups,
with the CFoF group gaining the best improvement
compared to the other two groups. The CFoF group was
followed by the EFoF group, which was in turn followed
by the IFoF group.

DISCUSSION

This study was designed to examine the effectiveness
of explicit, implicit and combinatorial FFI in the acquisition
of idioms. Care was taken to keep exposure to the target
structures in the explicit and implicit conditions equal:
Even the sentences in which the target idioms appeared
were literally the same but processed for different
purposes.

As for the controlled task (the test of multiple-choice
items), the findings of this study largely support the
hypothesis that the CFoF group demonstrates a
significantly different performance as compared to the

that we could put forth for the superiority of the CFoF
group over the other two experimental groups may be that
learning an idiom involves many aspects some of which
may be better dealt with in an EFoF type of instruction
and some others may be better treated in an IFoF strand.
The idea that learning a lexical item involves the
accumulation of different types of knowledge on the part
of the learners has already been discussed by Nation [44].
He enumerated a number of word knowledge facets which
a learner needs to master. Some of these word knowledge
aspects, such as word meaning and word form, seem to be
more effectively acquired through deliberate learning
while the more contextualized aspects, such as collocation
and intuitions of frequency, cannot be taught explicitly. It
is possible that these aspects can be more effectively
handled instead through repeated exposure to the L2.
This suggests that a vocabulary learning program cannot
forgo the two types of learning, that is, it will require both
an explicit teaching component which delineates the
meaning of the words and an implicit component which
provides repeated exposures to them.

The data analysis also revealed that the EFoF group
came in second in terms of itsimprovement on the target
idioms and that the observed difference between the EFoF
and the IFoF group was also found to be statistically



World Appl. Sci. J., 19 (7): 1042-1050, 2012

1048

significant. As for the effectiveness of EFoF as compared concept different from instruction. It does not follow, for
to IFoF, the results confirm some previous findings. instance, that implicit instruction necessarily leads to
DeKeyser [45] and Schmidt [46], for example, also found implicit learning or, conversely, that explicit instruction
EI to be more effective than II. Of course, the target leads to explicit learning.
linguistic items on which they carried out their studies Laufer [49] reviews a number of studies which contain
were simple structures rather than idioms. The overall an explicit instruction component of vocabulary. She
advantages for explicit over implicit instruction are also argued that those in which the explicit exercises were
consistent with the results of Norris and Ortega [2]. related to meaning-based tasks, led to 33-86% of the

A comparison between the results gained by the EFoF words being learned. Exercises which required work on
and IFoFmay indicate that these two types of instruction isolated words, without a meaning-based task, led to
seem to lead to different kinds of knowledge and that gains of 13-99%. Laufer also reported on three of her
there arebeneficial effects that can be gained from EI and studies which show that explicit vocabulary exercises led
explicit knowledge of the forms of the target language in to about 70% of the words being known on immediate
controlled tasks.One reason that we could initially put receptive posttests. Although this declined to 21-41% on
forward as to why the learners in the EFoF group two-week delayed posttests, it is far better than the
outperformed those in the IFoF group might be the nature results reported from incidental learning. Similarly, Smith
of the test. Ellis [3] argued that tasks that are not time- [36] found that target words which were activated in
pressured and that present target structures in isolated interactive tasks on an internet chat program were
contexts are most likely to tap into explicit knowledge. The recalledextremely well in terms of receptive meaning
controlled task in this study seems to be one such task knowledge (80-90%) and fairly well in terms of productive
carried out without time constraints as it presents the word form (50-59%) (one-week delayed tests).
target structures in isolated contexts. Of course, the fact
that the EFoF group also outperformed the implicit group REFERENCES
on the FSRT casts doubts on the viability of the
possibility that the difference could be attributed to the 1. Hulstijn, J.H., 2005. Theoretical and empirical issues in
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