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Supervisors: Elaine Horwitz and Lisa Green

This action-research case study examines the potential benefits of explicit form-

focused instruction (FFI) on the English learning of Mexican-origin adolescent students 

attending a middle school designated as low-performing. During the first year of the 

study I taught two sections of English as a second language to students beginning their 

second or third year in U.S. schools. At the beginning of the year I administered a pretest 

to 20 students, and throughout the year I documented and reflected on my teaching and 

my students’ learning through written and recorded notes. At the end of the year I 

administered a posttest to my students. During the second year of the study, I collected 

tests results using the same grammar test from students whom I had not taught and who 

had attended U.S. schools from two to eight years. I reported the results and analysis of 

the study through a retrospective narrative format. The findings suggest that grammar—

as the abstract system it is—is difficult to teach and challenging to learn for adolescent 

immigrant students with varying degrees of prior knowledge. The findings also suggest 

that immigrant youngsters appear to benefit in diverse ways from being taught through a 

grammar-based approach. The retrospective narrative provides a description of research 

process, the contexts of the study, the students, the teaching and learning that went on in 



viii

my classroom, and the results of the grammar test. Although the results of the grammar 

test favored the students exposed to FFI, these findings cannot be generalized to other 

students in other FFI classrooms. Limitations of the study are provided along with 

suggestion for future research and implications for teachers. 
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1 RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

The education of English language learners (ELLs)1 in public schools is supported 

by federal and state law, yet after more than twenty-five years of special programs 

designed to teach these students English as a second language (ESL) in order that they be 

able to effectively participate in regular academic subjects, serious problems in their 

English proficiency and ultimate academic achievement continue to exist. 

It is not difficult to find students who were classified as limited English proficient 

(LEP) in elementary school and remain classified as LEP through high school, in some 

cases for as long as 13 years (Wong-Fillmore and Snow, 2002).2  Many of these students 

eventually drop out of school, and those who pass tests are often not college-ready. It is 

on these measures of ultimate achievement (high school graduation and college 

readiness) rather than on optimistic reports of interim gains that we must evaluate 

instructional programs for ELLs. A closer look at what and how we are teaching ELLs 

                                                
1 Many terms have been used to refer to K-12 students who are learners of English as a second language: 
limited English proficient (LEP), Language Minority students (LMSs) English language learners (ELLs). 
There is current preference for “English language learners” or ELLs. I will use these terms interchangeably 
or depending on the context. For example, LEP is used in older studies and in state and federal law. 
2 The reclassification of LEP students is usually determined by a standardized achievement test. In Texas 
LEP students can be re-categorized as English proficient or exited from a special language program 
(bilingual education or ESL) by getting a “passing” score on the reading portion of the state test or by 
scoring at the 40th percentile on a norm-referenced test. Students are allowed a three-year exemption from 
the test, which means that many of the students for whom scores are reported have already been in the U.S. 
for three years. (For Texas rules, see Chapter 89. Adaptations for Special Populations Subchapter BB. 
Commissioner's Rules Concerning State Plan for Educating Limited English Proficient Students. Statutory 
Authority: Texas Education Code, §§29.051-29.064). 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter089/ch089bb.html. Retrieved 6/5/2005.
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may hold the answer to some of the reasons immigrants struggle to complete school 

successfully.

Year after year, we read optimistic national, state, and local district communiqués 

regarding the progress we are finally making in closing the achievement gap between 

student groups. Yet, after more than 30 years of education reform and reports of steady 

progress, there is little evidence of accumulated improvement on measures of ultimate 

educational achievement (Stedman, 1996; Center for American Progress and Institute for 

America’s Future, 2005). Although some progress was made in decreasing the dropout 

rate during the decade between 1970 and 80, these gains have not been sustained, 

especially for Latino youngsters (National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 

2005).3 While there are technical differences between dropout rates and graduation rates 

and differences in percentages of students counted as having either dropped out or 

graduated, it is reasonable to conclude that public schools are failing to educate between 

about half of Latino students to graduation (Hirschman, 2001; Greene, 2001, 2005; 

Haney, 2000; Kaufman , et al., 2000; Johnson, R., 1997, 2001). An important caveat 

regarding dropout statistics is that they may underestimate real dropout rates by 

calculating dropout rates among 16-24 year olds (see NCES, 2005). Some students may 

not appear in dropout statistics because of the manner in which they are calculated (see 

Kaufman, 2001 for assessing the consistency of dropout statistics).4 Of those who 

graduate from high school, a generous estimate of 20% of Latino students are said to be 

college-ready (TEA, 2004; Greene, 2005). As we shall see, these are optimistic 

                                                
3 Available: http://nces.ed.gov/ssbr/pages/dropoutrates.asp?IndID=26. Retrieved 8/15/2005.
4 See at http://www.civilrightsproject.harvard.edu/research/dropouts/kaufman.pdf. Accessed on 6/6/2005.
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percentages, especially for Latino ELLs. In 2003-04 in Texas only 15.3% of Hispanics 

and 7.8% of ELLs took at least one college-preparatory course (Texas Education Agency 

2004 Comprehensive Annual Report on Texas Public Schools, p. 15).5 Texas is not alone 

in its failure to educate minorities or English language learners on measures of ultimate 

achievement.

A close look at various governmental and non-governmental reports reveals that 

the dropout rate for Latinos has not meaningfully changed since the 1980s (See NCES, 

NAEP, IDRA, MPI, EPAA, ECS, & CAP).6 According to NAEP, during the 1970s and 

1980s there was a decrease in the dropout rate and an increase in high school completion 

rates, but these rates have remained stagnant since then. A recent study on immigrants 

found that among all immigrant groups, Mexican immigrant teenagers have the highest 

school dropout rates (Hirschman, 2001). Using 1990 census data, Hirschman calculated 

that about 28% of Mexican immigrants between the ages of 15 and 17 were not enrolled 

in high school. Using graduation rates, Greene (2005) calculated a graduation rate of 57% 

for Hispanic youngsters in Texas high schools. A report by the Intercultural Development 

Research Organization (IDRA) found that 40% of Hispanic students enrolled in 1993-94 

were not among the graduates four years later (Johnson, 2001). Yet, the 1996-97 dropout 

rate for Hispanics reported by TEA was only 9.1%. Both Greene and IDRA’s 

                                                
5 The most recent report is at http://www.tea.state.tx.us/research/pdfs/2004_comp_annual.pdf. Retrieved on 
6/6/2005.
6 NCES- National Association for Education Statistics, see at http://165.224.221.98/; NAEP- National 
Assessment of Educational Progress, see at http://www.firn.edu/doe/sas/naephome.htm; IDRA-
Intercultural Development Research Association, see at http://www.idra.org/; MPI- Manhattan Policy 
Institute, see at http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/ewp_03.htm#01; EPAA- Education Policy 
Analysis Archives, see at http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v9n4/; ECS- Education Commission of the States, see at 
http://www.ecs.org/; CAP- Center for American Progress, see at 
http://www.americanprogress.org/site/pp.asp?c=biJRJ8OVF&b=35101.
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calculations include U.S.-born Mexican-origin students, but given Hirschman’s findings, 

the percentage of ELLs taking advanced courses, and local knowledge, it is reasonable to 

conclude that many of these dropouts are English language learners.7

College-readiness measures may include but are not limited to 1) graduating from 

high school having fulfilled the requirements of a recommended program of study, 2) 

scoring on grade-level on a standardized achievement test, 3) achieving placement in 

advanced courses, and 4) getting a minimum score on college entrance exams to gain 

acceptance to a college or university. A recent study by the Manhattan Policy Institute 

(MPI) used three criteria to determine college readiness (see Greene, 2005).8 A college-

ready student must graduate having earned a regular diploma (not a GED), the student 

must have taken all of the required basic courses necessary for college admittance, and 

he/she must be able to read at a basic level as determined by a standardized test (Green, 

2005). In Texas, the College Readiness Texas Success Initiative (TSI) measures college 

readiness by a combination of exit-level scores on Texas Assessment of Knowledge and 

Skills (TAKS). A college-ready student must have a scale score of 2200 out of 2400 on 

both the math and English language arts tests and a score of 3 out of 4 on the writing 

portion of the exit-level test. Neither the MPI nor TEA uses SAT scores or placement in 

advanced courses. As mentioned above, only 15.3% of Hispanic students and 7.8% of 

LEP students took at least one advanced course in 2003-04 (Texas Education Agency 

2004 Comprehensive Annual Report on Texas Public Schools, p.15). Given the absence 

                                                
7 Recently, a high-level bilingual education administrator revealed that the true dropout rate for English 
language learners exceeded 70%.
8 See Manhattan Policy Institute at http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/ewp_03.htm#01. Accessed on 
6/20/05.
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of advanced placement courses and SAT scores, we can assume that both the Manhattan 

Policy Institute study and the College Readiness Texas Success Initiative estimates are 

generous. MPI and TSI estimates of college-readiness for Hispanic students are similar; 

both estimate that approximately 20% of Hispanic high school graduates are college-

ready. Yet, buried in the TSI report one also finds that only 3% of high school LEP 

students were considered college ready in 2003-04 (p.15). This small percentage would 

not include recent immigrants who are not required to take the state test their first year in 

high school or immigrant students who have been retained in ninth grade indefinitely (see 

Haney, 2000 for a Texas example of this practice). In summary, when compared to 

measures of ultimate educational achievement, yearly optimistic reports by the state or 

local school districts seem to have little predictive power. 

Many scholars pursue legitimate macro-level explanations (e.g., persistent 

inequalities) for these grim statistics, but these scholars often assume that mainstream 

instructional programs are sound, so the focus is on access to instruction rather than the 

instruction itself. At times, however, the problem may lie in the instructional program 

alone. 

Evidence that instruction may feature centrally in our specific failure to teach 

English to otherwise academically successful ELLs resides in the phenomenon of 

generation 1.5 students. Generation 1.5 is a term used by Harklau, Siegal, & Losey 

(1999) to describe ELLs who have been educated in U.S. public schools most and often 
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all of their school lives. 9 They are the students who would have been considered 

“college-ready” by all or by a combination of the measures listed above. At a minimum, 

they would have completed all course work, passed all required standardized 

achievement tests necessary for graduation from high school, and scored sufficiently well 

on college entrance exams to gain admittance into a community college or university. 

Some of these students have never been in ESL classes. Most took four years of regular 

high school English, and many were in honors English classes (Scarcella, 2003). Yet, a 

significant number of generation 1.5 students arrive at junior colleges and often at 

prestigious universities only to find that their command of English is inadequate for 

college-level writing requirements (ibid). They not only lack knowledge of academic 

discourse, they also lack competence in basic English grammatical patterns (e.g., use of 

tenses, prepositions, conditionals, syntax, phrasal verbs, vocabulary and idiomatic 

expressions). The linguistic difficulties of generation 1.5 students are not particular to 

Spanish-speaking Latino immigrants from poor families; linguistic difficulties have been 

reported in students who come from a variety of language backgrounds (ibid). A more 

detailed description of the linguistic characteristics of generation 1.5 students will be 

given in the final section of this review. The point here is to suggest that it is our 

instructional programs that may impede the progress of these students. If even the above-

average generation 1.5 students who began their U.S. schooling in the early elementary 

                                                
9 In this study, generation 1.5 students follows Harklau, Siegal, and Losey’s definition, but it should be 
noted that generation 1.5 students with native-like proficiency in English are generally not highlighted in 
the SLT/L research literature. In the SLT/L literature a generation 1.5 student is a linguistically identifiable 
second language learner who falls somewhere between a native English speaker and an international 
student. No specific operationalization of proficiency or grammatical accuracy levels have been defined in 
the literature. 
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grades do not have a command of Standard mainstream English, it is reasonable to 

assume that something went wrong in teaching them English. Dialect speakers or other 

speakers of non-mainstream English face a similar situation. They, too, face this 

linguistic gatekeeper, and until our instruction gives these students the key to the 

language of schooling, they are bound to fail eventually. 

The purpose of this introduction is to attempt to separate politics from fact. 

Despite reports of increased achievement among minority students and a closing of the 

educational gap between student groups, measures of ultimate achievement indicate that 

we are not doing a better and better job at educating all students. In particular, English 

language learners in our public schools are not attaining adequate levels of English even 

after many years in our public schools (Scarcella, 2003). This problem has serious 

consequences for the academic success of these students, especially among low-income 

students attending at-risk public schools.

1.2 A  LONGITUDINAL ACTION-RESEARCH STUDY

To test intuitive and research-supported ideas on the benefits of explicit form-

focused instruction (FFI) on this population, I found a job in a high-poverty middle 

school. I strongly believed that most immigrant students needed formal, systematic, and 

explicit instruction in English. They needed explicit grammar instruction—not in the 

narrow sense of grammar as structures and rules for combining them, but following 

Larsen-Freeman (2003), as a system of form, meaning, and use. I felt that metalinguistic 

knowledge would not only help immigrant students understand how English worked; it 
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would also help them learn it better and faster. Finally, I felt that an explicit grammar 

rather than a content-based approach would help improve the accuracy of their English 

and the learning of the prescriptive academic registers necessary for success in school. I 

did not expect that better English instruction would solve all or even most of the varied 

and complex problems immigrant children face in our educational system or in our 

society, but I hoped that I might be able to demonstrate how important it is to actually 

teach English rather than wait for it to emerge on its own. 

In order to explore the influence of explicit focus-on-form instruction (FFI) on 

adolescent English language learners, the following questions were posed:

(1) What improvements, if any, do students taught through explicit FFI show on a 

discrete-point test of basic English grammar? 

(2) Do students who were taught through explicit FFI outscore similar students 

taught through the local approach (LA) or a non-FFI approach on a multiple-

choice English grammar test? 

(3) How does explicit FFI influence the English language learning of adolescent 

ELLs? 

(4) To what extent can a study of this type inform ESL pedagogy for this 

population?

In the sections that follow I provide definitions of basic terms used throughout

this dissertation and a brief explanation of the limitations of this study.



9

1.3 DEFINITIONS

Below I provide an abbreviated list of definitions of the fundamental terms used 

in this dissertation. Expanded definitions may be provided as necessary throughout this 

dissertation.

(1) Limited English Proficient (LEP) is the legal term used in state and federal 

law to designate learners of English as a second language. The preferred term, English 

Language Learners (ELLs), will also be used. 

(2) Long-term ELL is a term used in this study to describe students who after 

many years in U.S. schools are still designated as LEP. In most cases these students lack 

both academic knowledge and mainstream Standard English skills.

(3) Generation 1.5 can be a confusing term. From a demographic perspective, 

it appears to be a person who immigrated to the U.S. as a child. In theory, this would 

include persons who attained native-like abilities in their L2. However, in the SLT/L 

research field this term is always linked to linguistic characteristics that fall short of 

native-speaker norms. Linguistically, a generation 1.5 student is a second language 

learner who has characteristics of both first and second language learners. In theory, a 

generation 1.5 student can include students at all academic levels. In this study the term 

generation 1.5 students generally refers to students who possess grade-level or higher 

academic levels, whereas, the term “long-term ELL” refers to those who lack both 

academic knowledge and mainstream Standard English skills. 

(4) Form-focused instruction (FFI) is used in this dissertation to designate a 

general type of second language instruction which draws learners’ attention to the form, 

use, and meaning of language. In this dissertation FFI and explicit grammar instruction 

(EGI) are used interchangeably. 
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(5) Second language teaching and learning (SLT/L) is used to refer to the 

pedagogical aspects implicated in second language acquisition. It is used interchangeably 

with instructed second language acquisition (ISLA). 

(6) The local approach (LA) refers to a constellation of general teaching 

approaches used with ELLs in the public school in which I conducted my research. This 

constellation of approaches is associated with a variety of meaning-focused approaches in 

the education of public school ELLs, such as immersion education, content-centered 

instruction and sheltered English instruction. LA is used interchangeably with non-FFI. 

(7) Literacy is “an elastic concept” according to Kern (2004); “its meaning 

varies according to the disciplinary lens through which one examines it” (p. 23). In this 

study, the term “literacy” will refer to the ability to read and write at or above grade level. 

This definition implies knowledge of vocabulary and subject-matter knowledge 

commensurate with a certain level of education. (I realize that some scholars may object 

to privileging certain types of knowledge over others; this is not my intention. I am 

simply being pragmatic in defining literacy in a more or less traditional manner—as the 

knowledge students need to succeed in school.) 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

2.1 OVERVIEW 

The field of L2 teaching and learning has become increasingly multidisciplinary 

and complex. Contributions from other research fields such as linguistics, first and 

second language acquisition, cognitive science, cognitive psychology, psychology, 

cognition, sociolinguistics, constructivism, and general education have at the same time 

elucidated and complicated the search for the most effective ways to teach foreign and 

second languages. Clearly, not all of the contributing disciplines can be considered in 

depth in this dissertation. At the same time, the tendency of some researchers to gloss 

over or even ignore relevant research in related disciplines compromises the findings of a 

study. Therefore, in this review I have made every attempt to include the literature 

relevant to the goals of this study. As such, the focus of this study is to present literature 

relevant to the K-12 ELL field. For an action research study of this type, I define 

relevancy in two ways: 1) research is relevant if it reflects the thinking that prevails 

among K-12 researchers and educators and if it has influenced the type of language 

instruction ELL students have received, and 2) research is relevant if it supports the type 

of instruction or interventions I chose to use with my students. As of this writing, no 

previous research on explicit FFI in teaching English to adolescent Mexican-origin 

immigrant students is available. Therefore, the literature that informs this study does so 

indirectly.



12

After a brief discussion of the influence of linguistics in second language 

acquisition (SLA) research, two specific (sometimes) interrelated strands will dominate 

this literature review: 1) the theories and research which influenced the K-12 

bilingual/ESL or ELL field; and 2) research in the field of second or foreign language 

teaching and learning (F/SL) or instructed second language acquisition (ISLA).10 After 

the brief overview of SLA/F/SL, I narrow the focus to an in-depth review of the SLA 

theorist who has most influenced K-12 ESL education, Steven Krashen. I then review the 

paradigm shift that affected F/SL research and second language teaching methodologies 

during the 1980s, followed by the 1980s influences in the K-12 ELL field. This separate 

treatment of the F/SL field and the K-12 ELL field reflects the divergent research paths 

these fields have taken. Early SLA studies reported on school-aged ESL learners in the 

U.S. (e.g., Wong-Fillmore, 1979; Fathman, 1976; Krashen, 1978; Dulay and Burt, 1973, 

1974), but in the last two decades F/SL research field has proceeded with little reference 

to K-12 ELLs, and the K-12 ELL field has been minimally interested in pursuing 

research on the effects of L2 instructional treatments on the specific linguistic 

development of ELLs. Following the 1980s paradigm shift in S/FL instruction, I review 

the K-12 ELL field, beginning with an in-depth review of the second and third most 

influential theorist and researcher in the K-12 ELL field, Jim Cummins and Virginia 

Collier. The last two parts in this section consist of a summary review of K-12 ELL 

research, its influence on ESL teaching, and a critique of K-12 ELL research. In the final 

sections of this literature review I return to the research on form-focused instruction in 

                                                
10 The terms and abbreviations second / foreign language (S/FL), instructed second language acquisition 
(ISLA), and second language teaching / learning (SLT/L) will be used interchangeably.
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the field of SLT/L in which I attempt to integrate findings from the various research 

fields in order to present, as thoroughly as possible, a picture of the linguistic attainments 

of second language learners under different learning conditions. I review the linguistic 

attainments of learners who have received varying degrees of FFI, e.g., from naturalistic 

learners (zero FFI), to learners in mixed settings (minimal or fragmented FFI), to learners 

in instructed settings receiving different forms of FFI (e.g., inductive or deductive 

explicit FFI). 

2.2 LINGUISTICS PRINCIPLES, THEORY, AND INFLUENCE IN SLA

In this section I will begin to trace the historical precedents of current second 

language instruction in K-12 ELL classrooms as they relate to linguistic theory and 

second language acquisition theory and research. The relationship between the theoretical 

and applied fields is rarely simple or straightforward. An applied field will sometimes 

misinterpret and misuse theoretical constructs or borrow simultaneously from distinct 

theoretical fields. The theoretical constructs may themselves be only tentatively defined 

and not ready for application. Even undisputed linguistic principles are sometimes 

misinterpreted and/or misused. Therefore, I begin with explicit statements of basic 

linguistic principles: Principle 1: Under normal circumstances11 all normally-functioning 

children will acquire the grammar of their native language. Principle 2: The grammars of 

all natural languages are linguistically equal: “Every grammar is equally complex, 

                                                
11 Normal circumstances implies no internal problem (e.g., organic disability associated with language 
acquisition) or external problem (e.g., neglect or abuse or other situations which might affect language 
acquisition).
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logical, and capable of producing an infinite set of sentences to express any thought” 

(Fromkin, Rodman & Hyams 2003: 15). 

Just as all linguists agree that all human languages are linguistically equal, all 

agree in the distinction between descriptive and prescriptive grammars (compiled from 

Fromkin, Rodman & Hyams 2003; Crystal, 1997; Johnson and Johnson, 1998). 

Descriptive grammars are linguistic descriptions (often in the form of abstract rules and 

patterns) of how language is represented in the minds of speakers. Although descriptive 

grammars may differ according to the theoretical frameworks within which linguists 

work, they are non-judgmental; they do not prescribe the rules of language; they simply 

describe them. Prescriptive grammars, on the other hand, are subjective judgments about 

“proper” language use; they prescribe how people should or should not speak, write, and 

sometimes pronounce a language. Prescriptive grammars are the rules of the standard 

language. Although prescriptive grammars are considered unscientific in a linguistic 

sense, they represent a social reality (speakers are judged depending on how well they 

know them) and a pedagogical problem (they must be taught). 

In the next section I briefly highlight the aspects of Chomskyan linguistic theory 

relevant to this review.

2.2.1 Chomskyan Linguistic Theory 

Chomsky (1965) distinguished between language competence and language 

performance. Competence, according to Chomsky, is the grammatical knowledge a 

native speaker or signer possesses in his/her mind. This knowledge consists of the
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 sounds, the meanings of words, the rules for inflecting and ordering words to produce 

sentences. And following from the linguistic principles stated earlier, every native 

speaker or signer, regardless of social class or literacy level, possesses this knowledge, 

and every language, regardless of whether or not it has a written form, consists of a fully 

developed grammar. Performance, according to Chomsky, is language use, an often 

imperfect realization of language competence. Influenced by external factors, such as 

tiredness or memory limitations, performance may result in infelicitous uses of language, 

such as slips of the tongue, false starts, or misunderstandings in comprehension. 

Performance can sometimes obscure a speaker/hearer’s competence. Competence rather 

than performance is the object of study in Chomskyan linguistics. Although linguists 

disagree about how humans acquire language, they all agree on the basic distinction 

between competence and performance. I present Chomsky’s view of language acquisition 

because of its bearing on this review. 

Language acquisition, according to Chomsky, is an innate, genetically determined 

property of the human mind and it is present at birth. In his early writings Chomsky 

referred to this language faculty or mental organ as a language acquisition device (LAD) 

and in later writings as Universal Grammar (UG).12 First language acquisition is said to 

be innate because of the elegance and ease with which children acquire a complex

linguistic system in the absence of perfect input and without the aid of instruction or 

overt correction. Chomsky’s theory of language contrasted with earlier behaviorist views 

of language acquisition, which saw language acquisition as the formation of verbal habits 

                                                
12 Similarly, competence is now referred to as internal or I-language and performance as external or E-
language.
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learned through imitation, repetition, and reinforcement. In a famous 1959 article, 

Chomsky attacked B.F. Skinner’s behaviorist account of language learning and later went 

on to write Aspects of the Theory of Syntax in 1965. The impact of Chomsky’s attack on a 

behaviorist explanation of language learning reverberated in the applied linguistic fields 

of second language teaching and learning (SLT/L).13 By many accounts, it was in the 

aftermath of Chomsky’s 1965 book, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax, that SLA emerged 

as a separate field (Ellis, 1994). Although non-UG theories have begun influencing 

research agendas in both SLA and SLT/L, it was Chomsky’s revolutionary innateness 

theory that influenced the direction of SLA and SLT/L for the better part of the last 30 

years14 (see Ney & Pearson, 1990; MacWhinny, 1997; N. Ellis, 1998 for non-UG 

explanations of language acquisition). 

2.2.2 Influence of Chomskyan linguistic theory on SLA theory and on SLT/L

Although Chomsky never suggested that his theory could or should inform 

language teaching, it nonetheless has had great influence. Prior to Chomsky, the SLA 

field was mainly concerned with improving language pedagogy (Ellis, 1986, 1997). In a 

sense, SLA and SLT/L constituted a single field, but this new way of thinking about 

language acquisition replaced comparative studies on second language teaching methods 

with theories and studies on developmental processes in SLA (e.g., Duly & Burt, 1973, 

1974; Bailey, Madden, and Krashen, 1974; Krashen, 1982, 1985).

                                                
13 SLT/L may sometimes be used interchangeably with S/FL instruction. 
14 There was a delayed influence in SLA and SLT/L; the major influence began in the early 1970s.
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Previously held beliefs about the influence of the first language (L1) on the 

second language (L2) and about the benefits of contrastive analysis to predict errors in L2 

acquisition fell into disfavor, in part because it did not predict all errors, but also because 

of its association with a behaviorist framework of language learning (Gass, 1979). In the 

1970s, many SLA researchers turned their attention to internal processes or mechanisms 

in language learning. Brown’s (1973, cited in Ellis, 1994) longitudinal study of the 

acquisition process of three children acquiring English as a native language inspired SLA 

researchers to begin looking for similar processes in L2 acquisition. Brown found a 

common order of acquisition of 14 grammatical morphemes in these three children. A 

surge of SLA studies, commonly referred to as the morpheme acquisition studies, soon 

followed (for reviews see Ellis, 1994; Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991; Goldschneider 

and DeKeyser 2001). SLA researchers claimed to have found similar orders of 

acquisition in children (Dulay and Burt, 1973, 1974) and in adults (Bailey, Madden, and 

Krashen, 1974). A number of criticisms of the morpheme studies emerged in the late 

1970s; some were methodological and others substantive.15  Larsen-Freeman (1976) was 

the first to suggest that accuracy orders may have been interpreted as acquisition orders 

and that a possible reason for the orders was frequency of the structures in the input. 

Despite doubts and criticisms of the morpheme studies, the interest in universal processes 

continued to dominate SLA studies in the 1970s and 80s. 

                                                
15Some criticisms of the morpheme studies have been: 1) the selected morphemes were an assortment of 
very few grammatical structures, hardly representative of the grammar that is (or not) acquired in an L2; 2) 
the scoring procedure only gave points for correct use of morphemes in obligatory contexts and did not 
discount points for use in wrong contexts; 3) there have been few cross-linguistic studies; 4) a sufficiently 
compelling explanatory theory had not surfaced (see Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991; Ellis, 1994, 1997 for 
reviews; for a recent analysis, see Goldschneider & deKeyser, 2005).
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Besides accuracy/acquisition orders, researchers identified universal stages in the 

acquisition process preceding morpheme orders, e.g., a silent period, the use of formulaic 

chunks, and syntactic simplification (e.g., Ervin-Tripp, 1978; Hakuta, 1974; Wong-

Fillmore, 1979; Saville-Troike; 1976; Pienemann, 1988, 1989). The search for universal 

processes expanded from processes within learners to universal aspects of languages that 

might explain acquisition stages (Keenan and Comrie, 1977, cited in R. Ellis, 1994; Gass, 

1979; Zobl, 1985, 1986 cited in R. Ellis, 1994).16 The rapidly emerging field of second 

language acquisition also found systematicity in the variability of learner interlanguages 

(Tarone, Frauenfelder, and Selinker, 1976). Of course, a great many other aspects of 

human learning were also pursued in SLA studies (e.g., affective variables, individual 

differences, aptitude, etc.), but the focus on natural sequences or universal processes 

retained center stage. 

On the basis of the morpheme studies, Krashen (1982, 1985) took the bold step of 

applying Chomsky’s innateness theory of L1 to a “theory” of SLA and second language 

teaching and learning (SLT/L). In 1983, Krashen and Terrell published The Natural 

Approach. In the section that follows I narrow this review to the hypotheses of Krashen 

(1982, 1983, 1985, 1994, 2004). 

2.2.3 Krashen: The input hypothesis

The most ambitious attempt to apply Chomskyan linguistic theory to language 

teaching came from Krashen and Terrell (1983) in their book, The Natural Approach.

Central to their theoretical justification for the approach were Chomsky’s language 
                                                
16 Language universals are hierarchically organized rules shared by all or most languages. 
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acquisition device (LAD), the morpheme studies, and other studies on L1 and L2 

acquisition stages. 

Krashen’s second language acquisition theory consists of five hypotheses: 1) the 

monitor hypothesis (initially referred to as the Monitor Model), 2) the acquisition / 

learning hypothesis, 3) the natural order hypothesis, 4) the input hypothesis, and the 

affective filter hypothesis. In his original Monitor Model, Krashen (1977, cited in 

Krashen, 1981) outlines his now-famous distinction between acquisition and learning. 

According to this hypothesis, acquisition was a natural subconscious process. Learning, 

on the other hand, is conscious, usually delivered by a teacher in formal classroom 

settings. The critical distinction between learning and acquisition, according to Krashen, 

was that conscious learning could never become acquired knowledge. Native-like ability 

in an L2 could only be attained under conditions similar to those present for L1 

acquisition. Krashen reasoned that since L1 acquisition did not involve conscious 

learning, then conscious learning via explicit language/grammar instruction was 

peripheral to language acquisition. Conscious knowledge could only be used to monitor 

(or edit) output, not to acquire language. As Krashen explains, “If the Monitor hypothesis 

is correct, that acquisition is central and learning more peripheral, then the goal of our 

pedagogy should be to encourage acquisition” (1982: 20). Krashen’s L2 acquisition 

theory and its potential importance for language teaching are more fully developed in the 

Input Hypothesis. As Krashen explains:

The input hypothesis attempts to answer the most important question in our field, 
and gives an answer that has a potential impact on all areas of language 
teaching…The important question is: “How do we acquire language? (1982:20) 
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The natural acquisition order implied by the morpheme studies features centrally in 

Krashen’s explanation: 

How do we move from stage i, where i represents current competence, to i + 1, 
the next level?... a necessary (but not sufficient) condition to move from stage i to 
stage i + 1 is that the acquirer understand input that contains i + 1, where 
‘understand’ means that the acquirer is focused on the meaning and not the form 
of the message” (1982: 20-21). 

Krashen summarizes the input hypothesis in four parts:

1. The input hypothesis relates to acquisition, not learning.

2. We acquire by understanding language that contains structure a bit beyond our 
current level of competence (i + 1). This is done with the help of context or 
extra-linguistic information.

3. When the communication is successful, when the input is understood and 
there is enough of it, i + 1 will be provided automatically.

4. Production ability emerges. It is not taught directly. (1982:21-22)

Before commenting on the various hypotheses, I describe Krashen’s final 

hypothesis, the affective filter hypothesis. Krashen claims that affective factors, such as 

motivation, self-confidence, and anxiety affect acquisition but not learning. What this 

means is that even if all of the conditions for comprehensible input are met, affective 

factors can still impede acquisition. As Krashen explains: 

The affective filter captures the relationship between affective variables and the 
process of second language acquisition by positing that acquirers vary with 
respect to the strength or level of their Affective Filters. Those whose attitudes are 
not optimal for second language acquisition will tend to seek less input, but they 
will also have a high or strong Affective Filter—even if they understand the 
message, the input will not reach that part of the brain responsible for language 
acquisition, or the language acquisition device. Those with attitudes more 
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conducive to second language acquisition will not only seek and obtain more 
input, they will also have a lower or weaker filter (1982:31).

The input hypothesis had a significant influence of second language teaching 

throughout the world, but most notably in the U.S. 

2.2.4 Critique of Krashen’s theory 

Krashen’s overall theory has been largely discredited on theoretical, empirical, 

and practical grounds (McLaughlin, 1987; Gregg, 1984, White, 1987). The main 

criticisms, according to Johnson and Johnson, “focused on the inherent circularity of the 

interlocking hypotheses and on the lack of substantial evidence for any one of them in 

isolation” (Johnson & Johnson, 1998:216). Gregg (1984) summarized his concerns as 

follows: “each of Krashen’s five hypotheses is marked by serious flaws: undefined or ill-

defined terms, unmotivated constructs, lack of empirical content, and thus of 

falsifiability, lack of explanatory power” (1984:94). I offer a few concrete examples of 

the major objections. 

