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Chapter 1. Introduction

One of the main goals of L2 foreign language instruction in high school is to provide 
a favorable environment in which young learners can learn to communicate in a 
new language. The concept of “environment” is not only related to a safe classroom 
setting but also to the interaction among teacher and learners, all having different 
expectations of the goal of the class. The teacher generally aims at developing the 
language skills of the learners to a certain level, and the learners generally aim at 
getting grades that are good enough to pass the class. Some learners, however, might 
have a broader intrinsic motivation and think of the language class as an opportu-
nity to improve a skill that they could use either in daily life or later in their career. 

The role of the teacher in this environment is key but also very complex. 
Teachers make choices. They provide the input, stimulate the output and assess the 
performance of a group of learners differing in personalities, experiences, apti-
tudes and motivation. Within a school context, with their colleagues, they decide 
on the method to be used and the focus of the language course. Some might favor 
grammatical accuracy above other aspects of the language; others might favor mo-
tivation or fluency. They determine the type of instruction that they use and the 
degree of L2 performance they expect their learners to achieve. They are the pro-
fessionals who rely on their training, their experience, their talent, but hopefully 
also on empirical findings. Unfortunately, the reality of the field is that research 
findings hardly ever reach the classroom (MacIntyre, 2005).

In the field of second language acquisition within applied linguistics, re-
searchers have been committed to finding the most effective way to improve L2 
performance in the classroom. For the last decades, the debate has focused es-
pecially on whether explicit instruction, which focuses on communicative skills 
with explicit explanation of linguistic rules, or implicit instruction, which focuses 
on communicative skills with lots of frequent, authentic input with no focus on 
rules (Long, 1991; Ellis, 1995; Van Patten, 2002; Verspoor and Winitz, 1997) is 
more effective. Many studies have concluded that explicit instruction is more ef-
fective than implicit instruction (cf. Norris and Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 
2010; Goo, Granena, Yilmaz, and Novella, 2015). However, there is an increasing 
number of papers that report the contrary (Boyd and Goldberg, 2009; Ellis and 
Collins, 2009) and with regards to the implicit versus explicit debate, Spada points 
out that “most of these questions remained unanswered” (2011, p. 226). 
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Several reasons could partly explain the favorable results for explicit instruc-
tion. First of all, as Spada and Tomita (2010) point out, a greater number of stud-
ies have investigated explicit rather than implicit instruction. Secondly, the treat-
ments differ greatly in duration. Most studies have a treatment that lasts no more 
than one to seven hours (Spada & Tomita, 2010), which is probably too short for 
implicit instruction to be effective on the features of language that were tested. 
Thirdly, more laboratory studies were included than classroom studies. Finally, the 
tests used are often biased towards explicit instruction as they specifically test for 
morpho-syntactic linguistic features. 

This dissertation seeks to address the question of the effectiveness of explic-
itness versus implicitness again after three years of instruction. However, rather 
than using a laboratory setting, this study will trace the development of 229 learn-
ers in their actual L2 French classes. The learners are compared on both spoken 
and written data, collected in (semi) free response tasks. Before going on, it is 
important to define the term effectiveness. According to de Graaff and Housen 
(2009) there is a difference between effectiveness and effect: 

“the term effect refers to any observable change in learner outcome 
(knowledge, disposition or behaviour) that can be attributed to an in-
structional intervention (possibly in interaction with other, contextual 
variables). Effectiveness (or efficacy, usefulness) refers to the extent to 
which the actual outcomes of instruction match the intended or desired 
effects (within the practical constraints imposed by the larger instruc-
tional context). Effective instruction, then, is context-appropriate in-
struction, that is, goal-appropriate, learner-appropriate, and resources-
appropriate.” (p.728-729)

In this dissertation, effectiveness of L2 teaching will refer to the extent to 
which L2 instruction achieves better general oral and written proficiency in terms 
of fluency, grammar and vocabulary as defined in the guidelines of the CEFR 
(Council of Europe, 2001) or the ACTFL (1983), the two guidelines followed by 
most curricula in Europe and in the US after a period of three years of instruc-
tion. The effects of each type of instruction on oral and written proficiency will 
be measured holistically and analytically for fluency, accuracy and/or complexity. 

The context of the study is high school education in the Netherlands. For 
various reasons, including traditional beliefs (Graus and Coppen, 2018) and rather 
consistent findings in SLA research that favor explicit grammar teaching, most L2 
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French teaching in the Netherlands is structure based (West and Verspoor, 2016) 
with a great deal of explicit grammar teaching in the L1. According to Kim and El-
der (2005), teachers depend on such structure-based methods because learners are 
provided with poor input in quantity and quality. Besides, there is a strong belief 
among teachers that language is structure-based and that the teaching of grammar 
is necessary (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Teachers often associate being proficient 
with being accurate and being a good language teacher is often associated with the 
ability to explain grammar clearly and well. Even more importantly, testing gram-
mar knowledge is seen as a valid and reliable way of assessing linguistic knowledge.