Krashen does not supply clear definitions of concepts or processes he uses to 

build his hypotheses. Vague definitions make it impossible to operationalize major 

constructs and to test hypotheses. For instance, his central claim that acquisition is 

subconscious and learning is conscious would require that he define these mental states 

and be precise about how they are distributed in the acquisition/learning conditions as 

compared to other cognitive processes (McLaughlin, 1987; Gregg, 1984). He would also 

have to explain things like how conscious learning of irregular forms would be blocked 
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from acquisition, or as Gregg (1984) points out, where in the “natural order” acquirers 

would acquire other irregular forms (e.g., irregular plurals or past-tense forms). 

Probably the most quoted concept in Krashen’s theory is “comprehensible input’” 

(CI) or “i + 1.” The general concept that language should be comprehensible to language 

learners is not in question—most interlocutors, especially teachers, intuitively know that 

they cannot speak to L2 learners the way they do to native speakers. The problem with i + 

1 is that nobody knows what it means because Krashen has never defined CI. It is not 

comprehensible to teachers in a pedagogical sense. How are teachers to structure 

instruction that is i + 1 if they do not know what i + 1 is? Having no operational 

definition also makes the input hypothesis untestable. Krashen is also criticized for 

misusing theoretical constructs (Gregg, 1984, 1985). 

Gregg criticizes Krashen for misusing Chomsky’s concept of a ‘rule’ in a way 

that is inconsistent with its meaning in generative linguistics. A UG rule is abstracted 

knowledge of language, not specific morphological rules for marking tense/aspect, 

plurality. Similarly, the Affective Filter is a blurry amalgam of borrowings from theory 

and research in other fields (psychology and linguistics). Probably the most fantastic of 

the hypotheses is the Affective Filter Hypothsis, given its power to shut down or allow 

acquisition. Yet, Krashen never tested it or adequately explain how it worked. Gregg 

(1984) summarily dismisses the Affective Filter Hypothesis on the basis of “incoherent 

constructs” and a lack of “compelling evidence” (ibid.: 94). A related concern is the lack 

of internal logic in the use of theory and research.
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Since all theories are yet to be proven and most research is merely suggestive, 

using developing ideas from other fields to build theory is not necessarily a problem as 

long as there is internal logic in the extrapolation of the ideas and findings from others. 

This condition is missing in Krashen’s hypotheses. Again, Gregg (1984) strongly 

criticizes Krashen for misusing Chomskyan constructs. For instance, Krashen borrows 

the concept of a LAD but fails to explain how, if it were available in L2 acquisition, it 

would work. Krashen assumes not only a LAD’s neurological existence and availability 

in L2, but also the neurological existence of an Affective Filter which interfaces with the 

LAD to impede or promote acquisition, e.g., Krashen states this explicitly: “…even if 

they understand the message, the input will not reach that part of the brain responsible for 

language acquisition, or the language acquisition device” (Krashen, 1982: 31). The 

Affective Filter is also supposed to account for children’s superior language learning 

ability over adults. Borrowing from Piaget and Elkind (1970, cited in Gregg, 1984), 

Krashen speculates that the onset of formal operations, which coincides with 

adolescence, results in the emergence of the Monitor and Affective Filter. This would 

explain why young learners seem to be better language acquirers—they do not use formal 

grammar rules and their Affective Filters are low due to low self-awareness. Gregg 

(1984) points to other problems with this explanation: 1) Krashen ignores the possibility 

that something in the LAD itself has changed; 2) he does not explain why, given their 

higher self-esteem, self-confidence, and motivation, adults are not better language 

acquirers; 3) Krashen also fails to consider the ‘cognitive abilities’ in older learns; 4) 

Krashen’s appeals to Piaget stages in cognitive development and Chomsky’s language 
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acquisition device to explain the Affective Filter without reconciling the fundamental 

differences in their theories of language acquisition.17  Besides misappropriations of 

theory, there is a misuse of research in Krashen’s development of the Natural Order 

Hypothesis.

On the basis of inconclusive evidence from the morpheme studies, Krashen posits 

full access to a LAD and concludes that instruction can have no impact on the natural 

acquisition route and may even have a negative effect. Yet, Krashen does not explain the 

morpheme order, e.g., the reasons for the order or why so many language learners never 

reach the end of it. I will revisit the issue of instruction in a later section. The point of this 

introduction is simply to demonstrate how Krashen—in the absence of a testable 

theoretical construct or conclusive research evidence on the morpheme studies—claimed 

to have discovered the process of L2 acquisition, which he then applied to 

recommendations for teaching. A simple exercise in logical reasoning based purely on 

anecdotal evidence might be enough to cast serious doubt on Krashen’s reasoning, 

especially his appeals to affective filters and comprehensible input. If the LAD were fully 

operable in L2 for learners of any age or any language background and these learners 

were exposed to years and years of comprehensible input (see Krashen’s parts 3-4 of the 

input hypothesis above), an affective filter, if one existed, would be insufficient to 

explain their lack of acquisition in all cases. For example, in a country like Israel where 

many adult immigrants immigrate by choice, identify with native Israelis, and have a 

strong motivation to learn Hebrew, the input hypothesis would predict acquisition. Yet, 

                                                
17 Piaget and Chomsky differ in their theories of language acquisition. For Piaget, language acquisition is 
not innate; it proceeds along the same lines as other cognitive processes.
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far too many adult immigrants never reach the end of the Hebrew acquisition route even 

if they all fumble around similarly in the beginning. The point is not to suggest that the 

goal of these or any second language learners is to reach native-like levels, but to point 

out that the affective filter explanation may not apply here. Of course, Krashen might say 

that the affective filter works in mysterious ways or that many immigrants have been 

contaminated by explicit instruction. Yet, such responses would essentially render useless 

LAD in L2 and, consequently, his entire theory. 

Other misuses of Chomskyan theory can be found in Krashen’s CI hypothesis. 

Krashen claims evidence from first language acquisition to explain the importance of 

comprehensible input. He claims that caretaker speech or motherese is a simplified code 

that “finely tunes” input for acquisition (1982: 22). However, this pairing of 

comprehensible input and caretaker speech is in contradiction to Chomsky’s crucial 

observation in L1—namely, that L1 input is not well-formed or syntactically simple 

(Gregg, 1984). According to Chomsky (1965), children can acquire their native language 

despite impoverished input. It has also been found that some cultures do not use 

motherese, yet their children acquire their native language nonetheless (Ochs, 1982). 

Krashen also points to a silent period in L2 similar to the one in L1 acquisition. For 

Krashen, the silent period is the time during which “the child is building up competence 

in the second language via listening, by understanding the language around him” 

(1982:27). Still, Krashen’s theory does not explain silent period variation in L2 

acquisition—namely, that this stage does not occur in all children or adults (e.g., Huang 

and Hatch, 1978; Naiman et al., 1978; Gibbons, 1985; also see Ellis, 1994 for a 
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summary). Furthermore, Ellis (1994) notes that the learners in the studies Krashen cites 

as evidence for a silent period were not in fact silent at the beginning. Finally, it has been 

noted that the “silent period” is often not silence but inaudible mental rehearsal or sub-

vocalized speech (Saville-Troike, 1988). In sum, many L2 learners begin speaking 

immediately or rehearsing silently. This implies that CI may not be the only explanation 

for L2 acquisition in cases where learners have not had the requisite CI. Other factors, 

such as use of memorized phrases or words, previous study of grammar rules, transfer 

from an L1, and the beginning of creative construction18 (from internal and/or externally-

activated mechanisms) may all work in tandem in the early L2 attempts. Finally, 

Krashen’s insistence that L1 and L2 acquisition are essentially the same processes 

requires that he explain why L1 and L2 do not produce the same results. Krashen’s 

circular use his own untested hypotheses to explain differences in attainment are by any 

standard woefully inadequate. 

2.2.5 Krashen’s Recent Hypotheses: The Comprehension Hypothesis

Krashen’s most recent version of the Input Hypothesis is the Comprehension 

Hypothesis. The main difference between the hypotheses is that Krashen has added his 

theory of reading to the Comprehension Hypothesis. As he explains:

The Comprehension Hypothesis states that we acquire language when we 
understand messages, when we understand what people tell us and when we 
understand what we read. The Comprehension Hypothesis also applies to literacy: 
Our reading ability, our ability to write in an acceptable writing style, our spelling 

                                                
18 Duly and Burt (1973) claim that creative construction is a subconscious process by which L2 learners 
construct internal grammars to figure out language they have not heard before. Creative construction is 
similar to UG in that it claims that language is not learned through imitation alone.



27

ability, vocabulary knowledge, and our ability to handle complex syntax is the 
result of reading (2004:1).19

This new version takes a decidedly whole-language approach to the teaching of 

reading. In another publication he refers to the Reading Comprehension Hypothesis, 

which is really not different from his Input Hypothesis or his Comprehension Hypothesis. 

A few excerpts from Krashen’s articles demonstrate as much. Quoting Smith (1994) and 

Goodman (1982), Krashen states, “ ‘we learn to read by reading,’ that we learn to read by 

understanding what is on the page” and adds, “reading for meaning is the source of our 

competence in literate language; reading is the way we acquire (subconsciously absorb) 

vocabulary, spelling, writing, and grammatical competence” (2004:1).20 One difference 

between Krashen’s earlier writings and recent ones is that this time he does not bother to 

posit the existence of “reading LAD” or any other neurological or psycholinguistic basis 

for his Reading Hypothesis. Another difference is that Krashen’s recent formulations do 

not appear in prestigious journals devoted to second language acquisition/teaching, 

applied linguistics, or reading. He seems to no longer have the standing he once did in the 

second language acquisition field and is now writing almost exclusively to bilingual 

education audiences, to K-12 teachers. 

The reason for this rather long review of Krashen’s theories is the influence they 

have had and continue to have in the K-12 ELL bilingual/ESL field. Almost any article, 

                                                
19 It is difficult to number Krashen’s articles by order of appearance because most of his recent writings do 
not appear in peer-reviewed journals but in teacher magazines (not all of which are available in libraries); 
others are conference presentations or simply articles on his webpage. For this quote, see “Applying the 
Comprehension Hypothesis” at http://www.sdkrashen.com/articles/eta_paper/all.html. Retrieved 6/5/06.
20 See “The Phonics Debate” (2004) at 
http://www.sdkrashen.com/articles/phonics_debate_2004/index.html
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book, handbook, or professional development session refers to Krashen’s theories. A few 

reasons may explain Krashen’s influence: 1) He was extremely influential in the 1980s in 

the whole field of S/FL; 2) he is a vocal supporter of bilingual education; 3) he reaches 

out to this field; 4) most scholars in the K-12 field do not pursue SLT/L research and 

cannot offer teachers explicit alternatives to Krashen’s theories. In the following section I 

return to the influences of Krashen and other theories on mainstream SLT/L. 

2.2.6 Paradigm shift in SLA/SLT/L 

The enormity of the task implied by the title of this section warrants repeating the 

goal of this literature review: I aim to link changes and trends in diverse disciplines to 

influences in K-12 ELL instructional practices. This goal necessitates summarizing 

selective aspects of vast amounts of literature. I proceed with the paradigm shift in 

SLA/SLT/L that began in the 1970s.

As I mentioned at the beginning of this literature review, grand theories have far-

reaching effects, with or without the blessing of the theorists. I reviewed Krashen’s bold 

attempt to apply Chomsky’s innateness theory to second language acquisition and second 

language teaching. Krashen was by far the most influential player in the paradigm shift 

that began in the 1970s. Although Krashen was not alone in calling for a shift to 

naturalistic and meaning-based approaches to language teaching (e.g., Newmark, 1966, 

1971; Newmark and Reibel, 1968; Dulay and Burt, 1973; Prabhu, 1987), he might have 

been the most influential, especially in North America (Johnson and Johnson, 1998). 

Influences from other branches of linguistics also affected second language teaching. 
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Dell Hymes (1972) expanded Chomsky’s notion of native-speaker competence by 

including social, cultural, and pragmatic uses of language, which he called 

communicative competence. This notion was quickly picked up by applied linguists 

whose primary interest was language pedagogy, and the American version of the 

communicate language teaching approach (CLT) was born (e.g. Savignon, 1972; Canal 

and Swain, 1980; Canal, 1983). In a sense, CLT was the pedagogical offspring of 

Chomsky’s innateness theory, Hymes’s communicative competence, and to some extent 

humanistic and socio-political philosophies influencing general education. I begin with 

these philosophical influences.

Philosophical changes in general education emphasized humanistic, 

transformative, and constructivist approaches to learning and teaching rather than rigid 

authoritarian views that treated the teacher as the all-knowing dispenser of information 

and the student as the passive regurgitator of prescribed knowledge (e.g., Freire, 1969, 

1970). In the United States, both communicative language learning approaches and the 

whole language movement in reading reflect aspect of the political philosophy of Freire 

(for CLT see Brown1993; for whole language, see Riggs, 1993; see footnote for an 

expanded description of Freire’s philosophy with respect to adult literacy).21

                                                
21 Freire’s literacy program never eliminated the traditional syllabic bottom-up instruction in the teaching 
of initial decoding in Portuguese. His liberation philosophy did not decry structural linguistics or phonics-
based approaches. What he aimed to add to the Brazilian literacy “alfabetizção” programs for adults, was 
content which was relevant to the lives of these adults in that it would cause them to recognize their own 
oppression. By a process of awareness-raising “concientização,” these adults would become “subjects” 
(agents), rather than passive “objects” in deciding their destinies. The goal of this concientização would be 
revolution and an overthrowing of their oppressors, and the new awareness of themselves as subjects would 
prevent them from becoming the new oppressors. (Freire believed that those who saw themselves as 
passive ‘objects’ tended to objectify others.) Freire did not propose “meaning-based” approaches to literacy 
in the same sense as it is used in holistic pedagogies that reject basic-skills pedagogy. Finally, Freire did 
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The democratization of education obviously had great appeal to researchers and 

educators alike, but with this new philosophy came ambiguity with respect to what 

students had to know and be able to do. The change of focus from product to process 

made it difficult to check the ultimate effectiveness of new teaching ideas. As Brown 

(1993:20) summarizes the paradigm movement in English language classes:

We are moving from: and shifting toward:
a focus only on the product a focus on the process
authoritarian structures egalitarian structures
preplanned rigid curricula flexible, open-ended curricula
measuring only performance gauging competence and potential
praising only correct answers encouraging calculated guessing
championing analysis valuing synthesis and intuition

Brown’s summary appears in a collection of papers commissioned for the 25th

anniversary of the TESOL Quarterly in 1991. This same volume included papers on the 

history of TESOL and K-12 classroom practice in the U.S. (Silberstein, Ed. 1993). A 

synthesis of the contributions in this volume, “State of the Art TESOL Essays: 

Celebrating 25 Years of the Discipline,” encapsulates the influence of humanistic, 

constructivist philosophies on views of language learning, including reading, as natural 

developmental processes. The pedagogical impact can be inferred from the following 

quotes:

As we look around us, we are already seeing rapid growth of content-centered 
programs, whole language approaches, and task-based classroom activities 
(Brown, 1993:23)

                                                                                                                                                
not expect basic literacy to simply emerge from empowering content, but saw basic literacy as a means for 
empowerment.
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We are only just beginning to question teaching methods that advocated 
“overlearning” through classroom drill and memorization (Brown, 1972; Rivers, 
1964). Insights from children’s “natural” means of acquiring their first language 
were just beginning to be tapped (Cook, 1969)… We are exploring means for 
real-life communication… We are trying to get our learners to develop fluency, 
not just accuracy… (Ibid.:26)

On grammar Savignon had this to say:

…the findings of the Savignon (1972) study did not suggest that teachers forsake 
the teaching of grammar. Rather, the replacement of language laboratory structure 
drills with meaning-focused self-expression was found to be a more effective way 
to develop communicative ability with no loss of morphosyntactic accuracy 
(1993:42)

Nunan describes communicative language teaching (CLT) as follows:

1. An emphasis on learning to communicate through interaction in the target 
language

2. The introduction of authentic texts into the learning situation

3. The provision of opportunities for learners to focus, not only on the language, 
but also on the learning process itself

4. An enhancement of the learner’s own personal experiences as important 
contributing elements to classroom learning

5. An attempt to link classroom learning with language activation outside the 
classroom (1993:52).

Riggs advocated a whole language approach to ESL teaching, stressing the natural 

developmental processes assumed and advocated by K. Goodman and Y. Goodman 

(1981, 1989, 1991, cited in Riggs, 1993) and Krashen and Terrell (1983). As she 

explains:
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They (K & Y Goodman) asserted that language is a whole… [and] that any 
attempt to fragment it into parts—whether these be grammatical patterns, 
vocabulary lists, or phonics “families”—destroys it. (1993:70)

Following Krashen and Terrell, Riggs asserts that whole language not only holds for L1 

but also L2 learning; she cites two arguments:

1. L2 can develop much as does L1. L2 classes should offer a language-
nurturing environment, paying attention to doing things with language rather 
than to language itself (Krashen and Terrell, 1983). This includes literacy as 
well as oral language.

2. L2, like L1, develops through interactions with peers, rather than through 
imitation of a teacher’s model or through formal study. The holistic ESOL 
class develops a strong sense of community in the class and school, and uses a 
variety of collaborative learning activities.

In a separate publication, Genesse explains the approaches in French immersion 

programs:

In immersion, second language teaching is embedded in a rich and meaningful 
communicative context. The goal of learning language is not grammatical 
perfection, but meaningful communication among students and teachers... The 
behaviorist notion of "practice" as a means of learning, which is prevalent in 
conventional programs, is replaced in immersion-type programs by the notion of 
"creative construction…" In immersion, the learner is seen as progressing through 
a series of stages toward full target language proficiency... (1994)

These excerpts summarize the paradigm shift of the 1970s to the mid 1990s (and 

in K-12 instruction, to the present). Most obvious in this new paradigm was 

deemphasizing the role of explicit grammar instruction in the L2 classroom. Besides the 

influences of innateness and other educational theories in language teaching, the 

persistent failure of foreign language classrooms to teach foreign languages fueled the 
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anti-grammar position (e.g., Newmark, 1966, 1971; Newmark and Reibel, 1968; 

Krashen, 1982). L2 teaching approaches in support of non-interventionist (no grammar 

teaching) or interventionist (grammar teaching) approaches are examples of the “single 

idea” or concept which contributes to the rise and decline of methods or approaches 

(Decco, 2001). Although many CLT supporters maintained the importance of grammar, 

the overriding belief was that, given the right conditions, grammatical attainment would 

emerge on its own (Daughty and Williams, 1998). Nevertheless, a complete commitment 

to a non-interventionist approach did not fully materialize in foreign language classrooms 

in the U.S. Foreign language textbooks attempted to combine CLT with traditional 

grammar approaches (see e.g., public school foreign language textbooks). However, 

whereas foreign language classrooms maintained varying levels of focus-on-form 

instruction, research in K-12 ESL programs suggests that explicit literacy or grammar 

instruction was in practice virtually non-existent.22 As in the section previous to this one 

(the one on Krashen), the next section will consist of critical reviews of the theories and 

research of the two other prominent figures in K-12 ELL education, Jim Cummins and 

Virginia Collier. After these extensive reviews I summarize K-12 ESL education and 

return to the SLT/L field. 

                                                
22 This assumption is based on the fact that few if any research studies have FFI as a focus of the research. 
I report of the general area of inquiry in the K-12 ELL field at the end of this section.
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2.3 REVIEW OF K-12 ELL FIELD

In this section I will review two scholars who have significantly influenced K-12 

ELL education: Jim Cummins and Virginia Collier. Cummins and Collier are the second 

and third most influential scholars in the K-12 ELL field. They are best described as 

education researchers with a primary interest in ELLs rather than as SLA or SLT/L 

researchers.23 Although neither Cummins nor Collier features prominently in the SLA 

field, in the K-12 ELL field, their ideas, along with Krashen’s, have become the last word 

on SLA theory and research. The debates that characterize mainstream SLA (e.g., natural 

orders, innateness, role of instruction in SLA) and SLT/L (e.g., methods wars, meaning-

focused versus form-focused instruction) seem largely settled in K-12. The main 

concerns of this field in the last 25-30 years have been promoting educational equality 

through bilingual education. In the sections that follow I begin with a review of Cummins 

hypotheses and the research of Collier and Thomas (1995, 1997) and Collier (1987) 

which supports it. After a summary critique of Collier and Thomas, I return to Cummins 

and present a summary critique of his hypotheses.

2.3.1 Cummins: The Threshold Hypothesis, the Developmental Interdependence 

Hypothesis and the Linguistic Interdependence Principle

In his numerous articles and books, Cummins (1976, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1996, 

2000)24 has sought to promote a bilingual-education model by explaining how the low 

                                                
23 Cummins is mentioned briefly in SLA survey books (e.g., Ellis, 1994; Long and Freeman, 1991) but 
does not feature prominently in the major journals or conference panels in SLA or SLT/L. Collier has two 
publications in TESOL Quarterly in the 1980s and none in SLA journals. 
24 Merrill Swain co-authored early articles (1979, 1981, 1983) with Cummins.
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performance of immigrant students on school-related tasks and on standardized 

achievement tests is attributable to an underlying interdependence between language 

proficiency in L1 and the same in L2. Cummins, like Krashen a strong supporter of 

language minority students and bilingual education, is enormously popular in 

bilingual/ESL education, and his theory continues to be widely used by bilingual 

researchers and educators to explain the poor performance of immigrant students on 

standardized achievement tests (e.g., Butler and Stevens, 2001; Beaumont, Scherba de 

Valenzuela, and Trumbull, 2002). Cummins’ theory is reported as fact by these and many 

other researchers in related fields (e.g., immigrant education, minority language 

development, assessment and program evaluation). 

Although Cummins’ has modified his hypothesis over the years, mainly due to 

profound criticisms from noted scholars (e.g., Edelsky et al., 1983; Martin-Jones & 

Romaine, 1986; MacSwan, 2000; MacSwan, Rolstad, and Glass, 2002; Rolstadt, 2003), 

his theory remains fundamentally the same (for rebuttals see Cummins and Swain, 1983; 

Cummins, 2000, and on his webpage25). In his original hypothesis, the Threshold 

Hypothesis, Cummins attempted to explain why bilingualism appeared to be cognitively 

advantageous for majority students but detrimental for minority students (Cummins, 

1979). Following Lambert (1975), Cummins (1979) explained that cognitive benefits 

result from additive bilingualism (as in the case of majority students learning a foreign 

language) because a new language is being added to an existing L1. Negative cognitive 

consequences result when the L1 of minority students is “subtracted” and replaced by an 

                                                
25 See http://www.iteachilearn.com/cummins/bicscapl.html.
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L2 before a certain threshold of competence in the L1 has been reached. Subtractive 

bilingualism, argued Cummins, may result in a children not developing "native-like 

competence in either of their two languages” (1979: 20). In part Cummins based his 

theory on the research of Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa (1976), who found that 

Finnish students in Sweden attained oral fluency in both Finnish and Swedish but 

continued to do poorly on verbal academic measures in both languages. In both early and 

more recent explanations of his hypotheses and constructs, Cummins (1980, 1981, 1996, 

2000, and on his webpage)26 cites Oller and Perkins (1978), and Genesse (1976) as 

support for his widely quoted language proficiency dimensions, “basic interpersonal 

communicative skills” (BICS) and “cognitive academic language proficiency” (CALP). 

Oller and Oller and Perkins posited the notion of a “global or core language proficiency” 

that correlated with verbal intelligence (IQ scores), literacy, and standardized 

achievement test scores.27 Cummins explains that after considering two methods for 

measuring language proficiency, the first, a linguistic model developed by Hernandez-

Chavez, Burt and Dulay (1978) and the second, a measure of proficiency as a measure of 

verbal intelligence posited by Oller and Perkins’(1978) as the “global language 

proficiency factor” (equivalent to the “g” factor in intelligence), he opts for the use of 

                                                
26 See http://www.iteachilearn.com/cummins/bicscapl.html, retrieved on 8/15/2005. Cummins cites Oller 
as support but does not mention the verbal intelligence correlations. 
27 It is important to note that Oller and Oller and Perkins’ general focus on verbal intelligence (as measured 
by IQ scores) and classroom foreign language performance is quite different from grade-level norms (50th

percentile) on a standardized achievement test (usually in reading) among immigrant second language 
learners in ill-defined ESL classes. Furthermore, even though there may be an overlap between verbal 
intelligence and standardized achievement scores, verbal intelligence tests attempt to assess innate 
characteristics. Thus, while it may be the case that students with high verbal intelligence can easily score at 
or above the 50th percentile, scoring at the 50th percentile does necessarily imply high verbal intelligence. 
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Oller and Perkins’ measure. The global language proficiency factor becomes CALP. As 

Cummins explains:

As in the controversy regarding the nature of intelligence, the major issue is not 
which conception of language proficiency is correct but rather which is more 
useful for different purposes. In the context of the data on the age question in 
second language learning and on bilingual education, it will be argued that the 
general approach taken by Oller [sic] to the concept of language than that 
proposed by Herndandez-Chavez, et al. However, it is possible to distinguish a 
convincing weak form and a less convincing strong form from Oller’s arguments. 
The weak form is that there exists a dimension of language proficiency which can 
be assessed by a variety of reading, writing, listening and speaking tests and 
which is strongly related both to general cognitive skills (Spearman’s “g”) and to 
academic achievement (1980:176). 

Cummins explains the necessity for a BICS dimension: 

…with the exception of severely retarded or perceptually impaired individuals, 
everybody acquires a command of L1 phonology and basic syntax (Chomskyan 
competence) regardless of IQ or academic aptitude (1981:133). 

For Cummins, BICS consists of basic syntax and oral fluency of “context-embedded, 

cognitively undemanding language,” while CALP, on the other hand, is a deeper-level, 

“syntactically complex, context-reduced, cognitively demanding language.” Cummins 

explains:

…there exists a reliable dimension of language proficiency which is strongly 
related to literacy and to other decontextualized verbal-academic tasks. This 
dimension of cognitive/academic language proficiency appears to be largely 
independent of these language proficiencies which manifest themselves in 
everyday interpersonal communicative contexts. These latter forms of language 
proficiency are either near universal across native speakers or unrelated to 
cognitive/academic skills. (Cummins, 1980:86 quoted in Wolfson, 1989)
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Cummins’ inclusion of phonology as a feature of BICS originally derives from Genesse’s 

1979 study of Anglophone students in French immersion and French-as-a-foreign-

language classes. Genesse (1979) found strong correlations between IQ scores and 

French reading, grammar, and vocabulary skills but not French oral production skills 

except in one case (Genesse, 1979, cited in Cummins, 1981).

In 1996 Cummins defends the use of the BICS and CALP dimensions and posits 

the Linguistic Interdependence Principle. He begins by comparing two models of 

bilingualism, the Separate Underlying Proficiency (SUP) and the Common Underlying 

Proficiency (CUP). It should be noted that the SUP, as Cummins defines it, appears to be 

a straw man rather than a true opposing position. “SUP proponents,” according to 

Cummins, believe that L1 and L2 proficiency are separate, and following from this that 

content and skills cannot transfer from L1 to L2 and that exposure to English alone leads 

to academic achievement in English. As Cummins explains:

The second implication of the SUP model follows from the first: if L1 and L2 
proficiency are separate, then content and skills learned through L1 cannot 
transfer to L2 and vice versa… When bilingual education is approached with 
these ‘common sense’ assumptions about language proficiency, it is not at all 
surprising that is appears illogical to argue that L2 proficiency can be more 
effectively developed through L1 instruction (1996: 109-110).

Cummins’ easily refutes his straw man, the SUP, with his more compelling CUP model:

However, despite its intuitive appeal, the empirical evidence clearly refutes the 
SUP model by showing significant transfer of conceptual development and skills 
across languages. In order to account for the evidence …we must posit a common 
underlying language proficiency (CUP) model in which the literacy-related 
aspects of a bilingual’s proficiency in L1 and L2 are seen as common or 
interdependent across languages (1996:110).
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Cummins’ formalizes his arguments through the Linguistic Interdependence Principle:

To the extent that instruction in Lx is effective in promoting proficiency in Lx, 
transfer of this proficiency to Ly will occur provided there is adequate exposure to 
Ly (either in school or environment) and adequate motivation to learn Ly 
(1996:111)

He uses his famous “Dual Iceberg Representation of Bilingual Proficiency” (Figure 1.1 

below, reproduced from Cummins, 1996) to represent the Linguistic Interdependence 

Principle. The visible tips of the iceberg represent BICS and the much more substantial 

portion of the iceberg beneath the surface represents CALP. As Cummins explains:

In general the surface features of L1 and L2 are those conversational features that 
have become relatively automatized or less cognitively demanding whereas the 
underlying proficiency is that involved in cognitively demanding tasks 
(1996:110).

Surface 
Features 

of L1

Surface 
Features 

of L2

Common Underlying Proficiency

“CALPS”

“BICS”“BICS”

“Dual Iceberg” Representation of Bilingual 
Proficiency (Cummins, 1996)

Figure 1:
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Cummins’ hypotheses have not significantly changed since 1976 (MacSwan, 

2000), when a lack of competence at the threshold level was believed to lead to a lack of 

“native-language competence in either of their two languages” (Cummins1976:20). The 

Linguistic Interdependence Principle predicts that a lack of CALP in the native language 

results in limited acquisition of CALP in the second language, and since Cummins sees 

CALP as a dimension of linguistic proficiency, semilingualism is implied although not 

stated explicitly. Through his hypotheses, Cummins had not simply posited BICS and 

CALPS as the difference between conversational language and literacy, but as levels of 

proficiency acquired sequentially.

According to Cummins, immigrant students acquire BICS in about two years, but 

it takes them from five to seven years to acquire CALP. CALP is operationalized as 

scores on standardized achievement tests (Cummins, 1981). A student is said to have 

acquired CALP when he or she reaches grade-level norms on a standardized achievement 

tests. Specific measures to assess BICS or the amount of time it takes to acquire them are 

not provided. In Cummins’ numerous articles, there are references to measures used to 

assess CALP but not BICS. As support for the claim that BICS are acquired in two years, 

researchers cite Cummins, and Cummins cites them for the same support. For example, in 

a 1997 article Cummins references Collier (1987, 1989), who in those publications 

references Cummins (1981); in his 1996 book, Cummins references Gonzalez (1986) and 

Snow & Hoefnagel-Höhle (1978). I was unable to find this the Gonzalez reference; 

Cummins’s does not include it in his references. The Snow & Hoefnagel-Höhle study 

does not even mention BICS. It appears that there has not been an operationalization of 
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BICS or references to any tests used to measure them either. Judging from Cummins’ 

earliest publication (1976) and again from his 1996 book, the notion of BICS, including 

the number of years required to acquire them, is based on anecdotal evidence in the form 

of teacher reports (1996:53-54). Although Cummins has defined BICS as Chomskyan or 

basic syntax and phonology, he has never offered a way of measuring BICS. 

In the next section, I review the third most quoted “second language acquisition 

expert” in bilingual/ESL K-12 in the U.S, Virginia Collier.28  Numerous articles and book 

chapters by well respected scholars (e.g., Bialystok, 2002, August and Hakuta, 1997; 

Hakuta, Butler, and Witt, 2000) quote Cummins or Collier on “how long” it takes to 

acquire a second language for school. 

2.3.2 Thomas and Collier (1995, 1997) and Collier (1987): Support for Cummins’ 

Threshold Hypothesis

In 1995 Thomas and Collier (hereafter referred to as T & C) began disseminating 

a summary of the research findings from their unpublished longitudinal study regarding 

the “how long” question. The study was finally published in 1997. It answered two 

questions: 1) “How much time is needed for language minority students who are English 

language learners to reach and sustain on-grade-level achievement in their second 

language?” and 2) “Which students, program, and instructional variables strongly affect 

the long-term academic achievement of language minority students?” Their answers to 

the research questions in 1995 were as follows: 1) it takes at least four years, but could 

                                                
28 I refer specifically to Virginia Collier because she is the principal spokesperson for the Thomas & 
Collier study. This study is sometimes referred to as the “Collier Study.”



42

take up to ten years for most L2 learners to reach grade-level norms as measured by 

standardized achievement tests; and 2) literacy and academic proficiency in the native 

language are the best indicator of success in a student’s attaining grade-level norms as 

measured by standardized achievement tests. According to T & C, the 1997 study is a 

report on the findings collected from 1982 to 1996 using scores on standardized 

achievement tests of over 700,000 children placed in language programs in five large 

urban and suburban school districts in various parts of the United States. Table 2.1 

contains a summary of the program types C & T listed in the 1997 study. 

ELL Educational Programs Description

ESL Pullout – taught 

traditionally
29

ESL taught through 
academic content/ 
Structured Immersion

Transitional Bilingual 
Education (BE) + ESL both 
taught traditionally

Transitional BE + Content 
ESL

One-way Developmental 
BE + Content ESL

Two-way Developmental 
Bilingual Education 

Student is removed from the regular English classroom for a 
specified amount of time for ESL instruction, from 30 minutes to 
half a day. 

Student is in a self-contained English-only class for ELLs, usually 
from half a day to a whole day. Instruction is modified/structured 
for ELLs.

Student is in a self-contained class for ELLs. Instruction in the 
native language for half a day and in English for half a day. 
Student is transitioned into all English in 2-3 years.

Same as above, except that instruction is through “current 
approaches.” 

Same as above, except that students continue receiving native 
language instruction for a longer period, also called “Late-Exit BE 
or Maintenance BE.” 

Same as above, except that ELLs and non-ELLs are in the same 

class.
30

Table 2.1: Collier’s Descriptions of ELL Program Types

                                                
29 Collier seems to use “taught traditionally” to mean a grammar-based approach. She uses “current 
approaches” whenever English is taught through a content- or meaning-focused (M-F) approach.
30 Two-way bilingual programs come in two basic types: 50/50 or 90/10. The first involve half native 
language and half English instruction; the second begin with 90% of the instruction in the native language 
for a certain period before going to a 50/50 model. T & C studied only 50/50 models (1997:57).
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According to T & C, “this study explains and validates through data analysis a 

developmental model of language acquisition for school” (1997:11). On the basis of the 

model and findings from their research, the authors make predictions about “long-term 

student achievement as a result of a variety of instructional practices” (ibid). The findings 

are summarized in the following quote (bolded in the original): 

Only those groups of language minority students who received strong cognitive 
and academic development through their first language for many years (at least 
through Grades 5 or 6), as well as through the second language (English), are 
doing well in school as they reach the last of the high school years (1997:14). 

The study found significant effects for certain programs types. Students instructed 

in L2 only, especially in “traditional” ESL classes fared the worst, with a normal-grade 

equivalency (NGE) score at the 24th percentile at 11th grade (after 11 years of schooling). 

Two-way bilingual immersion students did best, with NCE scores surpassing the 50th

percentile within five to seven years. 

The 1997 study incorporated data from Collier’s earlier 1987 study and confirmed 

the 1987 findings, in which Collier concludes: “the data in this study on younger arrivals 

(ages 5-7) appear to support Cummins’ threshold hypothesis (1976) and his 

interdependence hypothesis (1981), which describes the common underlying proficiency 

the student’s two languages” (1987:631). Collier arrives at the same conclusion in both 

studies. I briefly review the 1987 study below.
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2.3.3 Collier’s 1987 Study

Collier’s original 1987 study on age of arrival and academic achievement found 

that “advantaged” immigrant children varied in the amount of time it took for them to 

reach “grade-level norms of native speakers in all subject areas of language and academic 

achievement as measured by standardized achievement tests” (1987:617). Despite the 

fact that 65% of the language minority children qualified for free and reduced lunch, 

Collier considered these students advantaged because in their home countries they were 

considered middle or upper-middle class. Collier defines the advantaged LEP sample:

Students in the advantaged LEP sample chosen for this study exhibited the 
following major characteristics upon arrival and entry into schooling in all 
English: (a) They were from over 100 different countries and spoke over 75 
different languages, with no single language predominant, although Spanish, 
Korean, and Vietnamese represented the largest language groups; (b) the students 
were lower to middle-class background, as measured by U.S. economic standards, 
but they had strong middle class aspirations, and had come from middle or upper 
class backgrounds in their home countries; (c) they had little or no proficiency in 
English; (d) they were at or close to grade level in academic skills in their L1 
(1987: 621-622). 31

Collier’s summary of the results indicated that 8-11 year-olds reached grade-level 

norms the soonest, in 2-5 years; the 5-7 year-olds took longer, 3-8 years, and 12-15 year-

olds took the longest, 4-8 years. As mentioned previously, Collier found that first 

language cognitive development (Cummins’ Threshold Hypothesis) as a significant 

factor in the differences between the length of time it took the 5-7 year-olds to reach the 

50th percentile as compared to the 8-11 year-olds; the 8-11 year-olds had developed 

                                                
31 These and other conclusions regarding students’ backgrounds are not supported by systematically 
analyzed data. These suppositions appear to be largely impressionistic. Collier does not mention that L1 
differences may have made learning English more difficult.
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CALP, but the 5-7 year-olds had not since they had not been in school in their home 

countries. However, findings for the older, CALP-having students seemed to contradict 

the Threshold Hypothesis. These students took up to eight years to reach the 50th

percentile. Any version of Cummins’ theory would have predicted that these older, 

middle-class, on-grade-level students would have reached grade-level norms sooner than 

the 8-11 year olds because they possessed more transferable common underlying 

proficiency or CALP. Collier explains this obvious counterevidence by suggesting that 

the increased academic demands in the higher grades account for the discrepancy and 

because it “takes a long time to acquire CALP and attain appropriate levels of academic 

achievement in the L2 in all of the subject areas” (ibid.1987:637). In the following 

section I critique both the 1997 and 1987 studies.

2.3.4 Critique of Collier and Thomas and Colliers Studies

Thomas and Collier’s 1997 study seems to be more of a treatise on bilingual 

education than it is an actual study.32 The study claims to have found significant effects 

for certain programs types (see Table 2.1 for ELL program types). As expected, students 

instructed in English only, especially in traditional ESL classes, fared the worst, with a 

normal-grade equivalency (NCE) score at the 24th percentile at 11th grade. Two-way 

bilingual immersion students did best, with NCE scores surpassing the 50th percentile in 

five to seven years. These findings are suspect for various reasons, but I present only a 

                                                
32 Thomas and Collier’s 1997 study is a government-funded study that has not appeared in a peer-reviewed 
journal.
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limited critique of the study to highlight the major problems. I will first deal with specific 

methodological flaws of the 1997 study.

The first concern is that T & C fail to provide any of the conventional statistical

analyses expected of an experimental or a quasi-experimental study. To explain the lack 

of statistical tables, T & C explain that “for maximum understanding and decision-

making utility for school personnel, our quantitative findings… are presented in text, 

charts, and graphics rather than in extensive tables of statistics” (1997:8). T & C spend a 

good deal of time repudiating “scientific” studies which use conventional statistical 

methodologies in what seems to be an attempt to justify their own unorthodox and 

opaque research methodology. For this reason, an analysis of their findings is virtually 

impossible. I will, however, attempt to isolate the obvious problems. 

The 1997 study is a cross-sectional study; the same students were not followed for 

the 11 years of the study. Although cross-sectional studies are sometimes necessary, in 

this case they seriously compromise the validity of the findings. First of all, given the 

great variability in learners, classrooms, and teachers, T & C cannot reliably draw 

conclusions on the length of time it takes these different learners in different classrooms 

with different teachers over several years to reach grade-level norms unless they had 

followed the same students. A serious flaw resulting from not following the same

students is that T & C do not account for students who dropped out of school, and given 

the high dropout rates,33 Hispanic and LEP students who began their schooling in any of 

the program types could have dropped out before they could be counted. In addition, T & 

                                                
33 The dropout rates in this population appear to be between 50 to 70%; see chapter 1 for detailed 
explanation.
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C state that students who received native language instruction through at least 5th or 6th

grade took five to seven years to reach grade-level norms. This would mean that some 6th 

graders would have not reached this norm by 12th grade. T & C do not explain this 

apparent discrepancy in their data collection. T & C claim to have controlled for 

variability in programs by studying only “well-implemented” programs, yet they never 

adequately define well-implemented. Surely an ESL program could not possibly have 

been “well-implemented” if after 11 years, the students are still scoring at the 24th

percentile. Furthermore, T & C consider “traditional approaches” poor approaches, so 

how can these be well implemented? Do they mean well-implemented poor approaches? 

Another concern involves the reporting and use of the 1987 data in the 1997 

study. In the 1997 study T & C do not immediately mention the counterevidence to the 

Threshold Hypothesis from the 1987 study, namely, that the older CALP-having students, 

ages 11-15, took longer to reach grade-level norms on the tests that did their younger, 

less-CALP-having counterparts, the 8-11 year-olds. As T & C summarize the 1987 study 

in the 1997 report: 

We found that students who arrived between ages 8 and 11, who had received 2-5 
years of schooling taught through their primary language (L1) in their home 
country, were the lucky ones who took only 5-7 years. Those who arrived before 
age 8 required 7-10 years or more! These children arriving during the early 
childhood years (before age 8) had the same background characteristics as the 8–
11 year-old arrivals. The only difference between the two groups was that the 
younger children had received little or no formal schooling in their first language 
(L1), this factor appeared to be a significant predictor in these first studies 
(1997:33).

However, in the 1987 study, Collier reports the following: 
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The results indicated that LEP students that entered the ESL program at ages 8–11 
were the fastest achievers, requiring 2–5 years to reach the 50th percentile on 
national norms in all subject areas tested. LEP students who entered the program 
at ages 5–7 were 1–3 years behind the performance level of their LEP peers who 
entered the program at ages 8–11, when both groups had the same length of 
residence. Arrivals at ages 12–15 experienced the greatest difficulty and were 
projected to require as much as 4–8 years to reach grade-level norms in academic 
achievement when schooled all in the second language (1987:617). 

Besides simply not mentioning the contradiction in their main analysis, the above 

quotes reveal an apparent fabrication in T & C’s 1997 reporting of the 1987 study. In the 

1997 study T & C report that the 8-11 year-olds took 5–7 years to reach grade-level 

norms, but in the 1987 study Collier reports that the 8–11 year-olds only took 2–5 years. 

Table 2.2 contains a summary of the data from the two studies. The left hand column 

contains the ages at which students began their U.S. schooling. The next two columns 

show the number of years it took or was predicted to take these students to reach grade 

level norms in English: the first of these two columns is from Collier (1987) and the 

second from Thomas and Collier (1997).

Age U.S. 
schooling 

Number of years needed to reach grade-level norms
34

5 to 7 

8 to 11

12 to 15

Collier (1987) 

3 to 8 years (no previous instruction)

2 to 5 years (NL instruction in home 
country)

4 to 8 years (NL instruction in home 
country)

Thomas & Collier (1997)

7 to 10 years (no previous instruction)

5 to 7 years (NL instruction in the U.S.)

No data for this age group.

Table 2.2: Contrastive Data Summary in Collier and Thomas Studies

                                                
34 I calculated the years based on Collier’s explanation that “LEP students who entered the program at ages 
5–7 were 1–3 years behind the performance level of their LEP peers who entered the program at ages 8–11.
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By not reporting these important differences in their studies, T & C avoid having 

to explain why students in U.S.-bilingual programs do worse than students educated in 

their home countries first. Besides not accurately reporting on the 1987 study, T & C 

seem to have mixed disparate data sets. The 11-year data pool for the 1997 study 

included the 1987 data, and in the 1997 study, T & C make claims of effectiveness by 

comparing the number of years it takes students in different ELL programs in the U.S.; 

yet students in the 1987 study were not in any type of U.S.-based bilingual program 

because their native language education occurred in their home countries. In principle, 

the data from this group should either not have been included in the U.S. data pool or it 

should have been reported separately. We cannot know the effectiveness of our bilingual 

programs unless they are evaluated separately from native-language instruction in other 

countries. T & C cannot assume that home-country instruction is equal to long-term 

bilingual instruction in the U.S., especially since evidence from the 1987 study indicates 

that not only did students who were educated in their home countries reach grade-level 

norms sooner, but they also did so having spent less overall time in the U.S. This finding 

should have been addressed by T & C since it casts serious doubt on the quality of our 

overall ELL programs. The flaws in the 1997 study are egregious enough to cast doubt on 

the credibility of Collier and Thomas’s overall claims. Although better designed, 

Collier’s 1987 study is plagued by problems similar to those of the 1997 study. 

Collier (1987) makes certain assumptions about student backgrounds without 

explaining how she arrived at them. For example, one wonders how Collier could 

establish that all of the students were on grade level in their 75 first languages without 
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test scores in those languages or other scholastic data. Secondly, as in the 1997 study, the 

1987 study does not include specific teacher and classroom descriptions. Even in the best 

schools, teachers vary in their subject matter expertise and teaching ability. For instance, 

Collier does not address the well-known shortage of fluent bilingual teachers (Guerrero, 

1999).35 ESL instruction in Collier’s studies is not sufficiently described to gauge teacher 

expertise or teaching ability. Thirdly, both studies argue for bilingual education on the 

basis of the Cummins’ Threshold Hypothesis, but do not explain how transfer from L1 to 

L2 works. I will address this problem in the overall critique of Cummins’ hypotheses.

Like Cummins, Collier has convinced hundreds of thousands of followers not 

only that knowledge in L1 transfers to L2, but that students who do not receive extensive 

L1 instruction will forever be negatively affected. In the following section I present 

theoretical criticisms of Cummins’ hypotheses and their ramification in K-12 ELL 

education. 

2.3.5 Critique of Cummins’ Theory

Cummins’ theory has been widely criticized (e.g., Edelsky et al., 1983; Martin-

Jones & Romaine, 1986; MacSwan, 2000; Rolstadt, 2003 see Cummins, 2000 for a 

rebuttal). The major criticisms are as follows: 1) Cummins’ explanations of 

proficiency/competence are inconsistent with linguistic principles and sociolinguistic 

research; 2) CALP is a tautology because of its circular relationship to scores on 

                                                
35 Although Collier does not report the names of the districts she uses in her studies, the problem of teacher 
proficiency in formal academic Spanish is well known. 
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standardized achievement tests, and lack of CALP is tautological with semilingualism;36

3) following from (2), Cummins’ overall theory is a deficit theory; 4) Cummins does not 

address the interaction of specific SLA factors or specific problems in L2 instruction. I 

address these criticisms below.

2.3.6 Inconsistent use of Linguistic Constructs

At the beginning of this literature review, I presented basic and undisputed 

linguistic principles. These principles depend on an agreed-upon definition of language 

competence as the mental linguistic knowledge native speakers of all natural languages 

possess. Knowledge of this abstract grammar does not depend on whether the native 

speaker or signer can read or write his/her language or whether the language has a written 

form at all. Furthermore, linguistic principles assert that the grammars of all languages 

are linguistically equal—equally logical and complex, and that no native speaker, barring 

specific physical or mental impairments, can be said to lack this competence. As such, 

lack of knowledge of standard forms of a language, i.e., lack of knowledge of prescriptive 

rules cannot be considered as lacking competence. Cummins does not abide by these 

linguistic principles. Moreover, the notion of cognitive academic language proficiency 

(CALP) includes not only a prescriptive variety of the L2 but also literacy and subject-

matter knowledge. In Cummins own words: “This common underlying proficiency 

makes possible the transfer of cognitive/academic or literacy-related skills from one 

language to another” (1996:111). It is this conflation of developmental native-language 

                                                
36 The tautology is that a lack of CALP is semilingualism rather than just a low literacy level.
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competence with prescriptive school grammars and all other school learning that has 

earned Cummins strong criticism from the aforementioned linguists. 

From a sociolinguistic perspective, Cummins fails to account for linguistic 

competence in relation to language shift or code-switching in bilingual environments 

(Martin-Jones and Romaine, 1986; MacSwan, 2000). Nor does Cummins refer to 

sociolinguistic frameworks for describing language use at home in different communities 

of speakers from language use at school (e.g., Heath, 1983). However, the main problem 

is not Cummins’ particular neglect of sociolinguistic approaches to language phenomena, 

but rather his neglect of general linguistic principles in the development of a second 

language acquisition theory.37 This is not to say that Cummins or any other educational 

theorist must address all aspects of linguistics to formulate a hypothesis; however, if a 

theorist is going to borrow theoretical constructs from linguistics or other fields, he/she 

must do so consistently, either by adopting their formal definitions or by refuting them 

and replacing them with his/her own. For example, Cummins mixes linguistic and 

applied linguistics constructs by using “competence” and “proficiency” interchangeably. 

As quoted above, Cummins defines BICS as “Chomskyan competence” and CALP is 

“underlying proficiency.” This confusion disregards the distinction between internalized 

end-state knowledge (linguistic competence) and incremental stages of second language 

knowledge (linguistic proficiency). By Cummins’ definitions a speaker can have 

Chomskyan competence and still lack underlying language proficiency (a linguistic 

contradiction). In addition, Cummins does not reconcile established applied linguistic 

                                                
37 Cummins’ hypothesis is interpreted as a second language acquisition theory in the K-12 ELL field. 



53

definitions of S/FL proficiency levels (e.g., Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR) 

levels, the ACTFL-ETS scale)38 with his definitions of competence/proficiency (BICS 

and CALP). Proficiency levels are descriptions of incremental knowledge and skill in an 

L2. On such a proficiency continuum learners may backslide or even develop some 

fossilized forms yet attain fluency in an L2. Cummins’ constructs fail to account for these 

well established complexities in linguistic proficiency. Furthermore, BICS and CALP 

imply both a dichotomy and a coarsely-defined continuum. BICS and CALP constitute a 

continuum because according to Cummins, surface conversational fluency (BICS) is 

acquired within the first two years and cognitive academic proficiency (CALP) requires 

five to seven (or more) years. However, the BICS/CALP distinction is also dichotomous 

because a learner can be “fluent” in BICS but limited in CALP, but as we shall see later, 

learners may have CALP but be limited in BICS. 

From a linguistic perspective, the main problem of Cummins’ theory seems to be 

his operationalization of proficiency as scores on standardized achievement tests. 

According to MacSwan (2000), Rolstad (2003), and Martin-Jones and Romaine (1986), 

this operationalization of linguistic proficiency is inconsistent with a linguistic 

understanding of language competence; it results in a tautology, according to Edelsky et 

al. (1983), and constitutes a kind of example of a deficit theory, according to all his 

critics. 

                                                
38 See 
http://www.sil.org/lingualinks/languagelearning/mangngyrlngglrnngprgrm/TheILRFSIProficiencyScale.ht
m. Retrieved 8/8/2005.
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2.3.7 A Deficit Theory

Deficit theories implicitly blame non-mainstream students39 for their academic 

failure because they focus on what the students lack rather than on what they have. 

Differences in cultural practices, upbringing, language, experiences, etc. are measured 

against middle-class norms, linked inseparably to the dominant ethnic group and majority 

culture and recast as deficits in the non-mainstream students. When deficit theories are 

translated into policy, the policies often fail because they are laden with condescending or 

patronizing attitudes towards the very children they are trying to help. Valdés (1997) has 

shown how deficit theories are invoked to explain the failure of education reform efforts. 

Besides pointing out the deficit mindset that has guided various reform efforts, what 

Valdés and others have also revealed is that policy makers, educators, and researchers of 

all ethnic backgrounds and political persuasions can fall into a deficit-thinking mindset. 

In other words, advocates for minority students are not immune from subscribing to 

deficit theories to explain educational failure (Edelsky et al., 1983). 

According to MacSwan (2000), at their core, all versions of Cummins’ original 

Threshold Hypothesis are deficit theories because they imply that some native speakers 

are semilingual. Cummins’ understanding of language proficiency implies that 

unschooled adults, preliterate societies (including their great epic poets and story tellers), 

and pre-literate children lack/lacked underlying proficiency (i.e., were semilingual). In 

addition, Cummins’ definitions of CALP as deeper-level, context-reduced (abstract), and 

cognitively complex level of proficiency and BICS as basic (surface-level), context-

                                                
39 Non-mainstream students may include low-SES (SES = socio-economic status) white students.
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dependent (not abstract), not cognitively complex, conversational proficiency, implies 

that unschooled adults, preliterate societies, and pre-literate children are/were less 

capable of complex, abstract thought (Edelsky, et al. 1983).40 Even if one assumes that 

Cummins never intended to imply anything of the sort and one focused on his 

BICS/CALP dichotomy as a rationale for bilingual schooling, flawed theories have 

serious repercussions in education, the first being a deficit view of non-mainstream 

school children. For over 20 years Cummins has attempted to rebut criticisms by slightly 

modifying and/or explaining his theory, but his own writings seem to betray his 

intentions. Some examples follow.

Cummins stopped using the term “semilingualism” and has renamed the 

constructs in his theories several times, but the basic assumptions that underlie the 

Threshold Hypothesis remain (see MacSwan, 2000; Rolstad, 2003; Petrovic and 

Olmstead, 2001). Cummins (1979; 1980, 1981, 2000 and “BICS and CALP Explained” 

on Cummins’ website)41 continues to defend the BICS/CALP distinction by citing Oller42

and Perkins’ (1978) notion of global/core language proficiency which, as noted 

previously, was identical to verbal IQ scores and which Cummins equates to CALP. Not 

only are verbal IQ scores not consistent with notions of linguistic competence, Oller and 

Perkins’ original aim was to find correlates between success in foreign language study 

and verbal IQ. Since verbal IQ correlated with performance on verbal standardized 

                                                
40 Edelsky et al., 1983 remind us that children construct metaphors by manipulating semantic constrains 
(Altwerger, 1979 cited in Edelsky, et.al., 1983). Children hypothesize about language and the world, they
demonstrate metalinguistic awareness in their play with language, they interpret; they abstract knowledge 
from the real world to produce narratives and stories. In other words, they think, which by definition, is an 
abstract cognitive skill. 
41 See http://www.iteachilearn.com/cummins/bicscapl.html, retrieved on 8/15/05.
42 A recent publication by Oller (1997) suggests that even non-verbal IQ tests depend on language. 



56

achievement tests, these tests, it was assumed, could also be used to determine innate 

aptitude for foreign language study. Furthermore, both the verbal IQ tests and the verbal 

standardized achievement tests were given in English to native speakers of English to 

predict their success in learning a foreign language. To my knowledge Oller and Perkins 

did not suggest that standardized achievement tests be given to second language learners 

to determine L2 proficiency or verbal IQ. Moreover, verbal intelligence can manifest 

itself in the artistic creations of poets, story-tellers, preachers, or orators regardless of the 

language variety in which they are competent. It is important to note that I raise these 

contradictions and inconsistencies in Cummins’ constructs not to argue against the 

teaching of standard varieties, but to argue against a seriously flawed and deficit view of 

the linguistic characteristics of English language learners, especially those who come 

from low-socioeconomic backgrounds.

From a linguistic perspective, Cummins’ continued insistence that CALP is 

syntactically complex while conversational language consists of “basic structures” 

(2000:63) further perpetuates a deficit view not only of certain ELLs but of speakers of 

all non-standard varieties. It is not surprising that linguists would be so alarmed by such 

proclamations. In fact, Cummins’ thinking is strikingly similar to19th century beliefs that 

“primitive” languages consisted of “simple grammars” and that “primitive people could 

only talk about concrete objects” (Crystal, 1997:6). Finally, there is also reason to doubt 

Cummins’ claim that native-like phonology is a feature of BICS. Native-like phonology 

as a feature of BICS is contradicted in three respects: 1) It rarely applies to most post-

pubescent learners; 2) many fluent L2 speakers lack native-like pronunciation but possess 
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Cummins’ CALP (i.e., the ability to pass a standardized achievement test in an L2); and 

3) some learners lack BICS but possess CALP. Below I expand on these problems in 

Cummins’ theory from a pedagogical perspective.

2.3.8 Conflation of Natural Developmental Processes and Learned Skills

Verbal aptitude aside, children from different linguistic communities acquire their 

native languages to the same general level of competence. The same, however, is not true 

of school subjects, including reading, knowledge of prescriptive school grammars, 

writing, science, math, and foreign languages. School subjects are not acquired naturally; 

they depend on skillful teaching over a long period of time. Therefore, it follows that if 

L2 learning is significantly aided by previous schooling, then L2 learning is not only 

fundamentally different from L1 acquisition (see Bley-Vroman, 1989 for the 

Fundamental Difference Hypothesis), it may be more like subject-matter learning than it 

is like L1 acquisition. Cummins’ critics do not delve into the nature of L2 learning in 

much depth, but the critical factors they all agree on is that standardized achievement 

tests do not measure competence in a linguistic sense and they may even mask academic 

knowledge in L2 learners. I explain below.

The use of standardized tests to measure academic knowledge is problematic in 

that they can seriously underestimate the knowledge and academic potential of an L2 

learner by confounding content knowledge with linguistic and cultural knowledge 

(Edelsky et al., 1983; MacSwan, 2000). An ELL student may know the content the test is 

attempting to measure but be unfamiliar with particular cultural references, idioms, or 

even a single critical vocabulary word. Ironically, these tests can also sometimes 
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overestimate language proficiency as defined by Cummins. For example, generation 1.5 

students’ scores on standardized reading tests may define them as proficient in a CALP-

sense even though they are non-native in some basic aspects of the L2 morphology and 

syntax (Scarcella, 2003). This phenomenon may apply to immersion students, 

international university students, study-abroad students, and even foreign language 

teachers. That is, highly educated L2 learners may be able to pass tests or read literature 

in a foreign language yet lack basic conversational fluency and/or grammatical accuracy 

in the L2, even after years of study. In addition, studies of fossilization among educated 

adults provide evidence that a high level of education does not guarantee grammatical 

accuracy in everyday speech (e.g., Lardiere, 2000). Thus, the notion that CALP follows 

from BICS is not as straightforward as Cummins assumes. In many cases, BICS comes 

later. For instance, most foreign language teacher education programs require a final test 

of oral language proficiency, an (OLPT). An OLPT measures a future foreign language 

teacher’s ability to use an L2 in communicative situations (BICS). It is clear from these 

examples that second language proficiency is a lot more complex than Cummins has 

assumed it to be. Below I examine Cummins’ neglect of second language acquisition 

research and other second language pedagogical factors.

2.3.9 Neglected SLA/SLT/L Factors

Cummins’ conceptualizations of second language proficiency are not informed by 

primary research in SLA or in second language pedagogy. For example, studies of a 

critical period or age-related effects in SLA offer more logical explanations for the early 

emergence of phonology and basic syntax in children than does Cummins’ BICS/CALP 
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continuum (e.g., Johnson and Newport, 1989; Birdsong, 2001). The notion that 

phonology and basic syntax (BICS) emerge before cognitive academic language 

proficiency (CALP) may derive from a combination of an L1 bias and an exclusive focus 

on child second language learners. In an L1 the natural skills of listening and speaking 

precede the learned skills of reading and writing. For Cummins, BICS is the language 

acquired by age six, and CALP is acquired later (Cummins, 2000). With respect to 

second language acquisition, neither Cummins nor Collier explains how native-language 

literacy and content knowledge (presumably CALP) helps with learning English, except 

to say that “it transfers.” They do not describe how a learner’s implicit knowledge43 of 

his/her L1 (e.g., knowledge of vocabulary, idioms, morphosyntactic structures, 

tense/aspectual systems, irregular forms, etc.) aids ELLs in learning similar aspects of a 

new and sometimes very different language. One reason may be the influence of Krashen 

in the K-12 ELL field. Collier’s articles on language development44 suggest a Krashen-

inspired view of language acquisition. The paradigm shift in SLT/L may also have 

influenced the view that a meaningful context (and CALP) was all that was required for 

L2 acquisition.

2.3.10 Impact of the Threshold Hypothesis

As Edelsky et al. so aptly warned, “In the long run, progressive intentions of 

authors and supporters notwithstanding, essential parts of the theory are likely to prove 

                                                
43 I use the word “implicit” because native-speaker knowledge, even among many educated individuals, is 
implicit.
44 Collier’s articles on “Language Development” can be seen at 
http://www.crosscultured.com/articles.asp?category=159. Retrieved on 12/3/05.
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dangerous to the very children who are supposed to benefit from it” (1983:1-2). 

Cummins’ theories, though well intentioned, have reduced the whole enterprise of formal 

education to a language-proficiency construct. This misperception appears to have caused 

linguistically uninformed educators to believe that some students “have no language” and 

secondly, that for these students, school learning is at the end of a language acquisition 

developmental process rather than the result of their teaching. I elaborate below.

Cummins’ theory has produced negative, deficit-oriented images of bilingual 

children, as the labels attached to them demonstrate all too well. ELLs are referred to as 

semilingual, alingual, non-nons (MacSwan, 2000; MacSwan, Rolstad, and Glass, 2003). 

Even teachers whose Spanish is limited or nonexistent will often say, “these kids don’t 

know their own language.”45 Teachers may expect less of ELL students because not only 

do they lack “academic English,” but they also lack the “cognitive” abilities that are 

implicated in it. Cummins and his followers (e.g., Collier) imply that this deficit, if not 

remedied through bilingual education, will have profound and lasting effects on ELLs’ 

academic achievement, such as scoring at the 24th percentile after 11 years of schooling 

in the U.S. (Thomas and Collier, 1997). If, as Cummins and Collier assert, ELL students 

who do not receive bilingual education are unlikely to recover from this profound deficit, 

what expectations can administrators or teachers have for students who have not received 

bilingual education? Furthermore, this deficit would also apply to students in inadequate 

bilingual programs. Therefore, given the large numbers of bilingual teachers who are not 

                                                
45 I have heard this comment numerous times and more that once by Anglo teachers who had studied 
Spanish in college and were responsible for administering language proficiency tests in Spanish. These 
teachers counted non-standard uses of Spanish as indications of limited Spanish proficiency.
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proficient Spanish speakers and/or are not trained in teaching Standard Spanish46 or 

subject matter in Spanish (i.e., do not have “CALP” in Spanish), it’s reasonable to 

assume that most bilingual programs in the U.S. are inadequate (see Guerrero, 1999 for 

Spanish proficiency among bilingual teachers). Not only does Cummins’ theory unfairly 

condemn all students (the vast majority of ELLs) who have not and may never receive 

any native-language education, it does not promote the scrutiny or improvement of ESL 

programs. 

As long and critical as this critique of Cummins and Collier has needed to be, I

will concede one point: they are correct in asserting that previous instruction affects all 

subsequent instruction. There is evidence suggesting that educational background can be 

a significant variable in second language learning (Ellis, 1994). At the same time there 

are other possible explanations for the poor achievement of U.S.-educated ELLs, such as 

inadequate ESL instruction, a factor I have alluded to already, will mention briefly in the 

next section, and will review in more detail towards the end of this review. I end this 

section with an example of an ELL program conceived within a deficit mindset and in the 

absence of linguistically specific pedagogical considerations. 

                                                
46 I admire and respect those who argue against linguistic discrimination, but I follow pragmatists, such as 
Lisa Delpit (1988), Terence Odlin (1994) and many others, in taking a realistic approach to helping 
linguistically diverse children learn standard codes in whichever formal schooling environment they find 
themselves.
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2.3.11 Two-Way Bilingual Immersion
47

 Programs 

In Thomas and Colliers’ 1997 study, the authors argue that two-way immersion 

programs yield the best results, but they tell only half the story. Two-way immersion 

programs have received much recognition because ELL students enrolled in these 

programs score at higher levels on standardized achievement tests than do ELL students 

in other types of language programs (Collier and Thomas, 1997). However, even in these 

frequently praised two-way bilingual immersion programs Latino ELL students continue 

to do poorly when compared to English-dominant students (Lindholm and Molina, 1997). 

ELL student underachievement is especially daunting because not only are ELL students 

doing worse in regular academic subjects, but after a few years, Anglophone children 

outperform them in Spanish reading as well (ibid.). This situation appears to result from 

both the deficit-inspired theory of Cummins and a neglect of pedagogical considerations, 

including a Krashen-inspired assumption that an L2 acquisition is natural and does not 

have to be taught. Below I review and expand on Valdés’s (1997) analysis of dual-

language programs.

In 1997 Valdés wrote an important article in the form of a cautionary note on 

dual-language programs. She highlighted possible reasons for the continued discrepancy 

between Anglo and Spanish-speaking children in these programs. Regarding pedagogical 

decisions, Valdés suggested that the dual-language programs may not favor Spanish 

speakers. Typical two-way models include 90% Spanish and 10% English learning 

                                                
47 “Two-way bilingual immersion programs” are experimental language programs in which limited-
English-proficient (LEP) students and monolingual English-speaking students learn together in the native 
language of the LEP students (usually Spanish) and in English.
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during the first years of schooling. This model follows Cummins’ Threshold 

Hypothesis—“ELLs need their L1 CALP developed first”—and it also serves the needs 

of the majority children for total immersion in Spanish. Valdés (1997) points out that in 

practice these goals may favor the majority children who are just beginning to learn 

Spanish because the classroom language would have to be modified and tailored to the 

needs of beginning Spanish learners rather than the needs of the already fluent Spanish 

speakers. This creates a Spanish-as-a-second language immersion class for the English 

speakers—a setting which is hardly suitable for native Spanish-speaking children who 

must wait for their English-only peers to catch up to them before they can benefit from 

the Spanish instruction. During this time, Valdés argues, Spanish speakers may miss age-

appropriate instruction in Spanish. Valdés astutely points out that the reverse situation, in 

which English was tailored to the needs of non-English speakers, would never be 

tolerated by mainstream parents (especially for 90% of the school day). Besides the 

instructional problems cited above, the 90/10 model supports a deficit theory of ELLs’ 

linguistic competence. 