The downside of mainstream L2 French teaching practices is that teachers 
feel that students are not motivated to learn another language apart from English 
(Voogel, 2015) and that after 6 years of high school French, they are still not 
able to communicate in the language and properly function in the target country 
(Haijma, 2013). Many reasons have been mentioned to explain this phenomenon. 
On the one hand, the number of teaching hours have decreased over the last few 
years, and, on the other hand, teachers report on difficulties in providing enough 
L2 input and interaction in the classroom (Haijma, 2013). In spite of the fact that 
most teachers actually use a course book that is based on Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT) principles, the L2 lessons remain mostly structure-based and or-
ganized around a selected list of vocabulary and a set of grammatical rules, which 
are generally taught explicitly by the teacher and then practiced in rather artificial 
settings in small groups. Thus actual classroom practices rather resemble struc-
ture-based methods (SB) with activities that focus on grammar and little target 
language use (Oosterhof, Jansma, Tammenga-Helmantel, 2014; West & Verspoor, 
2016) rather than a communicative approach to language teaching with explicit 
focus-on-form as defined by Long (1991). It seems that teachers are in a vicious 
circle: they focus on the language forms because learners are poor language users 
and the learners are poor language because they do not know the language forms. 
As a result, much time is spent on explaining the language forms in the L1 instead 
of on providing the L2 input and use needed to become better language users. 

For L2 English, the situation in the Netherlands has already changed. About 
two decades ago, bilingual schools (Dutch-English) were created. Studies show 
that in these schools, students are used to being immersed in another language 
and become very fluent in English (Verspoor, de Bot, Xu, 2015). The policy in 
bilingual schools is that the other L2 languages (French and German) should be 
taught in the target language with CLIL principles, which should have effects on 
their L2 proficiency (de Graaff, Koopman, Anikina and Westhoff, 2007). However, 
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in most bilingual and regular schools, L2 French teachers report that they struggle 
to provide enough L2 exposure and explain the grammar at the same time (Oost-
erhof et al., 2014) using the common course books available in the Netherlands. 

However, to be able to use the target language in class more, a few schools in 
the west of the country started to experiment around 2007 with a new L2 French 
method: the Accelerative Integrated Method (AIM). Designed by a French teacher 
in Canada, Wendy Maxwell (2001), AIM is a highly input driven and implicit 
method that can be integrated into a two to three hours per week curriculum. It 
is based on a “French only” rule and on the Gesture approach. The basic principle 
of AIM is to provide an L2 context given by stories, plays or music. From day one, 
students are surrounded by the L2 and are not allowed to use their L1. Commu-
nication is made possible by the use of iconic signs: one gesture corresponds to 
one word or to a grammatical cue (gender and articles). The first six months are 
devoted exclusively to listening and speaking skills. Students do not learn any ex-
plicit grammar rule but are stimulated to reuse chunks from the stories into plays. 
After six months, writing is gradually introduced in the form of story retelling. 
Feedback is limited and usually takes place in the form of recasts. 

In year 2009, the University of Groningen was approached by one local high 
school who requested a study into the effectiveness of AIM as they had recent-
ly started the program and had worried parents and skeptical teachers. For two 
years, the L2 development over two years of learners were traced and resulted 
in several professional and scientific articles. Rousse-Malpat, Verspoor, and Vis-
ser (2012) compared learners instructed with AIM and learners instructed with 
a semi-communicative method (Carte Orange), which contained texts, listening 
exercises, explicit grammar explanations, and activities. During these classes, the 
teacher usually speaks Dutch, especially to explain the grammar. They traced the 
development of 107 high school students (aged 12) for six months after they had 
had 6 months of instruction of French and found that the AIM students were 
significantly better on free-writing assignments, which were holistically scored 
on general proficiency on a scale from 0 to 5. A more detailed study tracing 12 
students (six texts) showed that AIM students wrote longer sentences, used rela-
tive clauses earlier and used more different verb tenses. In the first four texts, 
they made a higher number of errors, but towards the end, the number of errors 
dropped dramatically, but spelling errors remained frequent. Rousse-Malpat and 
Verspoor (2012) further investigated 78 students (a sub-group from the previous 
study) during a period of 21 months and found that the AIM method was more 
effective on oral proficiency, vocabulary and oral comprehension assessed holisti-
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cally by the Student Oral Proficiency Assessment (SOPA) developed by the Center 
of Applied Linguistics (see http://www.cal.org/ela/sopaellopa/) after 9 and 21 
months of instruction. A group study on a subset of 15 students showed that AIM 
is as effective as traditional methods on accuracy, operationalized as the number of 
errors in present tense, negation and gender. However, many questions remained: 
Is the AIM method still effective on oral and written proficiency after three years 
of instruction? What is the role of L2 exposure in explaining the results? Are there 
differential effects of both methods on different aspects of language such as gen-
eral proficiency, complexity, accuracy and fluency for both oral and written skills?