The assumption of semilingualism among language minority students (although 

not always stated overtly) persists in the rationale for certain types of bilingual education 

for poor versus middle-class students just beginning their schooling. CALP development 

is considered essential for the six-year old Spanish speakers but not for the middle-class 

English-speaking six-year old students. The same question applies to students in French 

immersion programs. Why is it okay to immerse Anglophone students in a minority 

language (French in Canada or Spanish in the U.S.) before they have had a chance to 
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acquire CALP in English? In an endnote, Cummins (1996) responds to a similar question. 

He explains that the French programs are bilingual and promote bilingualism and that “it 

is absurd to use the success of these bilingual programs to argue for monolingual 

programs, taught by monolingual teachers, whose goal is to produce monolingualism” (p. 

48). Cummins’ response is a stance for bilingualism, but it does not address the question 

from a second language acquisition perspective. Cummins has argued elsewhere that the 

“subtractive” status of Spanish in the U.S. necessitates that predominance of Spanish 

early on, but this rationale still does not address the question regarding the “CALP-levels 

of six-year olds.” If all six year olds are linguistically equal, why would only middle class 

children benefit from immersion in the L2? The answer seems to lie in Cummins’ 

original assumption regarding the semilingualism of children from language minority 

backgrounds and/or an underlying assumption that middle-class children possess some 

form of pre-school CALP. This is a classic deficit approach in that non-mainstream 

children are being defined by what they lack rather that by what they may bring to a 

learning situation. A deficit theory devalues the linguistic and cultural benefits that the 

diverse life experiences of minority students may have on their learning. This 

contradictory stance also implies that English-speaking students from low-socioeconomic 

classes would not benefit from immersion programs since they also lack the six-year-old 

CALP of middle class students. Based on this analysis, there should remain no doubt that 

Cummins’ theory clearly appears to be a deficit theory. It should be noted that my 

intention has not been to argue for or against bilingual education, but to argue against the 

deficit characterization of immigrant children from low socio-economic backgrounds. 
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This literature review has included longer-than normal critical reviews of the most 

influential theorists/researchers in K-12 ELL education. Two critical reasons explain 

why. First, critical reviews of Krashen and Cummins’ theories have not come from 

researchers whose primary interest is SLA and second language pedagogy as it applies to 

school-aged ELLs. This review offers such a perspective. Secondly, the length and depth 

of the reviews were necessary to reveal some specific contradictions in Collier’s claims. 

In the following section, I review the overall theoretical influences in K-12 ELL 

education.

2.3.12 Overall Influences in K-12 ELL Education 

A review of the research in K-12 ELL education, including the ELL classroom 

research, confirms the predominant influence of Krashen, Cummins, Collier, the whole 

language48 movement (philosophical and pedagogical), immersion education, and 

sheltered ESL instruction (e.g., Freeman and Freeman, 1992; Riggs, 1989, 1993; Urzua, 

1989; Allen, 1989; García, 1991; Short, 1999; Lindholm, 1991; Handscombe, 1989; 

Chamot and O’Malley, 1989, 1994; Hudelson, 1984, 1989,1994; Hamayan, 1990; Pérez 

and Torres-Guzmán, 1996; Samway and McKeon, 1999 and many others). The number 

of articles and books that defer to Krashen, Cummins, and Collier are too numerous to 

cite here. The representative papers above confirm the predominant research method in 

this field as ethnographic and descriptive rather than experimental or quasi-experimental. 

Borrowing from the paradigm shift in SLA and SLT/L, K-12 ELL researchers focus on 

                                                
48  A modified whole language continues to be popular in ELL education through the new “balanced 
literacy approaches,” which attempt to bridge the gap between explicit phonics and whole language 
approaches to reading. 
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processes rather than on ultimate achievement, on the naturalness of learning processes, 

and on the importance of empowering learners. 

Krashen’s non-interventionist approach to S/FL teaching complemented whole 

language or language experience approaches to the teaching of reading. The quotes from 

Freeman and Freeman (1992) below are representative of this thinking, a thinking that 

prevailed in U.S. K-12 ELL educational settings throughout the 1980s and 1990s. As 

Freeman and Freeman (hereafter referred to as F& F) explain in their book Whole 

Language for Second Language Learners:

First, whole language is a grass roots movement centered in the classroom. 
Teachers in these classrooms are finding ways to empower both their students and 
themselves… 

Whole language is grounded in recent research on language learning and teaching 
that shows that learning is natural. In first language, Goodman (1986b) and Smith 
(1985) have pointed out that learning seems easy outside of school but difficult in 
school. They suggest ways to reform education and make learning in schools as 
easy as learning outside schools.

In second language, Krashen (1982) makes a similar point when he distinguishes 
between learning and acquisition. People acquire language in natural setting 
outside school, and they learn language in school when instruction is sequenced 
and there is practice and correction. Krashen suggests ways to make classrooms 
places where students acquire a second language. He points out that students 
acquire language most easily when they use language for authentic purposes 
rather than focusing on language and teaching grammar. (1992:4).

This quote suggests that well-respected proponents of whole language not only 

believed that learning was natural but that explicit instruction was useless or harmful. F 

& F embrace Krashen’s distinction between “learned” versus “acquired” language and 

his non-interventionist, meaning-focused approach to L2 instruction. As F & F explain 
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above, the focus is on “the use of language for authentic purposes rather than on language 

or teaching grammar.” Theoretical support for their whole language approach to ESL 

comes from Krashen (1982) and incorporates Krashen and Terrell’s (1983) “stages of 

language acquisition” and teaching principles from their book The Natural Approach. F 

& F also adopt Cummins’s views on BICS and CALP. As they explain:

In addition, Cummins’s research has shown that it takes longer for students to 
develop the kind of language called for by academic tasks than the kind of 
language needed for interpersonal communication (1992:4).

Content-centered approaches to ESL learning were another offshoot of the

aforementioned influences (e.g., the Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach 

(CALLA) by O’Malley and Chamot, 1994; more recently, the Sheltered Instruction 

Observation Protocol (SIOP) Model by Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2004). There is no 

doubt that content-centered or sheltered-English approaches can fill an important gap in 

general ELL education by attempting to make subject-matter learning understandable to 

ELLs. In their original conceptualization more explicit language teaching goals were 

included. As Brinton, Snow, and Wesche (1989) explain content-centered instruction: “it 

refers to the concurrent study of language and subject matter with the form and sequence 

of the language presentation dictated by content material” (quoted in Brown, 1993 p. 23). 

The focus on both language and content was largely maintained in books published for 

EFL learners (e.g., the Mosaic and Quest series from McGraw Hill), but in K-12 

education, sheltered English amounted to suggestions for teacher modifications of the 

language they used to teach content (e.g., use gestures and pictures, simplify the 
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language, avoid idiomatic expressions, etc.).49 The purpose of these suggestions was to 

make the content comprehensible to the ELL students and to address the importance of 

learning CALP. The language itself would be learned incidentally as the students 

engaged in meaningful and comprehensible content. As Brown explains: 

When language becomes the medium to convey informational content of interest 
and relevance to the learner, then learners are pointed toward matters of intrinsic 
concern. Language becomes incidental to and a vehicle for accomplishing a set on 
content goals. (1993:23). 

Like the whole language approach in ESL, the Natural Approach, immersion education, 

and content or sheltered-English instruction were non-interventionists approaches (Long 

and Robinson, 1998). As illustrated in the following quotations, accuracy through explicit 

grammar teaching and correction were not considered necessary or important.

Learning to speak in a grammatically correct manner is no longer considered the 
mark of a proficient speaker of a second language. (Sosa, 1993:16)

Language mistakes are natural. Allow time for students to acquire the language. 
Do not emphasize grammatical aspects of students’ responses. Model Standard 
English (IDRA, 2000).

The first quotation seems rather extreme, but it serves to illustrate the manner in which 

university-based ideas get interpreted by educators and disseminators of “best 

practices.”50

                                                
49 There is nothing wrong with using gestures, pictures, etc., especially at beginning levels of second 
language learning. These techniques can facilitate communication early on.   
50 Several terms are used in the literature to describe “effective classroom practices” such as “best 
practices, best methods, effective teaching, effective ESL or bilingual classrooms, effective approaches, 
etc.” 
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Best practices are often an amalgamation of theories, philosophies, and teaching 

approaches from a variety of educational fields. The main difference between university-

based research and best-practices literature is that the former is usually disseminated by 

the latter. The disseminators of best-practices research may include the researchers 

themselves, materials developers, governmental and governmentally funded research 

organizations, and advocacy organizations.51 The two lists of best practices below in 

Tables 2.3 and 2.4 include a summary from the teacher’s edition of a student ESL 

textbook (Chamot, Cummins, Kessler, O’Malley, and Wong Fillmore, 1997), and teacher 

tips from the Intercultural Development Research Organization (IDRA).52 They reflect 

some of the influences I have mentioned throughout this review—whole language and 

humanistic philosophies, content-based approaches, and comprehensible input.

 Thematic units
 Balanced skills
 The Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA)
 Learning strategies
 Cooperative learning
 Integrated curriculum
 Home-school connections
 Multicultural understanding
 Authentic literature
 Authentic assessment
 Self-esteem

Table 2.3: Descriptions of Effective ESL Programs 

                                                
51 Some examples follow: National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education (NCBE), the Center for Applied 
Linguistics (CAL), Center for Research on Education, Diversity and Excellence (CREDE), the National 
Clearing House for English Language Acquisition (NCELA), and the Intercultural Development Research 
Organization (IDRA). Similar information is repeated at state and national conferences, such as the Texas 
Association for Bilingual Education (TABE) and the National Association for Bilingual Education 
(NABE).
52 See http://www.idra.org/scce/10tips_5/sld001.htm for original source.
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1. Simplify your language.
2. Speak directly to the student. 

a) Emphasize nouns and verbs. 
b) Use simple sentence structures. 
c) Avoid slang expressions. 
d) Minimize the use of, and explain, idiomatic expressions. 
e) Rephrase instead of repeating. 
f) Always speak in a normal (not louder) tone.

3. Announce objectives.
4. Write legibly.
5. Incorporate hands-on activities into each lesson. Students will connect their prior knowledge to 

objects like visual displays, photos, and authentic materials like newspaper and magazine clippings.
6. Adapt the materials.
7. Pair students.
8. Use step-by-step instructions.
9. Language mistakes are natural. Allow time for students to acquire the language. Do not emphasize 

grammatical aspects of students’ responses. Model Standard English.
10. Increase wait time.
11. Support the home language and culture.

Table 2.4: Ten Tips for Instruction of English Language Learners

These lists represent the general advice to teachers of ELL students but lack 

pedagogical specificity with respect to second language teaching. For example, the 

teacher is not told how long to use “simplified language” nor how to teach students 

“complex structures” and “idiomatic expressions.” In the last twenty years the field of K-

12 ELL education has almost entirely depended on natural language acquisition 

processes. The best a teacher can do is set up the conditions for such learning to occur. 

As Wong-Fillmore and Snow (2002) summarize:

Over the past two decades, some teacher education programs and in-service 
workshops have suggested that there is no need for teachers to provide explicit 
instruction in English grammar, vocabulary, and so forth. Instead teachers have 
been told by experts that they should speak to children in ways that help them 
understand and teach them subject matter using simplified English. They should 
use pictures, gestures, demonstrations and the like to allow children to acquire 
English naturally and automatically, and they should avoid indicating that they 
notice students’ English language errors so that learners will not be self-conscious 
and immobilized in using the language. The message is this: Direct instruction 
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can do nothing to change the course of language development, which is 
determined by internal language acquisition mechanisms that allow learners to 
sort things out eventually (2002:31).

The strong belief in natural acquisition processes, a rejection of explicit 

instruction, and theory and research in other aspects of teaching and learning (e.g., socio-

cultural perspectives) led to a decline in teacher course work in knowledge previously 

considered a staple in S/FL teacher education (e.g., pedagogical grammars, linguistics, 

contrastive phonetics, etc.). In their recent book, What Teachers Need to Know about 

Language, Wong-Fillmore and Snow (2002) begin a much needed discussion in the K-12 

ELL field of the specific content knowledge teachers need to teach ELLs their second 

language. This dissertation attempts to contribute to this discussion. 

2.3.13 Critique of K-12 ELL Research and Pedagogical Recommendations 

We have seen that the importation of theories and research from other disciplines 

is especially prevalent in educational research. These theories and previous research are 

often presented too strongly as singular perspectives and/or proven facts. By the time this 

second-hand information reaches practitioners, it is reinterpreted even more narrowly. In 

most cases, it does not matter what the learning theorists intended, what matters is how 

learning theories are interpreted by educators (teacher trainers, teachers, and textbook 

authors). For example, whether or not it was intended, the message that reached teachers 

during the popularity of the whole language approach was that being read to and rich 

exposure to books would cause reading to emerge naturally (similar to what Krashen is 

now saying). Many teachers who opposed the elimination of phonics had no say in the 
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adoption of this new approach to reading (see footnote for a Texas example).53 Supporters 

of whole language claim that the approach was misunderstood or not implemented 

correctly. The same arguments have been made for natural or communicative approaches 

in second language teaching (e.g., Thompson, 1996). Even if these claims were correct, I 

would argue that if an approach is prone to such widespread misunderstandings and mis-

implementation, it is not a useful approach regardless of the theoretical evidence in its 

favor or the worthy philosophy which under girds it.54 In my view, the problem with 

these teaching approaches has not been their improper implementation, but their over-

emphasis on natural developmental processes and concomitant de-emphasis of explicit 

pedagogy. 

So far in this literature review, I have attempted to review the influences on the 

teaching of English as a second language to K-12 ELL students in the last 30 or so years. 

Based on this review, I have concluded that the ESL approach in K-12 ELL has largely 

been a non-interventionist and therefore non-linguistic approach. As such, research on 

English learning among this population has generally not been reported in terms of 

specific linguistic gains. There are indications that this situation may be changing. The 

return to explicit phonics instruction in reading and recent interest in educational 

                                                
53 I worked in the Bilingual Department at the Texas Education Agency at the height of the whole language 
movement. In 1993, the year I started working at TEA, the English Language Arts and Reading Department 
received hundreds of requests from teachers who asked for permission to use texts other than the state-
adopted reading materials; the state-adopted books were based on a whole language approach. Most of the 
requests were permission to use Open Court, a phonics-based approach to reading. Because of the huge 
number of requests, the Bilingual Department was asked by the director of English Language Arts and 
Reading to help send letters of refusal to these teachers. These teachers, as it turned out, may have been 
right all along. Currently, these same texts or types of text are widely used in teaching students to read.
54 This is admittedly also true for FFI or any other teaching approach. A possible solution is adapting 
instructional approaches for specific and testable goals, e.g., phonics instruction for decoding rather than 
interpreting Shakespeare.
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linguistics with respect to dialect speakers and generation 1.5 students (Wong-Fillmore 

and Snow, 2002) has resulted in a sprinkling of phonics and grammar in some ESL texts, 

but the approaches are still largely meaning-based.55 In the final section of this literature 

review, I return to the more general field of S/FL to review the research on L2 

instructional treatments.

2.4 RESEARCH ON FORM-FOCUSED INSTRUCTION (FFI)

One of the main areas of research in both the SLA and S/FL fields centers on the 

persistent failure of S/FL learners to approach native-like competence in the L2, 

especially in the foreign language classroom. In the history of the rise and fall of second 

language teaching methodologies, the pendulum begins to swing when the method fails 

to produce one of two desired results: communicative fluency or grammatical accuracy 

(Decco, 2001). In the case of formal grammar instruction, the perpetual complaint has 

been that after years of grammar instruction, students are still unable to carry on a basic 

conversation in the L2. This was true even when students could show substantial 

grammatical knowledge on discrete-point tests. The same complaint applied to the 

audiolingual classroom where drill and repetition rather than explicit grammar instruction 

were emphasized. In that case, the blame went to structuralist views of language and 

behaviorist approaches to instruction. Yet, adding a focus on communication, while 

improving fluency, did not make a significant enough difference in accuracy levels of 

                                                
55 In Texas K-12 ESL texts were almost exclusively meaning-based (e.g., Scott Foresman ESL (1996) by 
Chamot, A.U., Cummins, J, Kressler, C. O’Malley, J.M, Fillmore, L.W., published by Longman ESL; High
Point (2000) by Schifini, A., Short, D., Villamil Tinajero, J., published by Hampton-Brown; Visions: 
Language, Literature, and Content (2004) by McCloskey, M.L. and Stack, L., published by Thomson & 
Heinle.
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these students, especially in relation to the years of comprehensible input they had 

received (e.g., Hammerly, 1987 for French immersion; Scarcella, 2003 for generation 1.5 

students). At the same time, it is important to recognize that amid the perpetual bickering 

of theorists, researchers, and methodologists, some second and foreign language learners 

have nonetheless attained high levels of fluency and grammatical accuracy (see Birdsong, 

1992). This perpetual conundrum has led to substantial research in the SLT/L field.56

Besides learning from previous research, the SLT/L field has historically availed 

itself of knowledge from contributing disciplines (linguistics, first and second language 

acquisition, cognitive science, psychology, sociolinguistics, education, etc.) in an attempt 

to understand the effects of different instructional treatments on L2 learning. Although 

many questions remain unanswered, there is growing evidence that explicit form-focused 

instruction (FFI) is not only helpful but indispensable, especially for the focal population 

of this study. Before presenting the literature on FFI, some definitions are necessary. In 

the following section I define and/or clarify linguistic and pedagogical concepts to 

facilitate the reading of this section of the literature review.

2.4.1 Definitions / Clarifications

I begin with the term grammar and follow with definitions or clarifications of 

other terms common in the literature on S/FL instructional treatments. 

                                                
56 It should be noted that I am not implicitly suggesting that native-like proficiency can or should always be 
the goal of second language instruction. Second language learners will often retain their accents, their 
innocuous linguistic peculiarities (e.g., articles with speakers of Asian languages), their use and invention 
of new and interesting linguistic varieties). As I see it, the ultimate goal for an FFI approach with 
immigrant students should be access to the Standard mainstream variety for academic and later professional 
purposes. 
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The term grammar means many different things to different people.57 In this 

dissertation the term “grammar” is used in the inclusive sense of “grammar is language” 

rather than in the partial or more narrow sense of “grammar is part of language.” This 

conception of language/grammar is similar to Larsen-Freeman’s (2003) definition of 

language as the interrelationship among three dimensions: “Form which includes 

phonemes, graphemes, signs, grammatical morphemes (inflections and function words), 

and syntactic patterns; meaning/semantics which includes words, derivational 

morphemes, multiword lexical strings, notions; and use/pragmatics which includes social 

functions (speech acts such as promising, inviting, etc.) and discourse patterns (e.g., 

patterns that contribute to cohesion within text)” (pp. 34-5). Importantly, this inclusive 

conceptualization of language and grammar presupposes sociolinguistically and 

pedagogically consistent treatments of linguistic varieties and language registers (e.g., 

Wong-Fillmore and Snow, 2002; Scarcella, 2003; Hinkle and Fotos, Eds., 2002; 

Schleppegrell, 2004). 

Below I list terms found in research on L2 instructional treatments. The 

definitions/clarifications conform to their general use in the literature. 

1. Focus-on-meaning (FonM) is language instruction that presupposes full 

access to UG and a non-interventionist position with respect to explicit grammar 

instruction. Krashen and Terrell’s Natural Approach; immersion instruction, sheltered-

                                                
57 In the three years I spent at the middle school where I conducted my study, I heard the term “grammar” 
used to mean punctuation or editing rules, vague notions of sentence diagramming from years past, 
teaching parts of speech, and the difference between “proper” and “improper” English.



76

English or content-based instruction, and strong forms of communicative language 

teaching (CLT) are all meaning-based approaches (Long and Robinson, 1998).

2. Focus-on-form is (FonF) “meaning first” instruction; it is language 

instruction which draws the learners’ attention to form within a meaningful 

communicative contexts. Form is addressed briefly and reactively (as it comes up or 

when the need arises) rather than preemptively (with a pre-planned grammatical syllabus 

in mind). FonF is thought to be more effective than isolated FonFs because the focus on 

linguistic features occurs when the learner needs them and is psycholinguistically ready 

to learn them (Long and Robinson, 1998; Doughty and Williams, 1998).

3. Focus-on-forms is “grammar first” instruction; it is language instruction 

which draws the learners’ attention to form preemptively; it is based on a grammatical 

syllabus and is usually delivered according to the traditional pedagogical cycle: 

presentation, practice, and production (the PPP cycle). Long and Robinson (1998) 

consider FonFs instruction less effective than FonF. FonFs is sometimes used 

interchangeably with “explicit grammar instruction (EGI),” FFI (see below) or simply, 

grammar instruction.

4. Form-focused instruction is language instruction which draws learners’ 

attention to form either reactively or preemptively (Spada, 1997, cited in Norris and 

Ortega, 2000). FFI is FonF with the possibility of integrating a linguistic syllabus into 

otherwise content-based, meaning-based, or communicatively-based syllabi. 

5. Consciousness raising (CR) is associated with explicit grammar 

instruction within a Universal Principles framework. CR is assumed to facilitate natural 
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acquisition processes (e.g., forming hypotheses, restructuring input) by a “deliberate 

attempt to draw the learner’s attention specifically to the formal properties of the target 

language” (Sharwood-Smith, 1985:274 quoted in Johnson and Johnson, 1997). CR is best 

associated with FonF instruction. They are similar in that they call for a focus on 

grammatical form to be reactive rather than preemptive, i.e., that meaning should precede 

a focus on form.

6. Processing Instruction (PI) is best associated with a FonF rather that a 

FonFs approach to the teaching of form-meaning connections (see VanPatten, 2002 for 

an update). PI is based on assumptions about how learners process input in relation to 

other cognitive functions, such as working memory constraints and attention (VanPatten 

and Cadeiro, 1993). 

7. Explicit teaching is associated with all types of FFI approaches. Explicit 

instruction may be inductive (FFI last) or deductive (FFI first). Supporters of explicit 

instruction believe that explicit knowledge can help learners become aware of form-

meaning connections they may not otherwise notice. Explicit teaching is supported by 

researchers from various theoretical positions in linguistics (e.g., Gregg, 1984; White, 

1991a & b, White, et al., 1991, Cook, 1993 from UG approaches; N. Ellis, 1998; 

MacWhinney, 1997, 2001 from connectionist approaches).

8. Implicit teaching is generally associated with a non-interventionist 

position and focus-on-meaning teaching approaches. However, researchers have noted 

that implicit teaching does not necessarily lead to implicit learning; learners may be 
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engaged in explicit learning regardless of the teacher’s intentions (e.g., Robinson, 1997; 

MacWhinney, 1997, 2001).

8. Explicit learning means that the learner uses conscious or declarative58

knowledge to learn some aspects of the L2. This knowledge can come from explicit 

instruction or from learner-generated explicit understandings, even under implicit

teaching conditions. Supporters of FFI believe that explicit knowledge, if accurate, can, 

through practice and exposure, be converted into implicit knowledge, i.e., knowledge 

available for automatic processing or spontaneous use in L2 production (see DeKeyser, 

2001; Hu, 2002).

9. Implicit learning is learning that occurs incidentally and without conscious 

awareness. It is what Krashen meant by “acquisition” or “subconscious learning.” 

However, determining that learning is implicit is not so straightforward. Most researchers 

now recognize that learners’ internal thoughts and levels of awareness are not easy to 

measure or to categorize as implicit or explicit (Norris and Ortega, 2000, suppl., 2001). 

Researchers also recognize that learning can be bidirectional, i.e., implicit knowledge can 

be made explicit (as in CR) and explicit knowledge can become implicit (e.g., through 

automatization) (DeKeyser, 2001).

The above definitions/clarifications comprise the most common terms used in the 

literature on S/FL instructional treatments. I mention them here to avoid confusion 

regarding what I mean by FFI. In this study I assume the possibility of integrating 

meaning, form, and use such that there is no contradiction between reactive (form follows 

                                                
58 Declarative and procedural knowledge are terms coined by Anderson, 1983. 
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meaning) or preemptive (form precedes meaning) grammar teaching. I stress that this 

assumption may not always apply to foreign language settings where a purely preemptive 

approach may sometimes result in knowledge of grammar rules alone. I assume that in a 

second language there is a greater possibility that preemptive grammar teaching will be 

supplemented by naturally-occurring exposure to communicative uses of the L2. 

2.4.2 Form-Focused Instruction (FFI)

The first significant review of FFI during the innateness fever of the 1980s was 

Long’s (1983) literature review of eleven studies conducted from 1967 to 1980 on the 

effect of instruction on the rate and accuracy of acquisition. Long concluded from this 

review that regardless of the ages of the learners, levels of proficiency, types of tests, or 

acquisition environment (rich or poor), grammar instruction was beneficial (Long, 

1983d). Ironically, two of the studies used in support of formal instruction featured 

Krashen as a principle author; they are Krashen, Seliger, and Harnett (1974) and Krashen, 

Jones, Zelinksi, and Uprich, (1978). Other reviews that included studies through the early 

1990s also concluded that despite varied and complex learner internal and external 

variables, formal instruction was helpful (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991; Ellis, 1994, 

1997). Since the 1990s, researchers have been less tentative in their conclusions. Not only 

were they finding positive effects for form-focused instruction, they began to suggest that 

an over-emphasis on communicative, experiential, and meaning-based approaches, even 

for extended periods of time, may have induced students to bypass grammatical accuracy 

in the L2 in favor of communication (e.g., Harley, 1992, 1993; Swain, 1998, 2000; 

Skehan, 1998; Richards, 1998; Larsen-Freeman, 1998; Doughty and Williams, 1998; 
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Lightbown, 1998).59 It is important to note that as early as 1982 Higgs and Clifford had 

already suggested that the proficiency movement was having a negative effect on the 

accuracy levels of foreign language students, and Hammerly (1987) had already pointed 

out the shortcomings of the French immersion programs on grammatical accuracy. 

The inadequacy of meaning-based approaches in relation to L2 grammatical 

accuracy was especially evident in the Canadian French immersion studies. In these 

programs English-speaking children began their elementary schooling in French and by 

the end of their 8th-grade year, they had reached high levels of communicative ability in 

French, yet their accuracy level was far from target-like (Harley and Swain, 1984; Swain, 

1985; 1996,1998, 2000; Hammerly, 1987; Harley, 1998). Researchers found that 

students’ weakness were largely in the realm of grammatical development and lexical 

acquisition. In a recent meta-analysis, Norris, J. N., & Ortega, L. (2000, 2001 suppl.) 

compared experimental and quasi-experimental research done between 1980 and 1988 on 

the effectiveness of L2 instruction for several target languages and found that “explicit 

forms of instruction are more effective than implicit types” and that “Focus on Form 

(FonF) and Focus on Forms (FonFs) interventions result in equivalent and large effects” 

and that the “effectiveness of L2 instruction was durable” (2001:158). The evidence from 

cumulative research over the last 30 years suggests strongly that instructed learners have 

a definitive advantage over learners in non-interventionist or naturalistic settings in both 

rate of acquisition and ultimate grammatical accuracy. The focus in the next three 

                                                
59 Since the 1990s and the Norris and Ortega meta-analysis, numerous other papers have been published in 
support of FFI (see Ellis, 2002, Nassaji and Fotos, 2004 for reviews).
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sections is to review and document this attainment under different acquisition/learning 

conditions, the main focus of which will be grammatical accuracy. 

The magnitude of L2 treatment effects on grammatical accuracy is best reviewed 

by reporting findings both from studies which attempted to isolate L2 treatments in 

classrooms as well as findings from studies of learners in naturalistic settings (learners 

not in a classroom of any type), the ultimate non-interventionist setting. As such, this 

review presents findings from early case studies of naturalistic learners (e.g., Shapira, 

1978; and Schumann, 1978), early studies that compared learners in naturalistic, 

instructed, and mixed settings (e.g., Fathman, 1976; Pica, 1983), and more recent studies 

of second language learners in non-interventionist programs (e.g., generation 1.5, French 

immersion learners). Finally, this review is most appropriate in a study of adolescent 

immigrant students in U.S. public schools since it best reflects the L2 learning 

environment in which these students have been instructed. 

2.4.3 Rationale for Comparing Naturalistic vs. Instructed Learners 

The general consensus regarding naturalistic and instructed learners is that the 

latter achieve greater levels grammatical accuracy than the former (Ellis, 1994, 1997). 

However, the magnitude of the differences may be much greater than this statement 

suggests because linguistic data from naturalistic learners is rarely compared to that from 

instructed learners in either SLA or SLT/L studies.60 For instance, Ellis’s (1994) 

comprehensive review of SLA research places naturalistic learning in a chapter on social 

                                                
60 Exceptions are early SLA studies on the natural order or sequences of acquisition discussed at the 
beginning of this review. Comparisons were limited to the extent to which both types of learners followed 
the same acquisition route rather than differences in ultimate attainment. 
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factors. Ellis explains that “the constellation of social factors typically figure to influence 

learning outcomes” by “shaping learner attitudes” and that the “socio-economic class and 

ethnic background may affect the nature and the extent of the input to which they 

(naturalistic learners) are exposed” (1994:197). While social factors certainly influence 

learners, this is not a sufficient reason to exclude linguistic data from naturalistic learners 

in SLA and SLT/L studies any more than it would be to exclude instructed learners for 

exactly the same reasons. For example, social and psychological reasons have been 

proposed to explain the lack of attainment among immigrant learners (e.g., Schumann’s 

Acculturation Hypothesis). While there is no doubt that feeling discriminated against or 

alienated from the majority culture may well affect an immigrant’s motivation to learn 

English, so might negative attitudes towards speakers of Spanish affect an Anglo 

student’s motivation to learn Spanish. In other words, it seems arbitrary to exclude 

linguistic data from naturalistic learners while including data from university students in 

foreign language classrooms simply because of social factors. As mentioned above, it 

may be that using a homogeneous population of only educated second language learners 

actually masks the effects of instruction and that instruction rather than any constellation 

of social factors is the more significant variable affecting the different linguistic 

outcomes among L2 learners.61 Most importantly, linguistic data from naturalistic 

learners could help determine how language acquisition proceeds in the absence of any 

                                                
61 The position taken here in no way dismisses the importance of external factors (e.g., social, 
psychological, political, etc.) Here the focus is second language pedagogy and the linguistic differences 
among those who get it and those who do not.  
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significant L2 instruction. Naturalistic learners would constitute the ultimate control 

group in such studies. 

2.4.4 The Problem of Previous Instruction in Studies of L2 Instructional Treatments 

Anyone who has taught in an undergraduate foreign language program at a 

university knows that many if not most of students in first year language course had 

studied said foreign language in high school for a minimum of two years.62 Thus, another 

problem with using mostly educated adult L2 learners in L2 treatment studies is 

controlling for previous explicit grammar instruction. The examples that follow are only 

briefly described for the purpose of illustrating this problem. There is no intention to 

refute the findings of these studies. The first example is a study conducted by VanPatten 

and Cadeiro (1993) in which they attempted to compare the effects of input-processing 

instruction and traditional grammar instruction (TI) on word order and object pronouns in 

Spanish. One finding was that students in the implicit input-processing treatment 

outperformed those receiving explicit TI on interpretation tasks (tasks calling for the 

correct mapping of forms to pictures). Both groups made significant gains on the 

production test but were not significantly different from each other. VanPatten (2002) 

explains his and Cadeiros’ interpretations of the results: “We took these latter results to 

mean that the TI group learned to do a task, whereas the PI group experienced a change 

                                                
62 I learned this from the undergraduate coordinator at the University of Texas in 1992. At the time I was 
teaching high school Spanish and was interested in how well high schools were preparing students for 
college foreign language courses. I also surveyed the university students I taught as an assistant instructor 
from 1998 to 2000. Most students I surveyed had studied Spanish for three years. Every semester, the one 
to three students who had never taken Spanish had taken another foreign language in high school (usually 
French or Latin).
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in their underlying knowledge that allowed them to perform on different kinds of tasks” 

(p. 771). While I am not suggesting that PI is not beneficial, an alternate explanation of 

the results is possible. It may be that learners in the PI group did better because the 

enhanced input task was an additional rather than an instead-of treatment. Assuming all 

of the students had received previous TI instruction, the difference between the two 

groups may be that the PI group received an additional and different type of treatment, a 

treatment that caused their proverbial lights to turn on. Controlling for previous 

instruction may be a greater problem in EFL studies since most involve university 

students who began their study of a foreign language in elementary school rather than 

high school. Even studies that use artificial languages (e.g., de Graff, 1997) cannot 

control for previous foreign language instruction since studying any foreign language 

appears to aid in the learning of subsequent foreign languages. The participants in de 

Graff’s study (on the role of explicit instruction in the acquisition of L2 grammar) were 

Dutch university students who had likely had at least nine years of English as foreign 

language instruction.63 Although de Graff found positive effects for explicit grammar 

instruction, the size of the effect may have been even larger.

Besides the logical conjectures I offer above, there is direct research support for 

the use of previously learned explicit knowledge in tasks which aim to measure the 

effects of implicit treatments. In his 1997 study on individual differences under implicit 

or explicit learning conditions Robinson found that participants assigned to implicit 

treatments reported consciously looking for rules despite task instructions. Like de 

                                                
63 As in many other countries, students in the Netherlands typically begin English instruction in the mid-
elementary grades (3rd, 4th, or 5th) 



85

Graff’s study, Robinson’s fine-grain study has considerably more to contribute in a more 

expanded discussion of L2 treatment effects in second language learning. Their 

abbreviated mention here is simply to lend support to the argument that the homogeneity 

of the study participants with respect to previous language study may be one reason that 

the differential effects of L2 treatments have sometimes been difficult to determine. In 

the final sections of this literature review I present studies and data on the linguistic 

attainments of learners in different settings with respect to instruction in order to 

highlight the differences that the absence of explicit grammar instruction might make. I 

begin with naturalistic learners. 

2.4.5 Zero FFI: The linguistic Characteristics of Naturalistic Learners

The major characteristics of language learned in naturalistic settings are variation, 

simplification, transfer, and fossilization (Schumann, 1978; for early studies see Nemser, 

1971; Selinker, 1972, Richards, 1972 in Ed. Richards, 1974; for summaries and reviews 

see Johnson and Johnson, 1997; Ellis, 1994; Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991). Early 

studies of immigrant speakers in various parts of the world and early case studies of 

naturalistic learners (e.g., “Jorge” in Rosansky, 1976; “Alberto” in Schumann, 1978; 

“Zoila” in Shapira, 1978; “Wes” in, Schmidt, 1983) offered incontrovertible support for 

the above characteristics. Although many naturalistic learners develop sufficient fluency 

to communicate freely with native speakers, most stabilize at what researchers have 

variously referred to as an immigrant interlanguage, a simplified code, or a “pidgin64-like 

                                                
64 This is Schumann’s use of the word, “pidgin.” It may be an unfortunate use since it is inconsistent with 
the formal definition of a pidgin language. The term “simple-code” was probably a better term.
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level of ability. In Table 2.5 I have compiled a list of the linguistic features reflecting this 

simplified code (from Schumann, 1977; Shapira, 1978; Richards, 1974; Johnson and 

Johnson, 1999; the authors are abbreviated as follows: Shapira (RCS), Richards (JR), 

Fishman et al. (JF et al). Some of these features are reminiscent of those that proponents 

of a natural sequence of acquisition claim emerge at earlier stages of acquisition (e.g., 

negation with pre-verbal no, lack of inversion in questions, overuse of –ing, lack of 

inflection for 3rd-person singular and past tense, etc.). In these learners those features 

have persisted to asymptote.
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Table 2.5: Linguistic Features of Simplified Code

It should be noted that examples from Zoila (Shapira, 1978) were used simply for 

convenience. While Zoila’s length of residence (three years) does not fit the qualification 

for most critical period studies (ten years), the features in her English have been 

                                                
65 A few points of clarification are necessary: 1) Many of the features listed in the table overlap with 
linguistic features found in pidgins but do not include them all; 2) correctly-formed utterances are often 
learned as unanalyzed formulaic chunks (e.g., I don’t know); 3) I have also excluded examples of code-
switching or use of idiosyncratic forms.

Simple-code features
65

Spanish speakers

(1) Negation with pre-verbal no; 
sometimes with don’t but as an allomorph 
of no or as a formulaic chunk

(2) copula-BE deletion; default use of is
for inflected BE; use of is in non-
obligatory contexts

(3) Auxiliary-BE deletion and overuse of 
–ing

(4) Lack of inversion in question 
formation

(5) No inflection for possessive case

(6) Uninflected verb forms, especially 3rd-
person singular –s

(7) Transfer from L1 (including 
codeswitching)

(8) Reduced use of function words

(9) Use of formulaic phrases

(10) Omssion of subject pronouns.

(11) Use of free forms (e.g., quantifiers, 
adverbs of time) rather than 
morphological or tense inflection. 

You no understand; You don’t understand; I don’t 
understand (RCS, 1978: 249)

Everybody__ sad; Tamales is more better, is best; 
My bones is hurt. (RCS, 1978: 248)

I liking snow. My family needing money. (RCS, 1978: 
248) It no making difference. (RCS, 1978: 248)

He is coming? He live here? (invented examples) 

Jody books. (RCS, 1978: 248)

Ms. L tell me. He work in the bookkeeper. (RCS, 
1978: 248)

The car de Carlo. ...put more attention. The water 
hot is ready. (RCS, 1978: 252)

 I’m hear … and put more attention the big words.
(RCS, 1978: 254)

You don’t understand; I don’t understand (RCS, 
1978: 249)

Is hard. Do you think is ready? (RCS, 1978: 248)

I go there about one and a half and I find too many
job for me (JF et al., 1968, cited in JR, 1974:70).
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documented in immigrants whose length of residence was much longer (see Richards, 

Eds., 1974 for other examples). 

2.4.6 Zero to some FFI: Naturalistic, mixed, and instructed learners 

The studies reviewed in this section are mixed. The early studies compared L2 

learners in different settings, the main goals of which were often to test the hypotheses on 

acquisition orders or other interlanguage processes in different L2 contexts. With regard 

to acquisition orders, most studies confirmed earlier findings of invariant developmental 

sequences (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991). At the same time, often inadvertently, 

these studies also revealed the benefits of formal instruction in imporoving the accuracy 

of L2 acquisition. Fathman (1978), for example, compared U.S. ESL learners with 

German EFL adolescent learners and found that while second language learners achieved 

greater fluency, foreign language students achieved greater levels of grammatical 

accuracy. These accuracy benefits occurred despite less exposure to input, a factor which 

is often advanced to explain lack of accuracy among FL learners. Instructed learners 

outperformed learners in naturalistic or mixed settings in other studies. Pica (1983) 

conducted a cross-sectional study of three groups of Mexican Spanish speakers in 

naturalistic, instructed, and mixed settings. There were six students per group, with the 

naturalistic and mixed groups in SL settings and the instructed group in an FL setting. 

While Pica found similar orders of acquisition among the three groups, important 

differences in accuracy on specific linguistic features also emerged. The instructed group 

outscored the naturalistic and mixed group in correctly supplying the plural –s (by 19 

percentage points) and 3rd-person singular –s (by 49 percentage points). Like the 
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naturalistic learners in the previous section, uninstructed learners in Pica’s study seemed 

to resort to communication strategies typical of simple-code speakers. They were more 

likely to rely on free forms rather than inflection to mark number or tense, e.g., three 

cousin, I go yesterday. Another early study Pavesi (1986) compared the attainment of 

relative pronouns among Italian learners in instructed and naturalistic settings. The EFL 

learners consisted of 48 high school students between the ages of 14 and 18 who had 

received from two to seven years of explicit grammar instruction. The naturalistic 

learners were 38 Italian waiters between the ages of 19 and 50 who had learned English 

in Britain through exposure at work and in a variety of other settings. The waiters had 

lived in Britain an average of six years (some as little as three months but others as long 

as 25 years). On the surface the substantial differences between these non-equivalent 

groups would invalidate a comparison, but in this case a counterbalance of factors 

allowed a comparison because although the level of formal education and explicit 

grammar instruction favored the EFL group, exposure to input in an English-speaking 

country favored the naturalistic learners. Again, the findings supported a predicted 

sequence of acquisition, this time on the Keenan and Comrie Accessibility Hierarchy. For 

both groups the least marked forms were learned first and the more marked were learned 

later. However, the instructed group outperformed the naturalistic group overall in 

supplying marked features. The instructed group even produced more accuracy-directed 

errors in that they produced more resumptive pronoun copies than noun copies; the 

opposite held for the naturalistic learners. Pavesi sought explanations other than formal 

instruction to explain the superior performance of the instructed learners. She argued that 
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linguistic input in the classroom was more complex and elaborate than in the naturalistic 

setting, but this explanation, according to Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991), does not 

explain the ungrammatical use of resumptive nominal and pronominal copies by both 

groups. Larsen-Freeman and Long suggested that universal constraints might explain the

latter, but that a simpler explanation for the greater quantity of marked relativized 

constructions among the EFL students was formal instruction. The three studies 

mentioned in this section compared naturalistic, instructed, and mixed learners. The 

findings of these studies demonstrated that instruction had a positive effect on accuracy 

and on the avoidance of pidginized forms. As previously mentioned, the studies of 

the1970s and 1980s were more interested in explaining SLA processes either in relation 

to the learner (e.g., learner-internal mechanisms) or in relation to the language (e.g., 

effects of markedness on acquisition) than they were in comparing instructional 

treatments, yet inadvertently they also revealed superior grammatical attainment for the 

instructed learners.

It is important to note that studies on formal instruction have also cautioned about 

its negative effects (e.g., Eubank, 1987; Lightbown, 1983; VanPatten, 1990). For 

instance, instruction may induce students to overgeneralize rules, such as the overuse of 

the present progressive for habitual events (Lightbown, 1983). Eubank (1987) found that 

learners sometimes produced errors not found in naturalistic acquisition. Pica (1983) also 

found that instruction sometimes led to an over-suppliance of morphological endings, but 

that overgeneralizations of this type disappeared as proficiency levels increased. 

Lightbown (1983) also found that the overuses tended to fade over time. Overall, no 
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studies that I am aware of have found lasting negative effects of instruction. I continue 

with a review of the attainment of learners in immersion and meaning-focused 

instruction.

2.4.7 The linguistic characteristics of French immersion students 

Hammerly referred to French immersion programs as the “litmus test of second 

language acquisition through classroom communication” (1987:395). In other words, if 

FonM instruction were the superior approach to L2 learning, the evidence should show 

up in the French immersion programs. Besides the abundant provision of comprehensible 

input, other often reported obstacles to successful L2 acquisition were missing. The 

students were young, their socio-economic status high, and their time on task ample. 

Motivated middle-class parents voluntarily enrolled their children in these programs, 

usually from the age of six. The children were immersed in French 100% of the time in 

the early grades, adding English instruction gradually as they progressed through the 

years. The reported achievements of the FI programs were phenomenal. By the end of 

eighth grade, these children had reached high levels of listening and comprehension skills 

in French with no detriment to their English or academic skills (Genesse, 1987; Swain 

and Lapkin, 1982). Krashen (1984) lauded the successes of the FI programs and used 

them in support of his theories. Soon enough, however, puzzling findings with respect to 

students’ grammatical accuracy and vocabulary knowledge began to emerge, and large-

scale evaluation studies were put in motion to find explanations (see Swain, 1996 for a 

summary). As Swain explains:
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These findings did not correspond to expectations from the original theoretical 
rationale for immersion education. For this reason, it became important to observe 
in a systematic way the nature of instruction in immersion classes (1996:94). 

These evaluations and studies did not lead the researchers to question the 

theoretical rationale underlying immersion programs—that L2 acquisition was best 

accomplished through communication. This may be because the principle researchers and 

evaluators were also the originators and promoters of the FI programs. They maintained 

their belief that L2 acquisition is best attained through communication rather than 

isolated grammar practice. As Swain states:

Many believed the obvious solutions to the grammatical weaknesses observed in 
the spoken and written French of the immersion students was to provide the 
students with written and oral exercises focusing on the grammatical problems 
observed. We were not convinced that ‘out of context’ grammatical exercises 
were the solution (1996:94). 

Much of the research/evaluations carried out by the promoters of FI focused on 

classroom observations. New hypotheses were generated, recommendations were made, 

and intervention FonF studies were conducted. The recommendations remained within 

FonF approaches (consciousness raising, negotiation of meaning, noticing the gap via 

comprehensible output). The extent to which the grammatical accuracy of learners 

improved overall was not fully determined, but researchers report beneficial effects of 

FonF treatments (see Swain, 1996, 2000). External research, research conducted by 
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individuals not affiliated with the development of FI programs, was decidedly more 

critical.66

Hammerly (1987) reviewed six studies, including his own small-scale study of six 

students. I report on Hammerly’s summaries of these studies.67 The first is the Pawley 

study (1985, cited in Hammerly, 1987), which rated the proficiency levels of eleventh-

grade students; 41 were early immersion students (began schooling in French) and 56 

were late immersion students (began French study in grade seven). The students received 

an average rating of 2 to 2+ on a test modeled after the Foreign Service Institute 

proficiency test. The low level of both early and late immersion students suggests that 

early immersion students may have fossilized in their grammatical development. A 

smaller case study conducted by Pellerin and Hammerly (1986, cited in Hammerl, 1987) 

interviewed six 12th-grade students who had been in immersion programs since 

kindergarten. The students volunteered to participate in the study and had attended two 

reputable immersion programs. The transcriptions of the interviews revealed students 

made errors in 53.8% of the sentences they produced.68 Only errors that a native-speaker 

of French would never make were counted as errors. In an earlier study Spilka (1976, 

cited in Hammerly, 1987) recorded three groups of children retelling stories. The first 

group consisted of early immersion students in grades five and six; the second group 

                                                
66 It is interesting to note that in her reviews Swain (1996, 2000) does not cite research of Hammerly and 
critics. 
67 To the extent possible, I have used original articles throughout this literature review. However, I have 
had to rely on Hammerly’s (1987) review of these studies, and while he may be excessively critical, the 
combined studies (those by promoters/originators of FI programs, such as Swain and those by detractors, 
such as Hammerly) reveal a similar linguistic picture. 
68 Hammerly stresses the areas in which learners had difficulty in order to make the point that immersion 
did not deliver the expected results as predicted by naturalistic approaches. He suggests that immersion 
follow a study of grammar.  
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consisted of younger immersion students, in grades one to four, and the third group 

consisted of francophone children in grades one to four. Spilka found that 52.2% of the 

first group’s sentences contained errors compared to 7% among the younger francophone 

children. She also found that little grammatical progress was made from the early grades 

to grades five and six. The Adiv Study (1980) consisted of findings from French and 

French/Hebrew immersion programs. Adiv interviewed 114 students in first to third 

grade and found a similar lack of grammatical progress, especially of marked 

grammatical forms. She suggested that the pressure to communicate may have resulted in 

the simplified grammar used by the students. Hammerly cites two other 1983 studies, the 

Gustafson and Tatto Studies. The findings in these studies were similar to the previous 

ones—minimal linguistic progress in comparison to the amount of time the spent 

listening to and reading and learning in French. In Table 2.6 I have summarized the 

findings from these studies.
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Linguistic 
Structures Description of errors

(1) Verb forms 
tense/aspect form and 
function)

Incorrect use of auxiliaries, conjugation errors, use of infinitives instead of 
conjugated forms, imperfect and compound past tense errors (Hammerly, 
1987; Swain, 2000). 

Verb system problems accounted for 24% of errors in Pellerin and Hammerly 
(1986) study.

(2) Gender Errors persisted from early grades to 11th grade; errors were present on 
common words, such as la cours, un classe, la mot, le chanson, la 
government, etc. (Hammerly, 1987; Swain, 2000). 

Gender accounted for 16.5% of errors in Pellerin and Hammerly (1986) 
study.

(3) Vocabulary and 
idiomatic structures.

“Demonstrate influence from English, e.g., by generally making little use of 
derived verbs and directional motion verbs in French, and typically assuming 
(sometimes incorrectly) that if verbs have equivalent meanings in English and 
French they will also fit into the same type of syntactic frame.” (Harley and 
Jean, 1999: 2) 

Vocabulary and idiomatic structures accounted for 17% of errors in Pellerin 
and Hammerly (1986) study.

(4) Conditional “Even at grade ten, immersion students produce the conditional only a little 
more than half the time in obligatory contexts.” (Swain, 1996). 

(5) Formal and informal 
uses of 2nd-person 
pronouns

Overuse of tu in situations calling for vous (Swain, 1996).

(6) Transfer from L1 Evident throughout.

Table 2.6: Linguistic Errors of French Immersion Students

Findings from the Canadian French immersion studies are immensely important 

to SLA and SLT/L. Even a staunch believer in explicit-FFI would not have predicted the 

grammatical problems found after 5000-7000 of hours of French immersion in learners 

who began their study of French at age six or seven. Needless to say, numerous 
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explanations have been advanced to explain this problem (e.g., Swain, 1985, 1995, 1998; 

Hammerly, 1987; Francis, 1999). Although all have agreed that comprehensible input, 

even copious amounts over many years, is sometimes insufficient to induce learners to 

acquire grammatical accuracy in an L2; not all agree on why. Swain proposed the Output 

Hypothesis, arguing that while students were receiving copious comprehensible input, 

they were minimally required to speak. Swain postulated that pushed output would 

induce learners to notice the gap between their interlanguage and the target language and 

that this awareness would trigger repair of non-target-like utterances.69 Hammerly 

suggested that the lack of grammatical accuracy among FI learners revealed a 

fundamentally wrong-headed theoretical rationale for how second languages are best 

learned. Hammerly not only rejects the idea that languages can be acquired through 

comprehensible input and communication alone but sees the need for attention to 

problems of L1 transfer and early fossilization. He argues that the emphasis on 

communication induces learners to communicate without regard to form and that this 

leads to fossilization. Given the minimal difference in attainment between early and late 

immersion students and their tendency to fossilize in the absence of a focus on accuracy, 

Hammerly proposes that immersion would be beneficial in the second half of a language 

program. Francis (1999) suggests that explanations that focus on opportunities for output 

or methods of instruction cannot adequately explain how prepubescent children, after 

7000 hours of L2 exposure over eight years, are no more likely to reach native-like norms 

than learners who enter these programs as adolescents. Francis suggests that a more likely 

                                                
69 Over many years, Swain has refined her output hypothesis by borrowing from research in SLA/SLT/L 
(e.g., consciousness raising, noticing, and FonF). 
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explanation is the existence of an earlier critical period (CP); he suggests that access to 

UG may begin to erode at six or seven. I will expand on Francis’s explanation in more 

detail since it relates to immigrant ESL learners as well.

Francis suggests that a comparison between the grammatical attainment of French 

immersion learners and Spanish-speaking immigrant children who started learning 

English before the age of six might shed light on the validity of an earlier CP. He argues 

that matching academically proficient students in such a study would offset the 

differences in socio-economic status between the students. Another naturally-occurring 

variable Francis discusses is access to input. He proposes that if a lack of “extensive or 

varied” input in FI settings prevents the “language faculty from constructing a complete 

linguistic system” in prepubescent FI students, a comparison to academically similar ESL 

students with “sufficient daily contact with the L2” would close the grammatical gap. As 

Francis explains: 

If full access is still available between six and puberty, it would be highly 
improbable that children with seven or eight years of daily interaction with 
English speakers and exposure to English-language television programming at 
such levels would not attain native-speaker levels (1999:15).

It is important to note that an academically-comparable comparison group would 

also be exposed to English input in subject-matter classes. The evidence for earlier 

maturational constraints would emerge if a lack of core grammatical attainment in 

otherwise academically proficient students could be found. Unlike Cummins, Francis 

(1999) distinguishes between L2 linguistic development and “academic discourse 

proficiency” and seems to support my contention that language competence and school 
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learning are not opposite ends of a proficiency continuum (i.e., that CALP follows from 

BICS). Francis argues that “assessment criteria are to be restricted to linguistic or 

structural features of French and English, not academic discourse abilities” (1999:15). If 

a lack of correlation between “mastery of basic grammatical patterns” and “general 

academic achievement” were found, Francis argues, this would indicate UG is not 

available, even to prepubescent learners of an L2. This negative correlation would exist 

among the FI students who scored high on academic achievement and low on 

grammatical accuracy. Although a study of this type has not been conducted, recent 

studies of generation 1.5 students suggest that some aspects of basic grammatical 

competence are not acquired even when academic achievement is. With regard to L2 

instruction, such a finding would also suggest that L2 learners rely primarily on general 

cognitive learning strategies to learn the accuracy dimensions of an L2. I now turn to the 

linguistic attainments of generation 1.5 students. 

2.4.8 The Linguistic Characteristics of Generation 1.5 Students 

In the previous section, I reviewed the grammatical attainment (or lack thereof) of 

ideal learners in ideal L2 FL immersion settings. In this section I review the grammatical 

attainment of academically-successful generation 1.5 learners in the U.S (see definition 

of generation 1.5 students in section 1.3). As argued earlier, generation 1.5 learners are 

often highly motivated, possibly above-average students. They are ideal learners in a SL 

setting and best fit Francis’s hypothetical comparison group mentioned above. They are 

English language learners who attended U.S. public schools most of their school lives; 

they graduated from U.S. high schools and scored sufficiently well on college entrance 
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exams to gain admittance to a community college or university. Yet when generation 1.5 

students arrive at college, many are placed in remedial English or in ESL classes (Wong-

Fillmore and Snow, 2002). In 1997 at the University of California at Irvine 60% of the 

incoming freshmen failed the English competency test and of those, 20% (about 600 

students) had to take an ESL class (Scarcella, 1997 cited in Wong-Fillmore and Snow, 

2002). According to Scarcella, 95% of these students had attended U.S. public schools 

for more than eight years and many of them had been in honors and advanced placement 

classes in high school, often in English honors classes as well. Nevertheless, upon their 

arrival at the university they were told that their command of English was inadequate for 

college-level writing requirements, not only because they lacked knowledge of academic 

discourse, but because they lacked competence in basic English grammatical patterns 

(e.g., knowledge or use of tenses, verb forms, phrasal verbs, prepositions, conditionals, 

modals, vocabulary and idiomatic expressions). Generation 1.5 students come from a 

variety of language backgrounds, and they are just as likely to have participated in a 

bilingual program in elementary school as they are to have participated in an ESL 

program.70 How do generation 1.5 students compare to French immersion students? 

From the available data presented in Wong-Fillmore and Snow (2002), the 

majority of generation 1.5 students have been in the U.S. for more than eight years, and 

many since kindergarten. This means that like FI students, most began their L2 learning 

between the ages of six and puberty. They also resemble generation 1.5 students with 

                                                
70 Interestingly, a characteristic that generation 1.5 students share is limited literacy in their first languages 
(Harklau, L., Losey, K. M., & Siegal, M. Eds., 1999). This finding supports an earlier suggestion that U.S.-
based native-language programs are generally weak. 
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respect to L2 teaching approaches; both were instructed in meaning-focused, content-

centered classrooms. Another similarity between FI and generation 1.5 students is in 

academic achievement. By Cummins’ and Collier’s definitions of language proficiency, 

all of these students have CALP. However, with respect to comprehensible input, 

generation 1.5 students differ from FI students in that they have had considerably more 

exposure to English that FI students have had to French. Despite accounts of linguistic 

insularity among some ethnic groups living in the United States, it is reasonable to 

assume that generation 1.5 students have taken more advantage of input opportunities 

than less academically-successful immigrant students (Francis, 1999). Below I present 

the English problems of generation 1.5 students.

2.4.9 Linguistic Features of Generation 1.5 English

Research containing linguistic descriptions of the English attained by U.S. 

educated-Spanish-speaking ELLs is sparse. Although Scarcella and other generation 1.5 

researchers (e.g., Harklau, L., Losey, K.M., and Siegal, M. 1999) provide lists of errors 

and the general linguistic categories in which they occurred, most of the examples are 

from speakers of Asian languages. Given that the focus of this dissertation is Spanish-

speaking students, I had no choice but to search for this data in earlier studies. A few 

studies conducted during the 1970s included such linguistic descriptions. Therefore, 

examples of generation 1.5 English presented here come from both current and past 

sources and from both Spanish speakers and speakers of Asian languages. It was 

important to include examples from Asian-origin students for two reasons: 1) It helps 

dispel the myth that Asian-origin students learn English while Hispanic ELLs do not, and 

2) data from two distinct groups of academically successful students suggests that the 
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problem primarily lies in U.S. K-12 second-language teaching programs. That linguistic 

problems exist in both groups of students also suggests that it does not matter whether 

students were in bilingual, ESL-only, or English-immersion programs. Generation 1.5 

English is summarized in Table 2.7; the sources are abbreviated in the following manner: 

author initials, year of publication, and page number [e.g., Robin Scarcella (RS) (2003); 

Celia Merrill (CM) (1977); Andrew Cohen (AC) (1973); Caroline Corser Willard (CCW) 

(1971)]. From my own errors as a generation 1.5 student I have included one example, 

abbreviated at EDG, 2005. I have omitted prescriptive grammar errors that a native

speaker could make (e.g., hypercorrections, such as between he and I) and punctuation 

errors. 



Code Features Spanish speakers Native language not indicated or Vietnamese and Korean speakers

Verbs
inflection (especially 
3rd-person singular 
and simple past tense) 
tense/aspect

missing subject 
agreement
participial use (-ed or 
–ing)
complementation
phrasal verbs

Modals/ Conditional 
and hypothetical 
constructions

Question formation 
and negation 
(auxiliary use, tense, 
syntax)

My high school teachers give me As because I work so hard but they do not
correct my writings. (RS, 2003:138)

I always get As in my honors English class, but the teachers never comment on 
my work. I wish they comment. (RS, 2003:138)

Usually when one sending a gift…/ …the people ____ more convincing about 
this product (CM, 1977:82)

I ___ been thinking… (CCW, 1971:45)

… who bring out certain persons and punishing them
Tony called to say he was come over...
People will not try ___ understand us.
And she had went… (CCW, 1971:53)

I enjoy hearing good music of different type and ___ is very relaxing to see a 
comedy show. (CM, 1977:85)

Everyone who came close to him just started to sneezing his head off 
We kept on see each other.
The rice requires to be watch every 5 minutes. (CM, 1977:84)

Why you didn’t? (AC, 1973: )
When did it happened? (CM, 1977:82)
This ____ not make him a … (CCW, 1971:45)
There were not TV then. (Ibid)
There are many women today that they just get marry. (CCW, 1971:88)

…there are other kinds of persons who___ rather have friends (CM, 1977:82)

Males ____ rather see a different… (CM, 1977:82)

The teacher would take time…that the students will be able to see…
I told them I will come …. (CCW, 1971:45) 
I told him I will came back… (CCW, 1971:53)

I always remembered (remember) when my friend died. (RS, 2003:163)

I study (have studied) English since 1986. (RS, 2003:163)

[I have included the full text of two examples from Scarcella (2003). Both are 
correspondences to professors at the Univeristy of California at Irvine written 
by Vietnamese-origin 1.5 generation students. The first is an e-mail message to 
a biology professor and the second is a letter to Robin Scarcella from a student 
enrolled in an ESL class.]

Letter to Robin Scarcella:

Dear Ms. Robin
I really not need humanity 20 writing class because since time I come to the 
United States all my friend speak english. Until now everyone understand me 
and I don’t’ need study english. I don’t know vietnam language. I speak only 
english. I have no communication problem with my friend in dorm. My english 
teacher in high school___ key person to teach me. My teacher explain to me 
how important the book was for the student and persuaded me to read many 
book. I get A in English through out high school and never take ESL. I gree that 
some student need class but you has not make a correct decision to put me in 
english class. Please do not make me lose the face. In have confident in english.
(RS, 2003:161)

E-mail message to biology professor:

How do you do? My name is Duy Nguyen. I am a student in UCI currently on 
the freshman level. I am going to be atend Biology 5C next year, but during the 
summer, I would like to continue my study on the subject. Although my major is 
in Social Science, I am consider to have Biology as my second major. I am 
courrently attending Professor Campbell lecture. He suggested to me that 
maybe I should seek around to for resarch projects, since it would be much 
more beneficial and interesting to have actual hands on experience. He suggest
that maybe I should contact you to see would it be possible for you to provide 
me with some information. As I have nderstand that you are currently 
conducting a research on the subject of plasma, and I would like to know more 
about it, that is, if I am not costing any inconvenience. Thank you very much, 
and have a good day. (RS, 2003:15)

He can studies with me tonight. (RS, 2003:163)
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Prepositions
The employer fears he is not capable to handle the type of job…
My point of view of smoking marijuana is it should be allowed…(CM, 1977:84)
The rains cause for streets to flood in the cities and for animals to die…
(CM, 1977:85)

We got ___ of the car. (CCW, 1971:74)

The nucleus is on the cell.
He discriminates ____ me (RS, 2003:163)

He arrived to the United States (EDG:2005)

…currently on the Freshman level (RS, 2003: 15)

Pronoun use
Missing subject
Resumptive pronouns

There are many women today that they just get marry.
…some place which is very boring to talk about it.
If she is a housewife, ___ should stay home (CCW, 1971:74)

Of Men and Mice, it was written by Steinbeck.
According to Steinbeck, he wrote the book. (RS, 2003:163)

Adjectives
Possessive
Comparatives

the people (are) more convincing (convinced) about this product
(CM, 1977:82)
our generation troubles (CCW, 1971:37)
children clothes / theirself /  more prettier (AC, 1973: )

Articles I think the Bilingual Education should be a required course…(CM, 1977:85)
…spending the Sunday afternoon in the park…(CCW, 1971:80)

The knowledge is good.
On___ first day school I get lost. (RS, 2003:163)

…in dorm Please do not make me lose the face.. how important the book was … 
some student need ___class but you has not make   a   correct decision to put 
me in ___ english class. Please do not make me lose the face.(RS, 2003:161)

Table 2.7: Generation 1.5 Linguistic Features

Lexical: 
o derivation
o idioms (misuse of 

fixed formulaic 
expressions)

o academic word 
(extended 
meaning or 
wrong 
collocation)

o colloquial and
formal uses 
mixed

o number 
(agreement, 
mass/count)

o irregular noun 
forms

…to realize that Santa Claus is made believe 
If my team is losing, I feel depress (CM, 1977:82, 83)
Life is worth of living  (CM, 1977:84)

my writings  (RS, 2003:138)

So happens that my boss is my brother-in-law… (CM, 1977:85)

…I enjoy hearing good music of different type__ and is very relaxing to see a 
comedy show.  (CM, 1977:85)

I’m interesting in finding out… (CCW, 1971:53)

My cousin said if I wanted to go with him. (CCW, 1971:93)

The TA gave me many good advices. / I read the informations.
all my friend__ (RS, 2003:161)

Mercy killings is right way to decrease one’s suffering if one is brain dead or 
could not covers from cancer. For example, this guy was on a machine like ten 
or thirteen years with no consciousness before he died.

Her ubiquitous perfume smell rancid .

On another hand, he like her a lot.  (RS, 2003:163)

I don’t know the vietnam language
I have confident in english. (RS, 2003:161)

…costing any inconvenience  (RS, 2003:15)
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The examples of generation 1.5 English lends strong support to the claim that 

accurate L2 acquisition is not an inevitable natural process. It also indicates that 

schooling in the language, even for extended periods of time, is insufficient for the 

acquisition of accuracy in an L2. Although some may attribute the gaps in the English of 

ELL students to be the difference between social and academic English (e.g., Cummins’ 

BICS and CALP distinction), it is clear from the cumulative research reviewed in this 

dissertation that linguistic competence and academic achievement are different 

phenomena. L2 learners can reach high levels of academic achievement while lacking in 

basic grammatical accuracy. One has only to look to the number of foreign students in 

U.S. universities with less-than-accurate English skills. Similarly, many FI and 

generation 1.5 students are able to pass or even excel on standardized achievement tests 

yet lack basic grammatical accuracy. This is not to say that L2 proficiency and academic 

achievement to not overlap in some ways but to show that simplistic dichotomies, such as 

BICS and CALP fail to address the complexity of second language learning, academic 

achievement, and the interaction of the two (for more cogent accounts of academic 

language and literacy, see Scheppegrell, 2004 and Kern, 2000). 

The bulk of the evidence presented in the final section of this literature review 

suggests not only that explicit instruction is necessary, but that it may be the most 

important factor in the linguistic attainment L2 learners. The less explicit the L2 

instruction learners received, the more likely they were to fossilize in their grammatical 
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development.71 This brings me to end of this extensive and somewhat unorthodox 

literature review. 