These questions and the fact that more and more schools in the Netherlands 
started to implement AIM inspired the current study. We traced the L2 French de-
velopment of 229 students over the course of three years on free response oral and 
written data. We found 14 teachers, all experienced and confident teachers, proud 
of their respective methods, who were willing to cooperate with us at five different 
schools. Therefore, this study is the result of a close collaboration between teachers 
of French as a foreign language in Dutch high schools and researchers from the 
University of Groningen. The goal was to investigate the effectiveness of explicit vs. 
implicit L2 teaching in a three-year classroom-based study. Basing ourselves on Dy-
namic usage-based theory and principles (Verspoor, 2017), we aim to explain the 
processes involved in language learning with a high-input implicit method. We also 
aim at defining what the characteristics of our explicit and implicit methods are 
and argue that in the case of this ecologically-valid classroom based study, there are 
other factors involved beyond the explicit and implicit type of instruction. Finally, 
we aim to answer the following research questions:

1)  If effectiveness is operationalized as higher general proficiency on oral and 
written skills, measured by (semi)free production tests after three years of 
instruction, which type of instruction is more effective at the beginning of 
L2 acquisition in a foreign language context?

 a. An explicit program?
 b. An implicit program?
2)  Which predictor is the most important (type of instruction or L2 exposure) 

in explaining our results?
3)  Is there a difference in the effects of both programs on holistic measures and 

analytical measures of fluency, grammar and vocabulary in spoken language 
after three years of instruction?

4)  Is there a difference in the effects of both programs on holistic and analytical 
measures of writing complexity after three years of instruction?
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To answer the research questions, several studies were conducted on the data 
and submitted in the form of book chapters and journal articles. Therefore, there 
may be some overlap in the respective chapters relating to the context of the study 
or the methodology. 

Chapter 2 gives an overview of the theoretical perspective taken in this 
dissertation. We combine ideas of usage-based linguistics and dynamic systems 
theory to argue that language is a Dynamic usage-based system and L2 learning 
is a dynamic process. Two teaching approaches based on Dynamic usage-based 
(DUB) principles are compared with two more traditional teaching approaches. 
The results show that if effectiveness is operationalized as gain in general profi-
ciency, both in spoken and written production, and if the intervention is at least 
one semester long, the DUB approaches are more effective than their traditional 
semi-communicative counterparts. We also argue that effects of such methods 
should not be measured in one-off interventions because implicit learning may 
take longer than explicit learning.

Chapter 3 shows the overall results of the study and includes the entire data 
set (n=229). It explores the effects of two programs, one predominantly explicit 
and the other predominantly implicit (AIM), on the development of oral and 
written skills. We argue that classroom-based research needs to go beyond the 
dichotomy of explicit vs. implicit L2 instruction and take a holistic approach that 
does not take the type of instruction in isolation. We investigate the effectiveness 
of both programs as well as the role of L2 exposure on the development of oral 
and written skills over time. Our participants wrote seven identical narratives and 
took three oral tests over the course of three years. 

Chapter 4 shows the results of a detailed analysis of oral skills with a limited 
set of our data (n=41). It argues that the traditional L2 teaching methods in the 
Netherlands see language as a set of rules and are structure based (SB). In contrast, 
a Dynamic usage-based (DUB) perspective sees language as a set of conventional-
ized routines. The study compares the effects of the SB method (Grandes Lignes) 
with the DUB method (AIM) on holistic and analytical measures of fluency, gram-
mar and vocabulary after three years of instruction. 

Chapter 5 shows the results of a detailed analysis of writing skills with a 
limited set of our data (n=43). It compares a great number of complexity measures 
produced by our two groups in two free-response writing assignments after three 
years of instruction. The data was coded in terms of broad and specific measures 
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of complexity, as well as measures of routinization. This chapter also discusses the 
use of n-grams as a measure of complexity.

Chapter 6, taking a Dynamic usage-based perspective on language learning, 
summarizes and discusses the results of chapters 3, 4 and 5 and explains how L2 
exposure can be made meaningful. It also discusses the limitations of the study.

Chapter 7 gives the conclusion of the dissertation by answering the research 
questions. It also addresses some recommendations for language education in 
practice. 
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