2.4.10 Summary

I have attempted to present a critical review of the theories and research of the last 

30 years which best inform the potential role of explicit grammar instruction for K-12 

ELLs. I began with a review of the theories which led the field to a belief that universal 

innate mechanisms were available in L2 acquisition and that explicit grammar instruction 

was not only unnecessary, but could be harmful in the L2 classroom. I followed up with 

theories from socially-minded scholars (Cummins and Collier), who, in my opinion, 

while well-intentioned, were not only simplistic in their conceptualizations of language 

acquisition, but by conflating linguistic competence with knowledge gained through 

schooling, have perpetuated the deficit notion of semilingualism in the minds of K-12 

ELL educators. I presented the paradigm shifts in SLA and SLT/L and other 

philosophical and pedagogical movements which affected K-12 ELL education in general 

and ESL instruction in particular. I then returned to the SLA and SLT/L field and ended 

with a research review of form-focused instruction. In this rather long review I not only 

reported on the research in support of FFI, but I also reported on the linguistic 

achievement of learners who received zero to some FFI. The linguistic profiles of these 

learners predict the current and future linguistic profiles of many public school ELLs who 

learned or will English through non-FFI approaches. This is not to say that there are no 

                                                
71 I acknowledge that from a sociolinguistic perspective, fossilization would not be the end result but 
possibly the beginning of new grammars. 
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immigrant children who have learned or can learn the grammar of mainstream English 

without FFI, but why take chances? If the evidence shows that middle-class French 

immersion students and motivated generation 1.5 students falter in their levels of 

grammatical accuracy, it is likely that immigrant children from low socio-economic 

backgrounds and low levels of academic preparation will also. However strong an 

argument I make for explicit grammar instruction, I wish to state clearly that I do not 

mean to imply that EGI is the solution to all of the problems students face in school or 

even to all of their English language learning problems. Time and space do not permit me 

to address other important aspects of a comprehensive education program for ELLs (e.g., 

vocabulary, 72 reading, writing, subject matter instruction, etc.). The focus of my study is 

grammar instruction, but each one of above areas could be the topic of a similar 

dissertation study.

                                                
72 For example, many would argue that vocabulary instruction is as critical a factor in second language 
learning as is grammar instruction (Folse, 2004). For important studies in vocabulary teaching and learning 
see Paul Meara, Paul Nation, Batia Laufer, Norbert Schmitt, Rob Waring; see Bialystok (2002) for 
vocabulary factors as they apply to bilingualism.
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Chapter Three:  Methodology, Analysis, and Results 

3.1 EXPLANATION AND RATIONALE FOR METHODOLOGY

Given the nature of this action research (AR) study, this chapter will combine the 

methodology and results chapters. I begin by briefly explaining the evolution of this 

dissertation research study and the rationale for digressing from the conventional 

dissertation format. 

Several factors contributed to the evolution of this study. As evident in the 

literature review, I had a strong belief that outsider or external theorizing and research 

had negatively affected the English instruction of K-12 ELLs. This position led me to try 

to balance my own strong convictions regarding explicit grammar instruction (EGI) or 

form-focused instruction (FFI)73 by proposing to do an action research study. In my 

attempt to remain as objective as possible, I decided early on to follow a completely 

heuristic approach because I did not want to contrive situations for the sake of my 

research. My stated intention in my research proposal was to “simply teach and record 

my reflections.” I also felt that it was my ethical obligation to my students to stay 

primarily focused on my teaching. Connected to my ethical obligations was my desire to 

be in strict compliance with the research permission granted to me by the district and the 

university. Even though I had permission to conduct action research, my teaching duties 

came first. Ironically, even if I had not been so strict with myself, the teaching job would 
                                                
73 Form-focused instruction (FFI) and explicit grammar instruction (EGI) will be used interchangeably in 
this dissertation.
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have forced the above actions anyway. In other words, there was little time to do 

anything but teach. For all of the above reasons, I had to put the dissertation study aside. 

Secondly, I reasoned that two years of classroom data, in addition to notes or recordings 

of my students’ classroom interactions and my own written and recorded reflections 

would help me to tell the story, even if it had to be after the fact. Therefore, I submit this 

dissertation study as a descriptive case study best reported in a first-person narrative 

format. 

The first three sections consist of those aspects of the methodology which can be 

mostly described outside the narrative format. In the sections following I will tell the 

story of this research and teaching journey from the beginning. All matters relating to the 

specifics of the participants, the context, the analysis, and the results will be interwoven 

into this account. 

3.1.1 Action Research 

Action research (AR) is classroom research carried out by a teacher about some 

aspect of teaching and learning involving his/her own students. The goal of action 

research is the improvement of pedagogy through inquiry and action.74  Inquiry refers to 

the act of carefully studying the effects of teaching practices, while action refers to the 

pedagogical decisions/changes made in response to the findings of the research. Action 

                                                
74 Action research can also be conducted in collaboration with an external researcher.
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research also aims to contribute to the merging of outsider research and insider practice 

perspectives.
75

This study conforms to a general definition of AR but not to particular types of 

AR (e.g., teacher-initiated or collaborative action research) often discussed in the 

literature (e.g., Johnson and Chen, 1992 in Ed. Johnson, 1992). It differs from teacher-

initiated or collaborative action research in two ways. First, I was not working as a 

teacher at the time of the study but became a teacher in order to do this research. Second, 

the research questions were mostly informed by theoretical and research knowledge 

gained from my studies in SLA, SLT/L rather than by questions that had arisen from 

having taught this population of students. This hybrid approach to action research 

enabled me to benefit from the outsider knowledge I had gained from my graduate 

studies, from my previous experience in second and foreign language learning and 

teaching, as well as the invaluable insider knowledge that would come from the actual 

practice of teaching. In the sections that follow I list the research questions and describe 

the research design framework.  

3.1.2 Research Questions and Research Design 

In order to explore the influence of explicit focus-on-form instruction (FFI) on 

adolescent English language learners, the following questions were posed:

(1) What improvement do students taught through explicit FFI show on a 

discrete-point test of basic English grammar? 

                                                
75Many applied linguists have stressed the importance of bridging knowledge gaps between outsider 
research and insider practice, e.g., between SLA and language pedagogy (see Ellis, 2000 for a review). 
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(2) Do students who were taught through explicit FFI outscore similar students 

taught through the local approach (LA) or a non-FFI approach76? 

(3) How does explicit FFI influence the English language learning of adolescent 

ELLs? 

(4) To what extent can a study of this type inform ESL pedagogy for this 

population?

This study was first conceived as a heuristic-synthetic descriptive case study 

(Seliger and Shohamy, 1989). According to Seliger and Shohamy a heuristic approach 

involves the discovery or description of a second language phenomenon through 

descriptive observations. A heuristic approach may lead to the formulation of hypotheses 

or be used in the testing of a specific hypothesis. In this case, I began with a hypothesis of 

sorts, i.e., a strong conviction that explicit FFI is the best approach for accelerating the 

rate of language acquisition and for improving the grammatical accuracy of the 

learners.77 At the same time I intended to remain open to changing approaches based on 

the results I was getting in the classroom, thus maintaining a heuristic approach after all. I 

also expected to maintain a synthetic or holistic view of the data. Seliger and Shohamy 

(1989) define synthetic as “an approach to second language phenomena that allows us to 

view the separate parts as a coherent whole” (p. 27). As mentioned above, given my role 

as the teacher of record for a full academic year, I felt that a focus on specific linguistic 

structures (e.g., question formation, irregular plurals, vocabulary) was not prudent or 

                                                
76‘Non-FFI’ and ‘local approach’ will be used interchangeably.
77 Increasing the rate of second language acquisition and improving the grammatical accuracy are the two 
areas in which explicit instruction have been reported to make a difference (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 
1991 and Ellis, 1994). 
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ethical. As their ESL teacher, I was obliged to teach a well-balanced course in which any 

focus on particular aspects of the language would be informed by how well my students 

were doing rather than by any research goals. However, following a synthetic approach 

throughout the teaching and data collection phase did not mean that specific analyses of 

particular grammatical structures would not be possible at the end of the study. As such, I 

maintained a heuristic-synthetic approach throughout. 

By the end of the first year, I hoped that I would be able to compare the scores of 

those students who received explicit grammar instruction or FFI with students who 

remained in the local approach or the non-FFI approach. According to Seliger and 

Shohamy “quasi-experimental designs (Campbell and Stanley, 1963, cited in Seliger and 

Shohamy, 1989) are constructed from situations which already exist in the real world and 

are probably more representative of conditions found in educational contexts;” they “are 

termed quasi-experimental because the research is conducted under conditions in which it 

is difficult to control many of the variables and in which students cannot be assigned to 

special groups for the purposes of the research” (p. 148). Such were the conditions of this 

study. The students I taught could constitute the quasi-experimental group (the FFI 

group) and the control group would include the students I did not directly teach (the local 

approach or non-FFI group). A few problems, however, make it difficult to treat this 

study as a true quasi-experimental study. First, scores from the local-approach students 

could not be systematically collected, a problem I will explain in more detail in 

subsequent sections. Second, there are obvious limitations to using test scores from a 

convenient grammar test to make definitive claims about second language learning. Had I 



110

been an external researcher in a collaborative AR study, I might have been able to resolve 

the above problems. Nonetheless, these test scores will be reported as a valuable piece of 

information in the context of the entire study. 

This retrospective narrative study could also be conceived of as a case study in 

that it represents a unique situation which is not replicable in its entirety (Stake, 1994). 

Even though certain aspects of the study can be replicated, e.g., the use of specific texts 

and tests, the overall situation remains unique. A case, according to Stake, is also a 

bounded unit of study. In this study the principal unit of study is an ESL classroom in 

which I was both teacher and researcher. The broader context which surrounded my 

classroom will be described to the extent that it is relevant to this particular study. Stake 

also distinguishes between researchers’ purposes for studying cases. The researcher can 

have an intrinsic or instrumental interest in the case. An intrinsic case study, according to 

Stake, “is undertaken because one wants better understanding of a particular case” rather 

than the advancement of “some abstract construct or generic phenomenon” (p. 237). An 

instrumental case study, on the other hand, is conducted with an external interest; the case 

is viewed as supportive in the refinement of theory or the understanding of an issue, but 

is not itself of primary interest. Therefore, this study is best defined as an instrumental 

case study, the goals of which are to advance an understanding of the influences FFI has 

on the study of English among adolescent Mexican-origin immigrant students. While 

recognizing the difficulty of generalizing from a single study, I hope that through an 

honest and thorough exposition of this experience, a modest contribution might be made 

to inform the ESL pedagogy for this population of students. In the previous sections I 
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presented those components of the methodology section which could be extracted from a 

retrospective narrative. In those sections I described the specific variety of action 

research that pertains to this study. I stated the research questions that from the very 

beginning motivated the study, and I described the research design framework I would 

use to report the data and the results of this study. I begin with a retrospective account of 

the evolution of the research protocol and the data sources used in the study.

3.1.3. Evolution of Research Protocol and Data Sources

In my dissertation proposal I had established certain parameters for myself

regarding who the participants of the study would be, what they would do, and how long 

it would take them to do it. I did it to balance what I wanted to study with my chances of 

being granted permission to do the research by the school district, so I attempted to write 

a proposal that would allow me to investigate second language learning among 

immigrants taught through a form-focused instructional (FFI) approach and yet be 

minimally intrusive to the students and to the school. I wrote that participants would 

behave as normal ESL students for the calendar academic school year 2003–04 and that 

participation in the study simply entailed permission to use data gathered from teaching 

them. I stated that the focus of this research would relate to the general and specific 

aspects of learning English, e.g., ease or difficulty of certain grammatical structures, the 

helpfulness or confusion caused by teacher explanation, activity, or assignment, etc. The 

data for this study would include an extensive ongoing evaluation of my teaching 

practices in relation to the progress of the students in my class. I specified the data 

components as follows: 1) general student demographic data, such as ages of students, 
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their grade levels, and the length of time they have been in U.S. public schools; 2) student 

assessment data, including teacher-made tests, textbook tests, and district assessments; 3) 

specific and detailed longitudinal language acquisition data from students’ assessments, 

think-aloud protocols, and from oral and written language samples (oral samples would 

be gathered from class observations and audio and video recordings; written samples 

would be gathered from class composition assignments); and 4) student reflections 

regarding their English language learning would be gathered from think-aloud protocols 

and student journals. In addition, I indicated that all tests and materials I used in my ESL 

classes were intended for all students I taught. I did not treat students who had returned 

consent forms any differently from those who had not. I indicated that separate interviews 

or observations outside of the classroom setting would not be necessary. By conducting 

the entire research within the normal course of teaching, I hoped to minimize possible 

risks to the students, such as performance anxiety or confidentiality concerns. I outlined 

the measures that would be taken to safeguard student identities and to secure the audio 

and video tapes in both the consent and assent forms. I included separate permissions to 

use the audio and video tapes for educational purposes so that participants could agree to 

one or the other or none. All consent and assent forms were translated into Spanish. Of 

the 25 students who remained in my classes most or all of the year, 23 returned consent 

forms,78 and all agreed to allow me to use the audio recordings for research and 

educational purposes. There were minor changes in the research protocol the year of the 

original study. Time did not permit the use of think-aloud protocols; the student journals

                                                
78 I received no refusals from parents or students, but only 23 remembered to return the bilingual consent 
forms. I did not press them or their parents to return the consent forms. 



113

were abandoned early on, and I did not video-tape the students. However, by the end of 

the year I realized that a limited comparison between students in my class (students 

taught through an explicit grammar approach) and students in the local program (students 

not taught through this approach) might be possible. I explain below.

From the beginning of my study, the school principal supported the assessment of 

non-study students because only in this way would we know if my teaching made any 

difference. At the time, I had not yet selected a grammar test to use with my students. 

When I finally did—a process I describe later—I was only able to test a few ELL 

students whom I did not teach. These students started out in my classes but were later 

placed in regular classes. With the approval and support of the principal, at the end of my 

teaching year some of these students took the same test (this time as a posttest) along 

with my students and many other students whose teachers agreed to have them tested. 

Until then, I had no concrete evidence that my teaching would make any difference in 

comparison to students not receiving FFI. In light of the results of the posttest and a 

change in my position (from ESL teacher to ESL instructional specialist) for the 

following year, I began to see a greater possibility of comparing my FFI group with 

similar ELLs who had not received FFI. In that position I would be helping teachers 

address the needs of ELLs in their classes, so at the beginning of my third year at the 

middle school I set up a database of all students designated as limited-English proficient 

(LEP). The database included demographic information. Later I added all available 

assessment data (scores from state-mandated assessments) and campus-required tests. 

These included reading tests and, to a limited degree, the English grammar test I used 
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with my students. Scores from the grammar test were limited to students whose teachers 

referred them for testing; sometimes whole classes were tested. It was then that I saw a 

real opportunity to include a limited comparison group in my study. I submitted an 

amendment with my renewal to continue my study to the internal review board at my 

university. In the amendment I requested and was granted permission to use data 

components 1) and 2) from my original proposal for the general population of English 

language learners at the school. These data components include 1) general student 

demographic data, such as ages of students, their grade levels, and the length of time they 

have been in U.S. public schools and 2) student assessment data, including teacher-made 

tests, textbook tests, and district assessments. This permission did not require consent 

forms. I would not be able to observe these students in their classrooms, record them, or 

report on their language or academic progress in relation to the specific instruction they 

were receiving, but to a limited degree I would be able to compare their scores on the 

grammar tests to the scores of the FFI group. 

In the sections that follow I summarize the more general contexts of the study. I 

begin by incorporating an overview of my teaching role and my intentions as researcher 

followed by a general description of the city, the district, the school. 

3.2 THE STUDY OVERVIEW AND CONTEXT

During the 2002-03 school year, I took a job as an ESL teacher in a high-

minority, high-immigrant, low socio-economic, urban middle school in a major city in 

the Southwest region of the United States, about five hours from the nearest Mexican 

border. I spent a total of three school years at this middle school, from 2003 to 2005. I 
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took the job with the expressed purpose of conducting a dissertation study, a goal I 

accomplished during my second year at the school. The first year I spent as a reading 

specialist instead of as an ESL teacher because the school had not been able to fill that 

position. That year gave me an opportunity to familiarize myself with the context in 

which I would teach and conduct research. The second year I taught ESL and began 

gathering data for the present study, and the third year I worked as an ESL instructional 

specialist and continued gathering data. 

3.2.1 The City and the School District79

This study took place in a major city in the southwest region of the United States 

(hereafter referred to as Big Town). Big Town is a medium-sized city with a population 

between 600,000 and 800,000 inhabitants. The immigrant population of Big Town has 

increased by more than 100% between 1990 and 2000. During the year I taught, roughly 

half of the residents were white, a third Hispanic, a tenth African American, and a tenth 

Asian or other. Big Town is both a rich and poor city. The median household income was 

at the time of the study slightly more than $40,000 and the median house value $130,000. 

In spite of that, a little more than half of the school-aged children in Big Town are 

considered poor.80

Progressive ISD is one of several large school districts in the general metropolitan 

area that includes Big Town. Like many urban school districts, Progressive ISD is re-

                                                
79 To protect the identity of the school, the school district, and the city, I use approximate rather than exact 
figures from census, state, district, and school data. 
80 In schools, low-socioeconomic status is determined by students’ eligibility for free or reduced-price 
lunch. 
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segregated (Orfield, 2001). In the 1980s, pressure from white middle class parents ended 

integration of elementary schools. Junior high and high school students continued to be 

bussed across town, but by the time students from elementary schools in low socio-

economic neighborhoods were “integrated” at the middle or junior high school, they were 

ill-prepared to participate at the same level with the students who had been educated in 

elementary schools in middle class neighborhoods. By the early 2000s mandatory bussing 

for the purpose of integration ended completely; the official reason was that most parents 

favored neighborhood schools. Ironically, however, affluent middle and high school 

children continue to be bussed long distances from their neighborhood middle and high 

schools to attend magnet schools in poor neighborhoods. 

Magnet programs are advanced academic programs with specialized strands (e.g. 

math/science, English, or history). In Big Town, these magnet programs attract excellent 

instructors, offer diverse courses, and are located in poor neighborhoods. Any student 

from anywhere in the district can apply to a magnet program. Given their numbers in 

these schools, it would seem that few students from the district’s poorer elementary 

schools, including those from the neighborhood elementary schools, applied to these 

magnet programs. While there is no clearly stated policy of exclusion for recent 

immigrant ELLs, these rigorous programs simply do not accommodate students who are 

not fluent in English. One reason may be that there is no ESL strand integral to the 

magnet programs. ESL is only available in the “regular” program. In addition, few long-

term immigrants, e.g. those schooled in the districts’ elementary bilingual programs, 

participate in the magnet programs. In summary, Progressive I.S.D. consists of 
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geographically segregated schools, internally segregated magnet schools, and a few 

naturally occurring integrated schools in which low-income ELLs end up in lower-

academic classes. It is clear that there are and have always been excellent teachers and 

administrators doing the best they could under the circumstances, but it is equally clear 

that this district has not made significant strides in closing the academic gap.81

3.2.2 Hope Middle School 

Hope Middle School (Hope) is one of more than 15 middle schools in Progressive 

I.S.D. It is located in a mostly high-poverty and almost all-minority neighborhood. The 

year I came to work at the school marked the beginning of a three-year reconstitution 

process initiated by the school district. The previous year the state accountability system 

had declared the school “academically unacceptable.”82 There were rumors of a chaotic 

school environment where students cursed at teachers, missed school, and roamed the 

halls as they pleased. The reconstitution process removed the administrators, hired a new 

principal, and required that all of the teachers re-apply for their jobs.

During the three years I was at Hope, the population of the school fluctuated 

between about 650 and 750 students. Close to 90% of the students were eligible for free 

or reduced-price lunch. Over 65% were Hispanic, almost 30% African American, the 

remaining small percentage consisted of Asian, Anglo, and other. It is important to note 

                                                
81 It is not my intention to cast blame on any one school district or even state. The educational problems 
faced by at-risk students in general and Mexican-origin immigrants in particular are part of a larger national 
problem. This was the overriding rationale for this study, as discussed in its introductory chapter. 
82 In general, an academically unacceptable status means that less than a certain percent of students in each 
and all student groups for each area tested are reaching state passing standards; for example, in 2004 50% 
had to pass the English language arts in order for the school to be spared the academically unacceptable 
rating for that subject. See http://www.tea.state.tx.us/perfreport/account/2004/manual/sec03.html, retrieved 
on 6-30-06.
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that the area where Hope is located is not the historical area of Mexican Americans in this 

city. The Hispanic population in this area appears to consist mostly of new immigrants 

and generation 1.5 students. 

3.2.3 “Limited English Proficient” students at Hope

At Hope almost 35% of the students were designated as limited English proficient 

(LEP), but as stated above, it is difficult to determine how many of the remaining 

Hispanic students (those not designated LEP) are immigrants or the children of 

immigrants. Based on the district database, the overall numbers of LEP students remained 

relatively the same during the three years I was at the school (2002–03, 2003–04, and 

2004–05).83 The first interesting thing to note is that these LEP-designated students 

differed widely in the amount of time they had been in U.S. schools. Each year only 

about 15% of the total had been in U.S. schools from 0 to 2.5 years. Less than 25% had 

been in the country three years or less. Another 20-25% had been in U.S. schools from 

three to five years; the rest of the students, between 50 to 65%, had attended only U.S. 

schools.84 In this last group, the majority started in kindergarten or first grade. These 

statistics raise an important question: how can students who have been in U.S. schools all 

of their academic lives still be designated as LEP? The type of instruction, albeit 

important, may be only one of the many interrelated factors responsible for this situation. 

                                                
83 The 2002–03 year was the first year of the reconstitution of the school. There was a little more variation 
that year in the number of students and student groups. 
84 To do this calculation, I subtracted the original placement date from the fall entry date for all students 
coded LEP in the school database. This gave me the number of years each student had been in school. 
Since I was familiar with the coding requirements and the possible errors in the coding of students, I have 
used approximate percentages. 
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3.2.4  ESL classes at Hope

The year I taught it was decided that only newcomers would be in ESL classes; 

they consisted mostly of students beginning their first or second year in U.S. schools. 

Having only first- and second-year ESL classes was a new arrangement at the school. In 

previous years a variety of longer-term immigrants had been placed in “advanced” ESL 

classes. These students may have been beginning anywhere from their third to sixth year 

in U.S. schools. The rationale for placing the longer-term ELLs in mainstream English 

language arts classes was based on high-stakes testing laws which required mandatory 

testing for LEP students after three years in U.S. schools. Since these students would 

have to take the state assessment, it was considered prudent to place them in classes 

where the skills measured on these tests would be taught. I argued for an especially-

designed ESL class in addition to the English language arts class for these students, 

especially for students beginning their third and sometimes fourth year. I lost that battle, 

but in the course of the year, about four students were returned to the “second year” ESL 

class because they knew almost no English at all. I will refer back to these students in the 

course of this narrative. 

I was assigned to teach this second-year group of students, arbitrarily referred to 

as the “intermediate-level class.” Each ESL class consisted of approximately 12-15 

students, whom I would teach for 90 minutes everyday. Most of my students were 

beginning their second year in a U.S. school (five were beginning their third year).85 The 

                                                
85 I was unable to use the scores for one of these students because he did not return a consent form. 
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other ESL class consisted of first-year immigrants to the U.S.; this was the class that most 

of my students had been in the previous year. 

3.2.5 Pre-teaching Thoughts

Before teaching at Hope, I was at the same time skeptical and overly optimistic.

On the skeptical side, I was not positive that pubescent immigrant language learners 

would necessarily learn English better or faster through an explicit grammar approach 

than through the local immersion approach. Despite the research evidence in favor of FFI 

and my own positive experience with EGI, I had no direct evidence or experience with 

teaching it to adolescent students. For example, if a specific critical-period for language 

acquisition existed, middle school students might have an advantage for language 

acquisition regardless of any intervention.86 On the other hand, I was overly optimistic 

about how easy it would be to teach grammar. I overestimated the ease with which my 

students could learn and understand grammar. Although many years had passed since I 

last taught ESL,87 I was confident that my students could learn grammar as long as 

someone taught it to them. However, I knew that a controlled study would be impossible, 

so I worried about how I would know if FFI made any difference at all. As will be 

evident throughout this narrative, I experienced enormous self-doubts both as a teacher 

and a researcher.

                                                
86 Although researchers do not all agree that there is a critical period for language acquisition, few dispute 
the notion of age effects in SLA (e.g., Birdsong, 2001).
87 Most of my experience in EFL/ESL had taken place in Israel from 1987 to 1991. Upon my return to the 
U.S., I taught two sessions at an intensive English program. I taught Spanish as a foreign language in the 
public schools for a year and a half after that, and most recently as an assistant instructor while doing my 
Ph.D. course work. (From 1993 to 1999 I worked in the state education bureaucracy.) 
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3.2.6 Choosing a Diagnostic Test

Given the above worries, the first thing I thought I needed when I began teaching 

was a pretest, but finding one proved difficult. For the sake of objectivity, I had decided 

against writing a test myself, and I searched for a test that had been tested for validity and 

reliability. I conducted an Internet search for commercially available placement or 

diagnostic tests. Since the academic year had begun, I was also pressed for time. I first 

ordered the Oxford Quick Placement Test, a 20-question paper and pencil English 

proficiency test. When I opened it, I immediately realized that the cultural content would 

be too unfamiliar for these students. I was familiar with the students’ background 

knowledge from having volunteered as an ESL tutor the year before.88 I felt that their 

limited experience with the cultural content of the test would throw off their ability to 

select the correct grammatical structures. The Oxford test included a short paragraph 

about Scotland, a story about a film director, a segment on the game Scrabble®, and items 

about visits to museums, making hotel reservations, etc. In subsequent searches, I found 

that most ESL/EFL placement tests were written for adults. In the end, I decided to use a 

slightly modified version of the midterm and the final test from the test bank that 

accompanied the grammar text I chose to use that year (see Appendix B for the grammar 

test). The grammar text was the beginning-level book in a three-book series by Betty 

Azar.89 Practicality and convenience were the main reasons for using the tests, but the 

overriding reason was that, like the Azar text, the tests are not written to appeal to a 

                                                
88 My first year at the school, I worked as a reading specialist, and during my spare time, after school and 
on Saturdays I volunteered to tutor immigrant students in English. 
89 The school principal supported this study by paying for all books and materials even as this meant 
forgoing state-adopted materials provided free-of-charge to the schools.
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particular type of learner in a specific setting, e.g., college students, adult immigrants, 

tourists, etc., and ironically, because the text is not “culturally relevant,” it is suitable for 

any group. Other reasons I considered for not using the test later became reasons to use it. 

I explain below.

I was aware of limitations of discrete point tests to measure second language 

proficiency. Second language acquisition researchers have long decried the limitations of 

a discrete-point grammar tests in measuring S/FL proficiency (e.g., R. Ellis, 1994). Ellis 

and others have continually reminded us of the many foreign language students who are 

able to score at high levels on such tests but are unable to carry on a five-minute 

conversation in the second language. Foreign language teachers and learners are also 

quick to point out that it is entirely possible to make top grades on foreign language tests 

and still not be able to speak. The problem with transfer of explicit knowledge to accurate 

use was familiar to me from the literature and from my experience as a foreign language 

teacher. Nonetheless, I decided to use a test, which in some settings can be a weak 

measure of second language proficiency. One reason I decided to use the test is linked to 

one of the principal rationales for this study. Contrary to Krashen’s belief that learned 

knowledge could not become acquired knowledge, I believed and found support in the 

research literature that explicit knowledge gained from FFI could, with sufficient 

exposure, interaction with the L2, and time become “acquired” knowledge (see de Graff, 

1997; DeKeyser, 2001; Ellis, 2002; for a recent review of grammar teaching see Nassaji 

and Fotos, 1994). Therefore, positive results on such a test could mean that students were 

on a more accelerated path to L2 acquisition and higher grammatical accuracy levels (see 
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Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991; Ellis, 1994, 1997). A second reason came from 

remembering an experience the year before I taught at Hope. That year I had volunteered 

to tutor ESL students. The first time I met with the students I used a short error-correction 

and fill-in-the blanks exercise from other beginning-level texts as a brief diagnostic of the 

students’ English skills; many of the students had been in the U.S. over two years. When 

some failed to notice errors that I suspected they did not make (e.g., *His old car is not a 

red.) and left blanks empty on items I felt they knew how to say (e.g., ______ you 

from?), I suspected that the error-correction and cloze tasks had been too unfamiliar to 

them. These students had no experience with formal S/FL instruction or with the tasks 

used to teach or test it. I did not think my students would, either. In other words, I was 

reasonably sure that even the easier multiple-choice test format would not be 

compromised by previously learned explicit knowledge or test-wise-ness. Though the 

multiple-choice test was not perfect, I concluded that it would be adequate for testing 

students’ intuitive knowledge of the grammatical structures. So far I have provided 

contextual information about the study. In the next section I provide the results of the oral 

interviews and the pretest results for the students I would teach. The classroom narrative 

begins in section 3.4, where I provide more detailed information about the students as I 

attempted to teach them.
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3.3 ORAL INTERVIEW AND PRETEST RESULTS FOR FFI STUDENTS
90

Out of a total of 25 Mexican-origin adolescent English language learners in 

grades six, seven, and eight who were at one point in my ESL classes, 23 returned 

consent forms. Out of the 23, I was only able to use the tests scores for 20 students for 

both the pretest and posttest. Two of the students were excluded because they had studied 

English as a foreign language in Mexico, and one (late enrollee) was excluded because I 

did not have a pretest score for him.91 Of the twenty students, most were in seventh and 

eighth grades; less than five were in sixth grade. Sixteen had completed one academic 

year in a U.S. school, and four had completed two. 

The students came from diverse regions in Mexico, mostly from central Mexico. 

Fewer than half were from large urban centers (e.g., Monterrey, Mexico City). More than 

half of the students were from small towns or remote rural areas called ranchos.92

School-aged children in these remote areas either attended escuelas de rancho (“ranch” 

schools) or commuted to the nearest town to attend escuelas de municipio (municipal 

schools). In terms of school quality, more problems are associated with ranch schools 

                                                
90 To protect the identity of my students, I have found it necessary to be vaguer about their ages and grade 
levels than I had originally intended to be. The more precisely I describe them, the more identifiable they 
will be. The number of students in my class also fluctuated due to mobility and placement changes. Some 
students enrolled later in the year, others left, a few who were originally placed in the first-year class were 
later moved to my second-year class, and some students in mainstream classes were returned to my second 
year class. 
91 I use the classroom data of the three who turned in consent forms, and I use the posttest scores of the 
remaining three students under the same permission I was granted by my university and the school district 
to use other assessment data from other ELL students at the school. I explain the purpose in detail in the 
test analysis sections.
92 As far as I could understand, students who said they came from “a rancho” were usually referring to a 
small piece of land owned by their extended family. In some cases, their parents worked on surrounding 
ranches or farms, but did not own land of their own. 
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than with either municipal or schools in large urban centers.93 The two students who had 

studied EFL had also attended private schools in Mexico. I will describe my students in 

more detail later in a section on individual differences. 

3.3.1 Oral Interviews

At the beginning of the year, I managed to orally interview most of the students. 

My informal assessment was that all but two of the students were at beginning or high 

beginning levels and that the two more fluent students appeared to be at intermediate 

levels.94 Most seemed to understand basic questions, such as “What is your name? How 

old are you? Where are you from?” Most responded with one-word answers to these 

questions. The other questions I asked were as follows: “How long have you been here? 

What do you like about the United States? Mexico? What do you like about Hope Middle 

School, your school in Mexico? I asked them to tell me about their families, their 

experiences at Hope, their friends, and their favorite movies or T.V. programs. Again, 

with some repetition, re-wording, and probing, most of the students seemed to understand 

what I was asking, but their ability to respond was limited. English responses included 

formulaic answers, clear transfer from Spanish, and utterances reduced to meaning-

connected words, resembling the kind of simple code attributed to some adult immigrant 

speakers (e.g., Schumann’s Arturo). Few students attempted to speak at all; many 

                                                
93 For education in Mexico, see 
http://wbln0018.worldbank.org/lac/lacinfoclient.nsf/e7fa9f9c5de82e6e8525694d007a6689/4df743bf38434c
26852569f90069daec/$FILE/64.pdf (Retrieved 2/05/2006).
94 I base these general conjectures on my familiarity with and previous use of the IRL proficiency 
guidelines in previous FL teaching positions. I am making no specific claims of having formally tested my 
students using these guidelines
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claimed (in Spanish) that they did not know enough English to respond; some responded 

in Spanish. The shorter responses seemed formulaic and/or primed by the questions. 

Attempts at longer responses were halting and labored. In fact, I decided not to record 

them because I was able to write down everything they said. Some of their answers are 

included below; glosses are added in parentheses to clarify answers, and brackets are 

used to give further explanations, as necessary. Each letter represents a different student 

for each topic, but student (1a) is not necessarily student (2a), etc. Unless otherwise 

indicated, the student had completed one year in U.S. schools.95

(1) About U.S., Mexico, Hope, and their Mexican school:

(1a)  I like the school. I like the food.
(1b) Beautiful country. In Mexico I like party, carnival, soccer, my people.
(1c) I like Hope Middle School because my teachers are very specials. I 

like Texas rules. The police are strict.
(1d) I am learn English a little. My friends are friendly. My teachers are 

good. [It is not clear if this student segmented I am.]
(1e) I don’t like nothing [about Hope MS]. Because in the schools the 

teachers teach you in English. [S had been in the U.S. two years and 
said she wanted to go back to Mexico.] I like the food Mexico. I like 
the Hope because last year because I want to go to Ms. ____ class. [In 
this last sentence, S was explaining that she liked a class the previous 
year, presumably because the teacher spoke Spanish.]

(1f) It good teacher. I don’t remember the name. They talk too much 
English. (They’re good teachers. I don’t remember their names. They 
speak a lot of English.) [S had been in the U.S. two years and seemed 
glad that teachers spoke a lot of English.] I come to learn English. 

(1g) I like here for your schools, supermarkets, the mall. [Asked what she 
missed about Mexico, she responded] because from my family, my 
grandma, my cousin, my boyfriend. 

(1h) I like U.S. because here are my family, my cousins, my uncles.
(1i) I like school [about U.S.] Entonces, ¿por qué me gusta estar aquí, 

verdad? (Then, why do I like it here, right?) [I say, yes.] I got friends. 
[About his previous school…] My is Mr. _____. It Spanish English. 
Nos enseñaba todo en español. One day I got the P.E., art, music, ellos 

                                                
95 Unless it is necessary to link a specific student to a behavior or score, I will refer to them in general.
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todos hablaban puro inglés. ( My teacher is Mr. ____. He spoke 
Spanish and English. He taught us everything in Spanish. One day I 
went to P.E., art, and/or music class and everyone there spoke 
English.) [About Mexico…] I like my friends, my family, that’s cool.
[A younger S, used slang expressions in English whenever he could.] 

(2) About their experiences at Hope, their friends:

(2a) I talk of in the school. (I talk to my friends in school.)
(2b) Last year friends, girlfriend, I don’t know. [The meaning of I don’t 

know is “I can’t answer.”] Bad friend. They fight me. In Mr. ____ 
class. You know _____ [student’s name]? You remember? (Do you 
remember him?) [Formulaic question].

(3) About family: 

(3a) My family is good. My brothers son buenas gentes. (My brothers are 
nice.)

(3b) I have four brothers, one sister. He have two years. [S misused 
pronoun he for she; he meant his sister was two years old.]

(3c) Two bothers, two sisters, mother, father.
(3d) Two brothers, three sisters. My brother girlfriend live… [S meant to 

say that his brother’s girlfriend lived with them.] The big one have 23. 
My little one has 17. I am the little. My young, she has 17 and the big 
one has 20. [I asked, “and the other one?”] 19. [S had extended family 
members living in his house.]

 (4) Favorite book, movie or T.V. show: 
(4a) Stuart Little, ¿qué le de algo de la película? (You want me to say 

something about the movie?) [I say, “Yes.”] “Es chistoso Miss.” [said 
with a “duh” intonation] (It’s funny Miss, duh.)

(4b) My favorite movie is 8-Mile [pronounced /aimai/] because es de Emi 
Nem. [S meant to say that 8-Mile was her favorite movie because the 
rapper Eminem was in it.]

(4c) “Volviendo a Casa” [Name of the movie: “Homeward Bound”] Two 
dogs, one cat, she going to San Francisco and the animals she is going 
to take to one girl. I don’t the name and one dog say… and the two 
dogs and she have much problems. 

(4d) My favorite movie is Star Wars. [Why?] That’s cool [S who likes using 
slang expressions (1i; he meant to say, “because it’s cool.”] [This is 
same student as (1i); in the middle of a response about his family, out 
of the blue, he said] Bring it on daddio!



128

(5e) “Resident Evil” [Why?] because the there the zombies and most 
monster. [What else?] I don’t know. [S meant, “I can’t say more.”]

(5f) The movie JC Puppy. [Why?] I don’t know Miss. I don’t remember. 
they like one boy and she tell puppy. [Students who said, “I don’t 
know” were perfectly willing to explain in great detail, in Spanish.]

Doing these interviews helped me understand one reason many teachers think that 

ELL students know more English than they actually do, especially bilingual teachers. As 

the stronger interlocutor, the teacher can fill in the gaps for the ELL. Even in a native 

language, one interlocutor can do most of the talking and questioning while the other says 

very little or gives one-word answers or even nods of the head. Yet, if asked, the stronger 

interlocutor would probably say she/he had just had a conversation, which is in some 

respects true. Obviously, the difference in the speakers is in how much they actually 

know. One can always assume that when the interlocutors are both native speakers, the 

shyer, less verbal one is as competent as the talkative one. The same is not the case for 

second language learners. In section that follows I present the results of the pretest.

3.3.2 Results of the Pretest96

As I mentioned earlier, only 20 students took both the pretest and the posttest; 16 

had completed one year and four had completed two years in U.S. schools. With respect 

to grade levels, 17 were in 7th or 8th grade, and only three were in 6th grade. Because of 

the small number of students in the FFI group, I was not sure how representative these 

scores were for similar students after one or two years in U.S. schools. The two better 

speakers mentioned above had completed only one year in U.S. schools, yet they scored 

                                                
96 All references to a pretest or posttest will apply only to FFI students. Local Approach students will be 
referred by years in U.S. schools. 
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higher than all remaining students. I will return to these students in more detail in various 

later sections.

I calculated the test results in two parts; part A included approximately chapters 

1-6 and part B included mostly chapters 7-10 in the Azar book. I divided the test into 

these parts because I was only able to teach the material through chapter 6. Some 

structures that appear in the later chapters I taught inadvertently, either because the topic 

came up in a lesson or were included in other materials I used; these items are included in 

the items for Part A. Table 3.1 contains pretest scores for Part A, Part B, and Parts A and 

B combined. the scores represent the percentage of correct answers by student and total 

students on the pretest. I ordered the test results from lowest to highest scores and coded 

the students S1, S2, etc. accordingly. 
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Stud
Yrs U.S. 

Schs
Pretest 
Part A

Pretest 
Part B

Pretest 
A & B

S1 1 0.27 0.40 0.34
S2 1 0.28 0.32 0.30
S3 2 0.30 0.32 0.31
S4 1 0.34 0.32 0.33
S5 1 0.36 0.40 0.38

S6 1 0.41 0.46 0.44
S7 1 0.42 0.32 0.37
S8 1 0.42 0.30 0.36
S9 1 0.48 0.40 0.44
S10 1 0.48 0.28 0.38
S11 2 0.48 0.44 0.46

S12 2 0.52 0.32 0.42
S13 1 0.52 0.32 0.42
S14 1 0.56 0.36 0.46
S15 2 0.56 0.46 0.51
S16 1 0.58 0.64 0.61
S17 1 0.63 0.50 0.57

S18 1 0.73 0.56 0.65

S19 1 0.83 0.84 0.84
S20 1 0.86 0.70 0.78

Avg. yrs. U.S.  
schooling: 1.2

Avg 0.50 0.43 0.47
SD 0.17 0.15 0.15

Min 0.27 0.28 0.30
Max 0.86 0.84 0.84

Median 0.48 0.40 0.43
Mode 0.48 0.32 0.38

Table 3.1: Pretest by Percentage of Items Correct by Student and Total Students

I have seriously pondered these initial results since then, but at the time I put 

away the test and the scores and did not think of them again until the end of the year. I 

did not want the results to subconsciously influence my opinions of the students. In a 

sense, however, it may not have mattered if I put away the scores or not. Since I 

interacted with the students every day, I would soon form opinions about them. For 
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instance, from the beginning I suspected a few factors influenced acquisition of the two 

highest performing students. They did not appear to be extremely poor, they came from a 

large urban center, they were confident, outgoing, and extremely motivated to speak 

English. They liked American music, and I suspected that they watched a lot of American 

teen television programs. I also suspected they might have an aptitude for foreign 

language learning. Though I tried to refrain from making general assumptions about these 

students at the beginning, it was hard not to notice that the more middle class and/or 

urban the students were, the more confident and outgoing they tended to be. The students 

from small towns or ranches were quieter, shyer, and much less confident. Many were 

also poorer. Poor prior schooling may also have played an important role in students’ 

initial scores. I will have more to say about these early conjectures later.

3.3.3 Pretest Results by Grammatical Category/Item (GC/Item)97

Since my interest in doing this study was also to inform and attempt to improve 

ESL teaching of this population, I thought it might be useful to quantify students’ 

performance on individual test items (see the grammar test in Appendix B).98 I hoped to 

find patterns suggesting which structures seem to be acquirable with little instruction or 

time, which appear resistant to both time and instruction, and which seem to be 

acquirable only with instruction. I felt that this information could also help me understand 

where my teaching succeeded and failed and what adjustment I could make in case of the 

                                                
97 The test by grammatical category or single grammatical item will sometimes be referred to as GC/Item 
1, 2, etc. 
98 Except for adding an additional distracter answer, the two grammar test versions were either identical or 
almost identical to the Azar tests in the test bank. 
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latter. Below I explain how I compiled and summarized this data. I end with the results 

on the pretest for the FFI group. 

It was not until the end of my year as ESL specialist that I thought to tally the 

incorrect/correct answers on the tests; at the time I did not know exactly how I would 

summarize the data. I created an Excel spreadsheet by student and by the 100 test items 

and proceeded to mark each incorrect answer. The task was overwhelming and extremely 

time-consuming. I tallied the tests for my 20 students (before FFI and after FFI) and 96 

local approach students with varying years in U.S. schools. No attempt was made to 

select out tests to tally, but I was unable to tally every single test taken by the LA 

students. I did not do anything with the results for another academic year.99

My third summer into this dissertation project, I decided on a way to categorize 

the one hundred test items. I grouped the test items by common grammatical categories 

and ordered them by their appearance in the Azar text, and whether I had taught the 

structure. Some “categories” remained single items, and the “taught” structures all appear 

before the “untaught.” Even though some categories overlapped (e.g., verb inflection and 

word order), I felt this grouping was the most practical and meaningful. Table 3.2 

contains a summary of these categories. The first structure in the first chapter is copula-

BE, so it appears first as category 1. The next one, category 2, is verb-adverb order; this 

structure appears in chapter two; the test items measure the placement of frequency 

adverbs in habitual expressions with BE and other verbs, e.g., Gloria rarely eats lunch. 

versus Gloria is rarely late for lunch. The next two categories are not sequentially 

                                                
99 This dissertation was written over a period of three years, mostly during the summers. I did what I could 
when I found the time. I shall discuss the limitations of the study in depth in chapter 4.  
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covered in the book, but both have to do with verb forms—category 3 includes verb 

forms covered in chapters 2 and 3 (present time) and category 4 includes those covered in 

chapters 5 and 6 (past time). The verb categories include the following aspects of 

grammatical form, use, and meaning of verbs: a) morphological form, such as third-

person singular –s, spelling, irregular forms; b) aspectual meaning and use, such as 

present simple for habitual situations, present progressive for present time, present simple 

with stative verbs, past simple for completed events, and going to and will to talk about 

the future; c) morphosyntactic requirements for negation, question formation (yes/no and 

wh-questions), and responding with short answers; and finally, d) the rules for 

constructing temporal clauses with when and before and the first conditional with if. 

Following the verb categories, I ordered the grammatical categories by the number of test 

items (i.e., categories with more test items came first). Category 5, locative prepositions 

and prepositional phrases (PPs) includes test items that measure three types of 

prepositions and PPs: a) most concrete, e.g., on, under, above, next to, etc, the table; b) 

somewhat idiocyncratic, e.g., on L Street, at 12 L Street, in Mexico, at home; and c) 

longer prepositional phrases that change slightly depending on location, e.g., in back of

vs. in the back of. Category 6 consists of items that measure knowledge of determiners 

related to pronouns, such as subject and object pronouns (e.g., he/him), possessive 

adjectives (e.g., my, your,), and possessive pronouns (e.g., mine, his). The items in the 

noun category, category 7, and to a certain extent the determiner category that follows, 

category 8, include test items that measure grammatical concepts that overlap. Most of 

the test items in categories 7 and 8 measure whether students can distinguish between 
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count and non-count nouns by selecting the correct quantity expressions, e.g., much

homework, some information. One of the items in category 7 measures knowledge of 

irregular plural noun forms, in this case children. The next four “categories/items” consist 

of one item each. These are categories that consists of one test item (e.g., double 

negative) or single items that did not easily fit in a category. Grammatical 

categories/items 13-24 appear in chapters 7-10 in the Azar text. These are forms I did not 

explicitly teach. The rationale for testing my students on untaught forms was to see what

they would have learned without instruction. In some cases, it could also indicate transfer 

of general rules, e.g., negation and question formation rules could be applied to modals. 

Table 3.2 contains a summary of the results of the pretest by percentage of correct items 

by grammatical category / item. At the time the average years in U.S. schools for my 

students was 1.2 years. 
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Table 3.2:  FFI Pretest by Percentage of Items Correct by Grammatical Category / Item 

FFI 
Y/N

GC/It
em

Grammatical Structures Test Items 
Pretest 

Percentage 
Correct

Y 1 Copula – BE (agreement, negation, question formation) n=3, items 1, 2, 63 61.7

Y 2
Verb-adverb order (frequency adverbs in habitual 
expressions with BE or other verbs)

n=3, items 9, 10, 11 50.0

Y 3
Verbs (aspect, habitual vs. present time use; simple 
present or progressive form; negation, question 
formation, short answer form)

n=12 , items 14, 21, 8, 
12, 13, 15, 17, 18, 19, 20, 

22, 56
50.0

Y 4
Verbs (past simple form, negation, question formation; 
temporal clauses w/ before & when; future w/ going to & 
will; simple conditional; irregular past form, aspect)

n=15, items 33, 34, 35, 
36, 37, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 

57, 58, 59, 61, 62
44.0

Y 5
Locative prepositions, prepositional phrases, and longer 
prepositional phrases

n=14, items 3, 38, 39, 40, 
41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 

48, 49, 50
50.0

Y 6
Determiners (possessive adjectives, possessive 
pronouns, object pronouns, incl., it/it's, weather-it

n=9, items 4, 5, 6, 7, 16, 
26, 32, 77, 78 56.7

Y 7 Nouns (irregular plural, count and non-count) n=3, items 27, 28, 67 40.0

Y 8 Determiners (indefinite articles a/an, some) n=2, items 29, 30 55.1

Y 9 Would you vs. Do you like? n=1, item 23 25.0

Y 10 Think that vs. think about n=1, item 24 45.0

Y 11 Yes/No question w/ there n=1, item 25 40.0

Y 12 Double negative n=1, item 31 45.0

N 13
Modals (requests, advice, ability, question formation, 
short answer w/ negation)

n=7, items 64, 70, 71, 92, 
93, 94, 95 46.4

N 14
Quantity expressions (too, enough, more, almost all of, 
most)

n=5, items 66, 68, 69, 74, 
75 38.0

N 15 Word order (ditransitives verbs give & told) n=2, items 80, 81 27.5

N 16
Comparative and superlative forms and expressions 
(alike, different from, etc.)

n=8, items 83, 84, 85, 86, 
87, 88, 89, 90 33.1

N 17
Verb (present perfect and past continuous forms, 
expressions w/ perfective / imperfective aspect)

n=6, items 72 & 96-100 45.0

N 18 Negative imperative w/ Don’t n=1, item 60 95.0

N 19 Verb plus infinitive or gerund n=1, item 65 55.0

N 20 Word order of adjectives n=1, item 73 60.0

N 21 Possessive marker -'s n=1, item 76 45.0

N 22 Possessive pronoun whose n=1, item 79 5.0

N 23 Prepositions w/ ditransitive, benefactive verb, fix X for Y n=1, item 82 90.0

N 24 Adverbs of manner, neatly n=1, item 91 40.0
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In sum, the pretest results for my students (also referred to as the FFI group) have 

been presented in two ways: 1) as the percent of total correct answers by individual 

student and total students (see Table 3.1) and 2) as the percent of items correct by 

grammatical category/item type (see Table 3.2). I will return to these data in the results 

section of this dissertation. In the narrative sections that follow I highlight the major 

themes that emerged as I attempted to teach my students. The data I use for this narrative 

comes directly from my recorded notes, student work (quizzes, tests, activities), and new 

insights, as they emerged from telling this story.  

3.4 RETROSPECTIVE NARRATIVE: TEACHING GRAMMAR TO ADOLESCENT ELLS

I entered the public-school ELL world in disagreement with the curriculum and 

materials generally used to teach these students ESL,100 so I knew I was on my own to 

develop an ESL course. I began by doing what many S/FL teachers have done before me. 

I picked a reputable English grammar book (Betty Azar’s Beginning English Grammar) 

                                                
100 The local approach was not based on a grammatical curriculum for teaching English as a second 
language. The year I taught, the state-adopted materials that had been selected by the district consisted of a 
mix of survival English, a sprinkling of phonics, and occasional misplaced grammar points. The bits of 
phonics and grammar points seem to be included randomly (e.g., half of the subject pronouns were 
introduced with possessive adjectives and contractions, such as he’s and his; the phonics lessons consisted 
of isolated grapheme-phoneme correspondences of consonants). The bulk of the texts attempt to include 
activities and approaches currently popular in English language arts (ELA) classes, such as the use of 
advanced organizers (e.g., Venn diagrams) or process writing. The texts are organized by grade level rather 
than proficiency levels, so that a 6th-grade text may be just as difficult for an 8th-grade beginning language 
learner. As I see it, part of the problem of these texts is trying to include too much in them. A second 
problem is that publishers design texts according to curricula, and the ESL curriculum is essentially the 
ELA curriculum (see http://www.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter128/ch128b.html). It should be noted that 
this study does not specifically define the local approach except to say that it is not based on a grammatical 
curriculum; whatever else it is, it is a non-FFI approach.
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and used the table of contents as a syllabus. (see Appendix A).101 Because I did not want 

to neglect other important aspects of a beginning ESL curriculum, to the extent possible I 

incorporated pronunciation lessons, oral practice, reading, and vocabulary in my lessons. 

I also supplemented the Azar text with material from other beginning grammar texts. My 

initial intention was to develop and maintain a balanced and systematic curriculum, but it 

proved harder than I thought. One problem was that I only saw each class for 90 minutes 

a day. With morning and afternoon announcements, assemblies, school-wide testing, and 

other interruptions, I found I could not keep up with the supplementary components in 

the same manner that I kept up with the grammar text. Nevertheless, some of the excerpts 

from my notes may include structures which were not in the first six chapters of the Azar 

text (e.g., there + BE). 

The themes that emerged from my recorded and written notes throughout the year 

were related to language learning, learning in general, and to teaching and learning in a 

U.S. middle school. There was no need to use specialized qualitative research techniques 

to figure out what the salient themes were; they emerged in early notes and persisted 

throughout the year, often overlapping. The most salient themes were prior schooling, 

metalanguage, explicit grammar teaching, transfer of knowledge (generalization of rules), 

attention, school culture, learning to learn, deep knowledge, practice/repetition, error 

correction, and the teacher’s role. I begin with metalanguage and prior schooling.

                                                
101 The Betty Azar series is used in EFL programs worldwide and in many intensive English programs in 
the U.S.
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3.4.1 Metalanguage

The first and biggest obstacle I faced was teaching the metalanguage. By 

metalanguage I do not only mean the words and rote definitions for the parts of speech; I 

also mean the concepts they represent (e.g., nouns are words that name things in our 

world; nouns can be concrete or abstract). My goal was also to teach English as a system 

of form, meaning, and use (Larsen-Freeman, 2003)—through a FonF rather than through 

a FonFs approach—but I immediately hit a wall when I came to the parts of speech. A 

few students knew what a noun and verb were but most did not. If there was one theme 

that ran throughout my notes, it was my disbelief at how utterly difficult it was to teach 

metalanguage to students who lacked even a basic knowledge of what grammar is. In an 

early entry I wrote:

What’s a noun? How hard is that? Apparently, very hard—I need to find an easier 
way to teach grammar terms.

I did not start out trying to teach nouns and verbs for their own sake. I intended to teach 

the metalanguage as I taught the language, but we could not get past the first few sections 

in chapter one because the students seemed not to understand what a language rule was, 

much less how to apply it in constructing simple sentences. 

Before I continuing, it is worth repeating that unlike the foreign language teacher, 

I was not concerned that my students would learn English grammar rules yet be unable 

speak English. Thinking back, I would have been delighted to have students who could 

learn grammar well enough to get even passing scores on discrete point tests—however 

unable to speak they may have been. Unlike foreign language students, 
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long-term ELLs learn to communicate rather effectively in English. The problem is that 

their grammar contains interlanguage forms which do not match their oral fluency. 

My contacts with the longer-term immigrants the previous year as reading 

specialist and occasional tutor had provided informal evidence that this was the case. My 

third year as ESL specialist provided me with writing samples from student compositions 

and the grammar test.102 Contrary to the many versions of Cummins’ (1976, 1979, 1980, 

1981, 1996) hypothesis discussed in the literature review, many long-term immigrants 

did not possess Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS), which Cummins 

referred to as “Chomskian competence.” They not only lacked “academic language,” but 

they also lacked basic English skills, a condition often compounded by low literacy 

(reading difficulties and lack of vocabulary knowledge). Below I include only a few of 

the many original examples of English from long-term ELL, all of whom I judged to be 

orally fluent in English (most examples are from written sources, but others I jotted down 

as I heard them from students’ spoken speech). For clarity, I have indicated the grade 

level, gender, and number of years in U.S. schools, and other necessary clarifications in 

brackets, [e.g., 7th, F, 5 yrs, honors student, spoken/written]. 

(1) Julia is doing his homework of math. [8th, F, 5 yrs., spoken]

(2) This weekend I’m goint to go to the mall to see what clothes I goin to buy 

to the weding of my cousin and on Sunday I goin to go to my cousin’s weding.

[8th, F, 5 yrs., written]

                                                
102 The grammar test consisted of two short compositions. Time and space did not allow me to include 
them in this study in a systematic way. 
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(3) My brother and me we were cuting wood and after finishing cuting the 

wood. we walk home then a wood felt then my brother tell me to pick up and I 

didn’t even see the snake when the snake bite me. [8th, M, early 5 yrs., written]

(4) Did you saw her? [8th, F, 7 yrs., honor student, spoken]

(5) Have you ever do something in New Years eve? [8th, F, 4 yrs.]

(6) (Joe) hi is 11 yerse old and he/i [overlays an i over the e] laics to play 

Baskit Ball he havs a dad anda mom ten its him. I now a litoBit avout him But 

he/i is still mI frend and he/i dosen’t like to cut his here. And Shon [Shaun] I 

Bin nowing Shon sense I grad and here we are agin… [6th, M, 7 yrs., written]

(7) I been staying at the united states all may years sans PK to 6 grade. I been 

at [name of elementary school, misspelled] I been at [name of school] for yers 

dar [there] at that school. I took that school because I onder stand the teacher 

that I had. Did I study a lot? not realy I tray to study lot. May teachers were 

cool, we had pizza party evry Friday. [6th, M, 7 yrs., written]

All of the students from whom these samples come speak English; what they lack is 

grammatical accuracy and literacy (see definition for literacy in section 1.3). In some 

cases, the longer ELLs have been in U.S. schools, the more challenging their problems 

seem to be, as the samples from students (6) and (7) demonstrate. These samples also 

serve to put the question of poor prior schooling in perspective. 

3.4.2 Prior schooling

The metalanguage was a huge problem, but the cause of it and the other struggles 

my students were having in their other classes appeared to be poor prior schooling. I will 

return to this issue with respect to grammar shortly. First, I wish to explain what I mean 

by “poor prior schooling” and how my experiences changed my thinking on this problem.
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Throughout this dissertation I have needed to reflect on issues which before this 

teaching experience I had treated as only indirectly related to S/FL teaching. Prior 

schooling is such an issue. As I have mentioned previously, the majority of my students 

lacked a strong educational background, but no more so than did the non-immigrant 

students at Hope. I came to the conclusion that schooling is not necessarily worse in 

poorer countries, but the education for poor children tends to be inferior in most places, 

and that educational institutions rather than parents or poverty carry much of the 

responsibility. Teachers like Marva Collins, Jaime Escalante, and charter-school founders 

like Mike Feinberg and Dave Levin103 have demonstrated as much in the United States. 

These individuals and many others like them have demonstrated that the answer to the 

problems of the poorly schooled is to teach them what they do not know. This seems 

simple enough, but I did not appreciate what it meant until the year I taught. Having 

taught mostly middle-class students, I knew first hand that there was no such thing as a 

smarter gene pool in the middle class. I believed then as I do now that intelligence, 

aptitude, and talent are evenly distributed in the population. What I did not fully 

appreciate was the difference in the amount of effort it takes to teach the educationally 

ill-prepared. I finally understood why many teachers and administrators have to be told 

that “every child can learn.” I now understand why some teachers do not believe it—they 

do not realize the amount of knowledge, work, and effort required, on their part and on 

the students’ part. This teaching experience taught me that it takes more commitment, 
                                                
103 Marva Collins brilliantly and humanely taught children in the poorest sections of Chicago; she has been 
featured on two 60-Minutes segments in the last 30 years. Jaime Escalante taught calculus to low-income 
Hispanic high school students in Los Angeles; he became the subject of the movie Stand and Deliver. The 
KIPP Academies are exceptionally successful academic preparatory schools for low-income children. 
‘KIPP’ stands for Knowledge Is Power Program (see http://www.kippschools.org/, retrieved 6-13-06). 
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hard work, and knowledge to teach English as a second language to students who have 

missed out on certain educational opportunities than it does to teach better educated 

foreign language students. This experience has also taught me that it is important to be 

honest rather than naively positive or politically correct. It is unfair to teachers and 

harmful to students to simply echo politically-correct platitudes, such as “all children 

must be held to the same expectations” or “all children will be taught the same on-grade 

level curriculum” without showing teachers how this is to be done in the absence of 

necessary prior knowledge. The most important lesson I learned about teaching 

academically ill-prepared students is that there are no shortcuts. If prior knowledge is 

what gives the better educated students the advantage in the first place, we have an 

obligation to teach this knowledge to those who do not have it. It does not matter whether 

this knowledge includes knowing computation facts, how to decode and spell, the 

meanings of words, or knowing what a noun is. To do any less is, in my opinion, to 

perpetuate the problem. Finally, I have always believed and believe now that it is possible 

to teach basic knowledge without lowering one’s educational expectations. Below I retell 

my early attempts to understand the influence of poor prior schooling on metalinguistic 

awareness while also attempting to raise metalinguistic awareness in my students.
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3.4.3 Poor Schooling and Metalinguistic Awareness

I suspected that poor prior instruction affected metalinguistic ability even in a 

native language.104 On October 15, 2003, I wrote:

Low schooling and no background in Spanish sometimes appears to result in 
boundary-less language. Some students write Spanish unaware of word 
boundaries; en vez de becomes embesde (instead of vs. insteadof). The way 
students sometimes speak English reminds me of English-speaking children’s 
understandings of song lyrics or things like the Pledge of Allegiance. Language 
has to be broken down for second language learners who are also in the process of 
becoming literate in it. Spoken language does not become written language 
through exposure alone.

In an early lesson I attempted to show my students the difference between spoken and 

written language and the importance of grammar and metalinguistic knowledge using a 

dictation exercise in Spanish. The dictation included the sentences: El va a ser ingeniero

(He is going to be an engineer) and El va a hacer una pastel (He is going to make a 

cake). The difficulty lies in the phrases va a ser and va a hacer because they sound 

exactly the same when spoken. I gave them the spelling for ingeniero. Three students 

wrote out both phrases correctly. Other variations were as follows (the pairs were written 

by the same students): 1) ba cer ingeniero / ba cer un pastel; 2) va ser ingeniero / va ser 

un pastel; 3) ba ahacer un ingeniero / ba ahacer un pastel; 4) bacer ingeniero / baacer 

un pastel; 5) vaser ingeniero / va aser un pastel. My students were receptive to the points 

I was trying to make. I explained to them that these errors are much more frequent in a 

second language when the learner learns only by hearing the language. I gave the 

                                                
104 I distinguish metalinguistic awareness (the ability to talk about language as an object) from the type of 
metalinguistic acumen or ability that poets, song writers, rap artists, story tellers (at any literacy level) 
possess.
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examples, such as excuiseme, scuisme (excuse me), alike (I like). Although I did not have 

a complete understanding of the specific relationship between literacy and second 

language learning, I became increasingly convinced that helping my students become 

metalinguistically aware would help in all their language-related school tasks (e.g., 

decoding, spelling, comprehension, writing, and speaking).105 Although I am able to 

reflect on this issue more clearly now, at the time, the troubles I was having teaching 

grammar caused me to doubt my approach.

3.4.4 Overcoming the Obstacles: To Teach or Not to Teach Grammar

The problem I was having teaching grammar caused me to doubt my approach.106

I debated whether I should place so much emphasis on the metalanguage and grammar. 

After all, the students needed English now, not linguistics. I considered a more 

audiolingual method.107

I did not have the prejudices against the audiolingual method that so many in my 

field had. I personally had had a positive learning experience through this method, and I 

knew others who had, also. I also knew that regardless of the bad reputation notions such 

as “habit formation” had in the S/FL field, language learners throughout time had 

                                                
105 A review of recent research on the relationship between literacy and oral language processing suggests 
that the ability to process oral language may depend on certain metalinguistic aspects of literacy, in 
particular “an awareness of linguistic segments” Tarone & Bigelow (2005:77). 
106 Most of my initial “teaching approach” involved a lot of direct teaching. Throughout the year my 
teaching approach evolved depending on my students’ response (i.e., if they were learning). As my students 
learned, more variety entered my lessons. I present a summary of my evolved teaching approach at the end 
of the narrative portion of this chapter.
107 In this case, I meant certain aspects of the audiolingual method rather than a complete program, such as 
the incremental learning of structures through repetition and practice. 
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persisted in “forming them” in their second or foreign languages anyway.108

Writing about these doubts now has made me realize that I was considering 

lowering my expectations for these students. I was considering giving up on the 

metalanguage because it was so hard to teach. This thought had never crossed my mind in 

the foreign language classroom. Luckily, I overcame my doubts. As I recorded on 

November 1, 2003:

I decided to have a Saturday-school tutoring session with the students because 
some of them just aren’t getting the more abstract aspects of what I am trying to 
teach them. I don’t want to give up on grammar because they can’t see their 
mistakes unless they can talk about the language …. I’ve accepted their snail’s 
pace, but I have not given up on them. It will take longer, but it can be done and 
no time can be wasted on waiting for the comprehensible input to order itself in 
their heads.

I also reminded myself and explained to the students that having a common language to 

talk about language made teaching it and understanding how it worked easier in the long 

run. Not only did I persist in teaching and insisting that my students learn the 

metalanguage—I began teaching it at an even deeper level. 

I began to think that many students do not learn difficult concepts in other 

academic areas because they are taught superficially. I decided to use contrastive 

analysis109 as necessary and to teach grammar in a more general sense. For example, 

chapter 1 in our grammar book begins with the forms of a/an distinction, and although

Betty Azar doesn’t explain explicitly, in the same chapter she includes practice of generic 

plurals in English. To deepen and expand the lesson, I taught them about the use of 

                                                
108 There is no implicit theoretical claim in this statement, neither about first nor second language 
acquisition processes.
109 Contrastive analysis involves teaching target language structures by contrasting them with native 
language structures.  
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indefinite articles to introduce new information I explained that the single English form 

a/an requires distinguishing when a vowel or consonant sound (not letter) follows the 

indefinite article, whereas Spanish indefinite articles have to agree in number and gender 

with the complement noun. I also pointed out the differences between English and 

Spanish with respect to generic nouns, e.g., Butterflies are insects versus La mariposa es 

un tipo de insecto—that while generic plurals are common in English, Spanish often uses 

definite articles to describe a member of a class. Sometimes I complicated my life with 

such explanations because my students struggled with the concepts and also because it 

required my using more Spanish.

To make up for using more Spanish, I decided to use only English when 

practicing, reviewing, and answering most of their questions. I also assigned more 

homework and administered more quizzes about usage. I reasoned that practice would 

help to advance their automatization of forms and that in second language situations it 

was (to use Anderson’s terms) possible for procedural knowledge (knowing how) to 

precede declarative knowledge (knowing what and why). In the midst of these struggles, 

the question of individual differences in general and second language learning among this 

population of students was ever-present in my mind. Below I discuss my thoughts on 

“individual differences” with respect to my students. 

3.4.5 Individual Differences and Changes in the Immigrant Population

I noticed a few differences in the students from the beginning, but most of the 

differences only surfaced after many of them had overcome their initial lack of progress 

due to poor prior schooling. For example, with respect to language learning aptitude, in 
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the beginning only two students appeared to have some of the traits associated with good 

language learners (GLLs) in the literature (e.g., Naiman, N. Frohlich, M., Stern, H. H. & 

Tadesco, A. (1978) and Rubin, J. (1975). They noticed and attended to form, 

incorporated uniquely English forms without much resistance (tolerance for ambiguity), 

and they were not embarrassed to speak or make mistakes. Both appeared to be at 

intermediate speaking levels, and though I did not know it at the time, these students 

would score considerably higher on the grammar pretest than 64 students who had 

attended U.S. schools from one to two years; they also outscored the majority of the 

students who had been in U.S schools three to four years. Of course, individual 

differences are not mutually exclusive characteristics; they overlap. All the students were 

adolescents, two appeared to be classic GLLs, and others were studious and hardworking.

The hardworking students comprised about a third of the class. Some of these 

students were quiet and bashful, but their quizzes, tests, and writing revealed that the hard 

work they put into studying was paying off. In fact, by the end of the year these students 

caught up with the good language learners and the two middle-class students who had 

attended private schools and studied EFL in Mexico. The private-school students were 

much better prepared academically, and although they scored slightly below and slightly 

above the mean on the pretest, their academic backgrounds gave them a huge advantage. 

In the end, however, hardworking students with poorer academic background caught up. I 

also had a few “comedians” in my class, all of them boys.110

                                                
110 I do not mean to stereotype boys or girls; it just so happened that the year I taught, only boys (not all of 
them) possessed the attributes described in this part.  
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These students were quick-witted, linguistically and otherwise, but because I was 

so serious about teaching them, many of their word plays and jokes eluded me—except 

for one—the “-ation, -tion game.” One of these students began adding the suffix -ation to 

the ends of words to make them sound like English words. Soon all of them were doing 

it, almost always while speaking in Spanish. For example, I might say, “Take out your 

books,” and they would say to each other, “Que saques el libration (take out your 

bookation); “This sentence needs a comma” became “Necesita comation” (It needs a 

comma); and with no prompt, Ay viene la maestration (The teacher is coming). This 

game is in some ways similar to the way English speakers add –o to English words to 

make them sound like Spanish words. I think they picked up the -ation suffix from the 

frequent mention of “detention” at the school, where after-school detention is the most 

common punishment for tardiness. Since it was a new concept to them, they often used 

the word in English, e.g., Tengo detention (I have detention). My students did not stop at 

nouns, either: they added -ation to any word, e.g., Ya no sorporstation estation (I can’t 

stand this anymore.) Once they knew their -ation game annoyed me, they expanded its 

use for a while. It finally died out due to overuse. A few of the comedians had 

challenging behavior problems and did not always do their homework. I had to 

occasionally call their parents to get them back in line. These students also displayed 

other individual differences. 

One of the students was highly intelligent and verbal, but he had an especially 

difficult time writing; he seemed to have some form of dysgraphia. He constantly mixed 

up letters, left letters out, and sometimes did not seem to notice that he was mixing 
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languages in both his speaking and writing. Interestingly, he seemed to gain more fluency 

in English sooner than did other students, but I can not be sure since so many of my 

students were too shy to speak. 

Other interesting combinations of qualities emerged among the late bloomers. The 

most memorable late bloomer did not receive a passing grade until the fourth six-weeks 

of school (there are six in an academic year). Unlike the student who seemed to have 

dysgraphia, this student’s main problem was poor prior schooling. I first noticed it in his 

writing, which resembled the writing of a child in early elementary school. His spelling 

was mostly phonetic; there was little or no separation between words, he mixed lower 

and uppercase letters randomly, and he used absolutely no punctuation. Based on these 

characteristics I determined that he had had much less than adequate prior schooling.111

Although never willing to speak much, he seemed to understand most of what I said, and 

by the end of the year this student became one of the best “grammarians.” Even though 

he overlooked errors on quizzes, tests, and in other written work, in oral explicit grammar 

games or activities he often had the answer to a question meant to stump them (e.g., What 

are the parts of speech of lovely and quickly in She is a lovely girl. She ran quickly?). I 

return to the problem of errors later. As I mention above, this late bloomer rarely 

attempted to speak English, but the following year I overheard him explaining an incident 

to the principal in confident and clear English. In summary, this student represented one 

of the most extreme cases of poor prior schooling, and he would later be one of the main 
                                                
111 Without recourse to valid and reliable measures (e.g., tests in the native languages of ELLs) claims that 
students are at, above, or below certain grade levels in their native languages cannot be definitively made 
(the same may be said for L2 proficiency levels). In the absence of these measures, I can only offer 
observational data (e.g., if a middle school student writes like a lower elementary-school student, I assume 
that he/she lacks adequate prior schooling). 
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influences on my thinking regarding the importance of accurate practice, hard work, and 

patience. 

Some students reminded me of the many foreign language students I have taught 

who struggled with language learning. Like the good language learners, the struggling 

language learners were hard to notice at first because they had not had a chance to 

improve, but in time I could distinguish students who struggled more than others with 

learning a foreign language. Like foreign language students I had taught in the past, these 

students clung hard to their native-language structure. They translated literally from 

Spanish to English and seemed to have a low tolerance for forms that were different in 

English (e.g., the pronoun it). The hard workers who were among the strugglers steadily 

improved. Other individual differences included students with possible learning 

disabilities.

Two students appeared to have general learning difficulties. They struggled in all 

of their classes, and were rarely able to score above 65% on grammar quizzes or tests. I 

suspected learning disabilities because of their seeming inability to process and retain 

even small amount of information. One of these students nonetheless made substantial 

improvement on the posttest and in English by the end of the year, but I do not think this 

student was fully able to understand the more abstract grammatical concepts I tried to 

teach. It is hard to know. The case of other student was further complicated by 

interrupted schooling in Mexico. This student was kept at home for over two years during 

elementary school, but the interesting difference between this student and others with 

poor prior schooling was this student’s penmanship. It was neat and legible, and it 



151

masked the cognitive problems the student seemed to have. In sum, it was not easy to 

distinguish learners with possible learning difficulties from those who displayed 

combinations of characteristics, such as “struggling foreign language learner” and “poor 

prior schooling” and “not hardworking.” Later I would also find out that a few of these 

students had jobs, which made doing their homework more difficult. One such student 

joined our class later in the year; he rarely did his homework and he missed a lot of 

school. Whatever their individual learning differences were, my approach to all of these 

students was to believe that persistence on my part, hard work on their part, and time 

would solve their major English learning problems. 

With respect to the characteristics of the immigrant population as a whole, it 

seemed to me that current immigrants are more diverse than those in years past. More 

middle class immigrants and more extremely rural and poor immigrants seem to be 

coming to the U. S. This diversity manifested itself in some of their individual 

differences. At one extreme I had students who spoke varieties of Spanish characteristic 

of poor people from rural Mexico (e.g., they used relic forms, such as semos (we are) 

instead of somos) and at the other extreme I had students who had attended private school 

and studied English as a foreign language in Mexico. My students may be representative 

of the types of immigrants in many ESL classrooms today, but I cannot be sure.

In the sections that follow I will integrate specific examples of my attempts to 

teach the grammatical syllabus with the themes that persisted throughout those attempts. 

Some of these themes I have already mentioned, such as the influence of students’ prior 

schooling or academic sophistication, of my self-doubts as their teacher and of the 
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surprise and disbelief I experienced when I realized that teaching grammar would not be 

as straightforward as I thought it would be. I described my struggle to persist with my 

pedagogical goals despite the obstacles I faced. I gave a few examples of the general FFI 

approach I took—teach more grammar—not less—and teach deeper. Still other obstacles 

emerged.

3.4.6 Attention and Transfer of Knowledge (Generalization of Rules) 

In the excerpt below, I lament that the lack of progress in getting students to apply 

more than one rule at a time. As I wrote:

October 14, 2003 

The lessons are going too slow. There is a problem of attention and transfer. In 
teaching there is and there are; a/an, I noticed that students seemed to be learning 
the entities one at a time. For a/an there was a tendency to default to ‘a’ until 
repeated feedback began to gradually change that behavior. With there is/are, 
they gradually added the plural but only after intensive repeated feedback. By the 
time they put the two together, things seemed to be going well. During oral 
practice, there was a tendency to drop the plural marker -s again, e.g., *There are 
two blackboard, but since students quickly corrected, I didn’t notice it as much. It 
wasn’t until they wrote out the This is My Classroom112 paragraph, that I noticed 
they were consistently getting there is/ are distinction correct, but dropping the -s 
on the plural nouns. I say the lessons are going too slow because of examples such 
as the one above. 

Students understood the form, meaning, and use of a/an, yet during oral practice, they 

seemed to forget all about an. They used the is/are distinctions correctly but forgot about 

pluralizing the complement nouns. A few explanations or non-explanations come to 

mind. Many native speakers may not use or notice an because it is superfluous; it does 

                                                
112 This exercise came from the Oxford Picture Dictionary for the Content Areas. I used the first chapters 
of this supplemental text at the beginning of the year. Later I placed sets of the book, workbook, and CD at 
computer stations so that the students could work on these on their own. 
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not change the meaning of anything in the utterance. Similarly, plural -s is redundant in 

there are constructions, but in this case, native speakers would always apply the rule 

(e.g., There are two cars).113 Native language influence does not seem to apply, either, 

since Spanish articles and nouns are inflected for number and gender. For Spanish 

speakers who do not pronounce final -s, Spanish phonology might have affected their 

English morphology, but Mexican Spanish speakers pronounce final -s. The best 

explanation in my view is that learners cannot attend to all of the grammatical changes 

they have to make until they have practiced repeatedly and automatized individual or 

closely-related forms. Certainly some explanations for errors may overlap, but my 

experience throughout the year supported the problem of attentional limitations. That is, 

it seemed that students could only attend to one grammatical feature in tasks that 

involved partially learned structures or rules. The next section combines the influence of 

school culture on my students’ behavior—on their general learning and on their second 

language learning. I also discuss the actions I took with respect to this problem.

3.4.7 School Culture, Automatons, Inattention, Errors, and Error Correction

I noticed in both the ESL class and in the tutoring class114 that students were not 

getting the idea of “learning for learning’s sake.” Below are excerpts from my notes from 

October 14, 2006.

                                                
113 Interestingly, I did not record the instance of another common native-speaker construction, “there’s + 
singular or plural noun. This is a case in which the instructed learner learns prescriptive forms better than 
the native speakers. 
114 In addition to my ESL classes, I was assigned to co-teach two sections of “Study Skills.” ESL students 
came during those periods to work on other class work. A colleague and I were supposed to help the 
students with this work during these class periods.
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There seems to be a kind of passivity on the part of the students. I feel that my job 
is just as much teaching them how to learn and study as it is teaching them 
content… Many students are diligent robots, and their teachers are grateful for 
completed assignments and a grade to put in their grade books. 

Most of the students are robotically doing their work… and this is in my class and 
in every other class. I see this because of my study skills class, the way they 
complete their work. They quickly scan the worksheets to see if there are any 
patterns that will help them answer the questions and then just fill in the answers, 
without caring or wanting to deeply understand what it’s all about. Often they just 
copy from each other. The point is “getting credit.”

I find that students will regularly fill a page and hand it in, but they will not think 
about the contents of the page, they will not reread the page for errors, they think 
that fulfilling the obligation of completion is sufficient. And it may be that we 
teachers have conditioned them to think that way. Good students are often the 
completion students. They have grades for all assignments because they turn 
everything in, but how much they actually know is not always determined by their 
diligence. Only if they pay attention to what they are doing can any effective 
learning ever take place. What this implies is that passive completion is possible 
with any type of instruction. They can complete an inquiry-based lesson and not 
be able to say what they found out, what they learned. 

Passive (or automaton) learning caused me considerable anxiety at Hope. When, in 

anglicized Spanish, my students started asking me, “¿Es para un grado115? (Is this for a 

grade?),” I began to understand the influence of the local school culture on immigrants. I 

began to notice when teachers whose students I tutored during the study skills class 

would say things like, “This is worth (so much) percent of their grade,” or “If he turns 

this in, I can pass him.” I came to believe that “grades, credit, and passing” rather than 

“knowledge, skills, and excellence” are a large part of what drives at-risk public schools. 

This is not to say there are no excellent teachers or that anyone in particular is to blame 

                                                
115 ELL student are quick to adopt anglicized words when the concept is slightly different in a U.S. 
context, e.g., “grade” becomes grado instead of calificación or nota; “principal” becomes principal instead 
of director/a.
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for this situation. It may be that the students’ reluctance to homework and the pressure 

teachers feel to pass students have contributed to the situation. On the other hand, it may 

be that students do not do homework because they do not understand the material. The 

overall problem is too large and complex to discuss in depth in this dissertation. What I 

will discuss is how I dealt with it with my students. 

I preached incessantly about how grades should represent knowledge. I gave 

analogous examples, e.g., a heart patient “passing” his blood pressure test because he 

arrived early at the doctor’s office. I called and asked parents to meetings when their 

children refused to do homework. I insisted on students being able to explain their 

answers to me and to each other. I believe that the school culture definitely exacerbated 

the problem, but I also started to think that there was a certain level of inattention and 

passivity in all students, and that most have to be forced to pay attention.

I noticed their inattention on homework. They would miscopy words, ignore 

conventions, and worst of all, they would not always read the sentences for meaning. (In 

this they were not so different from some foreign language students I have known.) As I 

recorded on October 16, 2003:

I’m beginning to think that kids, no matter what their situation or background, 
will, in general, take the path of least work, they don’t work if they don’t have to, 
they won’t think if they don’t have to. And they don’t know how important it is to 
think. 

I began by requiring them to correct every error that involved miscopying. As I saw it, all 

of it was part of learning English. These were not “typos” students were making as they 

miscopied; competent English writers do not normally miscopy words that they “know.” 

I also insisted that the studentd write legibly, including not mixing lower and uppercase 
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letters. This may seem minor, but I felt that I could not expect my students to attend to 

the deeper explanations about language if they were inattentive when they copied words 

from the chalkboard. 

I was convinced that careless inattention affected their ESL grammar learning and 

that uncorrected grammatical errors were habits in the making. My occasional 

interactions with longer-term immigrants and my daily interaction with my students who 

had completed two years in U.S. schools helped me see this. Their errors were not just 

careless mistakes; these students seemed to have internalized some forms. The clearest 

examples were uninflected verbs, not just third-person singular, but regular past tense, 

too. I came to think that nobody had ever even told them that irregular past-tense forms 

exist. There was no hesitancy, no doubt in the minds of students as they said things like, 

“He come late, I go to home, I forget/do/ my homework, We eat pizza in Saturday, etc.” 

Of course, there are linguistic explanations for the predominance of some errors, such as 

the redundancy of morphology. I did not judge these speakers and neither was it my goal 

to create perfect native speakers. My goal was to give students access to the Standard 

mainstream variety of English by which they were going to be judged; to have choices 

among forms when they spoke or wrote for different audiences. My view of my own role 

as teacher became stronger. As I recorded on October 14, 2006:

The teacher is the most important variable in making the difference in active 
student learning. This may not apply to all students, but it appears to me that 
unless I force this deeper learning, they treat the lesson as a completion 
assignment. I have to make absolutely sure I explain to students what they are 
learning, why they need this knowledge, how it will transfer to other types of 
learning. I need to teach them how to pay attention and how to learn, including 
how to do assignments and homework for maximum learning. “Look, Miss, I did 
it!” Is not the same as “Look, Miss, I understand it.”
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I did not think any less of my students, but I wasn’t taking any chances. “Think” became 

the first and most important classroom rule. What I meant was “be attentive,” whether it 

is copying words from the chalk board, doing homework, or listening to your teachers’ 

explanations. With respect to errors, I was gentle but firm. I explained that errors were 

natural and unavoidable in any type of learning, that they helped me teach and could help 

them learn, but that unless they corrected their errors, they would “learn their errors” 

rather than learn from them. I assured them that I did not judge them for making errors, 

and encouraged them to think of my role as that of a soccer coach, a music teacher, a 

movie director, and a parent. I would tell them that leaving off a plural -s on a noun that 

requires it was not a spelling error or a small mistake, especially on exercises in plural 

nouns. I repeated sociolinguistic explanations of respect for linguistic varieties while at 

the same time explaining the social stigmas of some “errors.” Mostly, though, I forced 

them to work more. Preaching was not enough. I summarize my attempts with respect to 

grammar homework.

As I mentioned above, I discovered their miscopying in their homework because 

rather than allow them to fill in blanks on a copy of the exercises, I insisted that they 

write out the entire sentences/exercises. My insistence that they write out complete 

sentences came from my belief that recopying was a form of practice. Not only would 

they practice on the focus of the lesson but also on other aspects of English (e.g., other 

structures, word order, vocabulary, spelling, and writing conventions). I also believed that 

writing out sentences would give my students extra practice in the physical aspects of 
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writing, especially for my students who still wrote like young elementary-school students 

and for my “dysgraphic” student.116 Finally, I believed that writing out whole sentences, 

dialogues, short paragraphs, etc. would help them focus on the whole meaning rather than 

on a piece or fragment of the whole. I suspected that the practice of simply filling-in-

answers had a way of fragmenting the whole. Of course, the perennial problem with 

“worksheets” is the ease with which they could be done mindlessly. Part of the solution, I 

felt, was to increase the attentiveness with which they did their practice and to explain the 

purposes of assignments. I tried to explain to them that the benefits of this practice were 

like the benefits of the kind of practice athletes do. By the end of the winter holiday, 

students were used to the requirement. It is also important to mention that this 

requirement was only for homework practice. I felt strongly that the classroom should be 

reserved for more teaching of new material, for giving students the opportunity to ask 

questions, and for doing other types of guided activities. Below I bridge my thoughts 

early in my teaching with those later in my teaching. Incorporated in these sections are 

examples of the teaching and learning that took place in my classroom.

3.4.8 Teaching and Learning Throughout the Year 

Throughout the entire year, I became ever more convinced that the 

audiolingualists had it right with respect to repetition, drilling, and avoidance of errors. 

As I wrote on October18, 2004:

                                                
116 Just as dyslexia is best treated by teaching students to read, I felt that dysgraphia and inexperience with 
writing is best treated by having students write more. 
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I have decided that no amount of rewriting or redoing assignments to make them 
reasonably accurate is too much. It forces students to pay attention to what they 
are doing and to actively make needed changes in their work. 

As I increasingly demanded that my students work, correct their mistakes and errors, and 

study for quizzes and exams, small gains became visible. On November 1, 2004 I listed 

some positive results:

They are finally learning to write yes/no questions. 
They are inflecting the BE verb consistently. 
They are pluralizing as required.
They know the difference between contracted subject pronouns, such as he’s, 
they’re, it’s, etc. and possessive adjectives, his, their, its. Longer-term ELLs make 
these mistakes all the time while recent ELLs are applying the distinctions that I 
have taught them more often. 

Getting to this point had taken least two months, but it was the beginning of many 

successes. Below I tell a story from March that encapsulates what I had been trying to do 

all year. 

3.4.9 Student Work and Explicit Grammar Knowledge in March

When we got to “Nouns and Pronouns” in chapter 4 of the Azar text, I had 

already taught the difference between the names for parts of speech and their 

grammatical functions in sentences. It had taken a long time, but the majority truly 

understood that forms may change depending on their function in a sentence. Although 

metalanguage and grammar still eluded my students to different degrees, we had come a 

long way from learning noun and verb. Below I first attempt to explain how vital basic 

grammatical knowledge is.
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I have come to believe that many educators who oppose the teaching of grammar 

view metalinguistic knowledge from a Standard, mainstream, English speaker’s point of 

view—they take it for granted. At many staff training meetings that I attended, 

mainstream English teachers were discouraged from teaching grammar systematically or 

“in isolation;” teachers were told to teach grammar through “mini-lessons” and always in 

a “meaningful context.” I heard statements such as the following: “If students can use 

forms correctly, who cares if they know the parts of speech or grammar rules?” It may be 

that explicit grammar instruction is sometimes unnecessary for speakers of Standard, 

mainstream English and even for some young second-language learners with strong 

educational backgrounds, but the reason may be that these students probably have basic 

metalinguistic knowledge already. It is not difficult to teach certain prescriptive grammar 

rules through mini-lessons, such as the use of subject versus object pronouns (e.g., Joe 

and me / I went to the mall) when students know or can easily figure out from a short 

explanation what subjects and objects are. These students must also already know what 

nouns, pronouns, and verbs are. I believe that what many of these well-intentioned anti-

grammar educators take for granted—as I probably did before this experience—is the 

amazing difficulty that many forms pose to students who lack such background 

knowledge, especially ELLs. How would one teach students the uses of morpheme -s in 

contractions, plural forms, possession, and third-person singular without recourse to 

grammatical explanations? Ironically, the avoidance of grammatical explanations seems 

to require that students memorize individual forms by rote for each instance in which 

they are used (e.g., his, he’s, and him, they’re, their, there). As a final example, I tell of 
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the problem with sentence punctuation at Hope. For the three years I was at the middle 

school, teachers complained that students had not been taught basic sentence punctuation 

by teachers of the previous grades. It was not until the year I taught and collected data for 

this study that I began to suspect that the reason so many students had not learned to 

punctuate a sentence was because they did not understand what a sentence was. 

Minimally, students would have to know what subjects and verbs were to understand a 

grammatical explanation. I will have more to say about “basic” knowledge and skills 

throughout the remainder of this dissertation. I have taken the time to expand on it a bit 

here as a way to emphasize the success I finally saw in my students in March. 

In addition to the lessons in the book on subjects, objects, and subject and object 

pronouns, I reviewed possessive adjectives, possessive pronouns, and demonstrative 

adjectives from previous lessons. Then I gave them a quiz. In the first part they had to 

complete a chart listing the above forms, but rather than simply list the forms, students 

had to provide a collocation that demonstrated that the structures were in the correct 

positions, e.g., for subject pronouns, a student wrote He is smart instead of just he; for 

possessive adjectives, she wrote my smart dog for my. Part two of the quiz included 

sentences with errors. Students were supposed to cross out the error, write a corrected 

sentence, and explain the error. I present some of their answers below,117 noting that 

these types of quizzes are more difficult than those in which all the students had to do 

was provide the correct forms. The examples below consist of the sentence with the error 

or errors followed by student explanations in italics; I typed up their explanations exactly 

                                                
117 The data for the above section comes from 13 quizzes that students left in folders and notebooks at the 
end of the year. 
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as they wrote them. Minor comments are in brackets, and general comments follow the 

examples.

Excerpts from Quiz 7 – March 23, 2004

(1) *John and me do our homework all the time. 

(a) me is not a subject pronoun. You need to use a subject pronoun. I is that 

subject pronoun. [Most students capitalized ‘Me.’]

(b) You can’t put me after I because John and I is the subject. [I sometimes 

ignored other small errors, such as the S-V agreement error above.]

(c) It can be change to we. 

(2) *Them books are mines.

(a) Them is not a dem. adj. You need dem. adj. those in that position. 

(b) Them is not a Poss. Adjec. You need to use Poss. Adj. their in that 

position. 

(c) You can’t put them and mine don’t need an -s.

Students’ answers on quizzes such as this one taught me a great deal about 

teaching and learning. I’ll begin by adding to my previous discussion on attentiveness, 

careless errors, and correction. It may not be obvious to the readers of this dissertation, 

but my students’ written responses actually support my fastidious insistence on 

correction. If I had not been so fastidious, I believe that their answers would have been 

almost completely lacking in punctuation, filled with wrong spellings, and anaphoric 

reference ambiguities [e.g., (1c) above]. It is important to mention that I never thought to 

make such a big deal over lapses in punctuation by my previous foreign language 

students. I could take for granted that they could punctuate sentences if they wanted to or 

if I required it. This is not the case with young learners with poor prior schooling. 
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Another interesting aspect of their responses has to do with the attention problem 

I have discussed repeatedly. The students seemed to have difficulty noticing a similar 

error or making a necessary adjustment in every instance necessary; a general example is 

subject-verb agreement with a remote verb, e.g., *Hugo saw his friend and walk to him. 

On the March quiz, all but one student (2c) mentioned the error in mines. (He also failed 

to explain the errors, as did many other students.) A final observation overlaps with the 

previous one. Students do not always see what the teacher intended for them to see, and 

teachers do not always anticipate students’ responses. For example, a few other students 

fixed the John and me problem with we. In the second question, I intended for students to 

change them to those and of course, fix mine by removing the -s. A few possible 

explanations are as follows: 1) They could only attend to one error per sentence; 2) they 

attended to the types of errors most emphasized in class; 3) the possessive adjective their

may have been primed by the meaning of mine (see sentence (2)(b). I summarize in 

general below.

Ultimately, the main lessons from this and numerous other examples of student 

responses I reflected upon—oral or written, on homework, quizzes, tests, or from class 

discussions or oral presentations—were that explicit grammar explanations were 

necessary but not enough, that plenty of practice was essential, that error correction was 

critical, and that attentive behavior needed to be taught, then required, and even forced 

(gently). In the following sections I offer later reflections on my students’ awakening 

metalinguistic awareness and on continuing challenges. 
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Excerpt from Grammar Lesson

I begin with a short excerpt of a lesson I managed to record on March 22, 2004. It 

is a sample of the type of exchanges we were able to have about English and about 

grammar. In the exchange below, I review subject-verb agreement before teaching them 

about transitive verbs and complete sentences. T refers to my part and S to the students’. 

Different students participated in this exchange, and some spoke up at the same time. 

Unfortunately I did not have a chance to jot down different students who spoke up, so I 

have not indicated S1, S2, etc.

Speaking “Grammar”

March 22, 2004 – Recording of Review Lesson on Subject-Verb Agreement

T: We know that verbs can be actions or states of being. Let’s imagine an action 
verb, such as throw. How do we know it is a verb? 

S: It’s an action. 

S: Someone/something does it. 

S: You can say, “I throw.” 

T: Can you say, “I throws”? 

Ss: No. 

T: Why not? 

S: It doesn’t make sense? 

T: But it does. You understand me if I say, “I throws the ball.” 

S: Yeah, but, it doesn’t match. 

T: Doesn’t match what? 

S: The “I.” 
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T: What’s “I”? 

S: The subject. 

T: Yes, so now tell me: what is the relationship/connection between the subject 
and the verb? 

S: The subject comes first. 

T: Okay, that is usually true, what else? 

S: They have to match. 

T: Good. We call that “agreement,” the verb agrees with the subject. So, what is 
wrong with “I throws”?

S: Throws doesn’t agree with I. 

T: Say it in purely grammatical terms. 

S: The verb doesn’t agree with the subject. 

Note: At one point I talked of subject as the boss who decides how the verb 
“dresses”. El sujeto le dice al verbo como vestirse. Las ropas del verbo son de 
tiempo y numero. (The subject tells the verb how to dress. The verb’s clothing 
consists of tense and number.)

This excerpt demonstrates the general approach I took to grammar teaching and my 

students’ ability to learn it at all levels. I insisted on the more abstract grammatical 

generalizations because I felt they would help my students think more abstractly, develop 

metalinguistic awareness, and give me a shortcut for explaining grammar and correcting 

their errors. 
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Noticing Structure and Proud of It 

Students were speaking FFI, aware of the English around them, and I hoped, 

acquiring more and more of it, but I still complained. As I recorded on April 24, 2004 

after tutoring on a Saturday morning:

Saturday school was not good. The kids just want to play now. There are a few 
things I want to record, like when students correct each other… S is such a good 
student that when he makes a mistake, everybody notices. It is absolutely 
devastating for him to make less than a 100 on a test. The other day he made a 
mistake asking me; he said, ‘Did you saw that Miss?’ In rising intonation a friend 
of his, repeated, ‘Did you saw?’ Another one of his buddies said, ‘Miss, did you 
hear that? Did you hear that? He said, Did you saw?” This awareness, I think is 
invaluable for the students. They know what to look for. They know the rules. 
And so I feel the more I hear those kinds of things—and I hear them all the 
time—the more encouraged I became. I heard them a lot early-on with third-
person singular. 

Students would report the lack of third-person singular -s among their peers. Their 

new-found knowledge was noticed by their teachers, who overheard students correcting 

each other with grammatical explanations. I was not sure how much had transferred to 

students’ speech because they rarely addressed me in English. It was not a battle I 

decided to fight since all of my students were in mainstream math, science, social studies, 

and elective classes. I knew they had no choice but to use English with their teachers and 

non-Spanish-speaking peers. I was consoled by the feedback I would get from their 

teachers who often expressed how much English my students had learned. I return to this 

topic later. 

Their metalinguistic awareness was most obvious in exercises, such as the one 

described above. I expanded these exercises to group discussions and class presentations 
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in which the students had to explain rules to each other. One of the topics of these 

activities included explaining the use of temporal marker and question-word when. The 

instructions were as follows: Explain the use of when in the following two sentences: 

When did the rain stop? When the rain stopped, we went out to play. In the end most of 

my students were able to explain the use of temporal marker and question-word when in 

class presentations, but new insights emerged about prior knowledge, attention, and 

teaching during the presentations. I describe them below.

More Awareness, More Learning, More Work to Do

Students’ ability to attend to more than one grammatical feature in a sentence 

increased as the result of having prior grammatical/metalinguistic knowledge, but there 

was still more learning to be done. Below I give two examples of the influence of prior 

knowledge on students’ ability to attend to incorporate new information and to be flexible 

in their thinking. 

We began the chapter on temporal clauses with before and when. I decided to 

have students prepare their own presentations on the use of these temporal clauses. 

During the first day of those presentations, a student asked why in the sentence: When the 

rain stopped, we went out to play, the word when did not have a did after it. A lot of 

discussion began to take place, so I added to an additional assignment to the 

presentations—that students explain the uses of temporal marker when and question-word 

when. I explain the insights that emerged from the student’s question below.

 This type of question typified the phenomenon I tried to describe previously as 

the problem of attention. Students sometimes seemed to zero in on one aspect of an 
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utterance and ignore others, even things they knew. In this case, the sentence as a whole 

did not make sense as a question. I also think a more metalinguistically-aware student 

would have realized that Spanish also had the same two uses for when (cuando). It 

occurred to me that it may also have been prior knowledge of a grammar rule that caused 

the student to fixate on the missing did. The students had taken great pains to learn that 

“in wh-questions with verbs other than BE, auxiliary DO precedes the base form of the 

main verb,” so it may be that when this new use of when without did came up, the student 

was unable to realize that this could not be the same as the question word. It may be that 

similar confusions come up in the minds of better-educated foreign language learners, but 

they mostly keep quiet about it, knowing that it will be clarified later. In any case, this 

example represents the types of confusions academically unsophisticated students may 

experience. Even though my students had learned a great deal of grammar, there was still 

much more for them to learn. 

Ultimately, the confusion was also my fault because I did not anticipate the 

question. With respect to the themes of attention and prior learning, teaching moments 

such as these convinced me that prior learning, along with the accumulated knowledge 

that comes from it, is a major factor in being able to attend to and make sense of new 

and/or contradictory information. I end with a final example of an ability that cannot be 

taken for granted in unsophisticated learners. Just as students did not realize that Spanish 

also had the same two uses for when that English has, many of my students did not 

readily notice Spanish-English cognates. In contrast to the better educated students in my 

class and also to the Spanish-speaking intensive English students I had taught in the past, 
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the majority of my students often failed to notice many obvious cognates, e.g., school –

escuela, authority – autoridad. “Raising their consciousness” through grammar teaching 

seemed to help, of course, but sometimes the problem was that students did not 

understand the concept in Spanish, e.g., process – proceso, system – sistema.118

My ELL students’ lack of prior knowledge was an ever-present problem, but 

grammar teaching seemed to be making a difference. The more they learned, the more 

they could learn. As naïve as some of their question sometimes were, I realized that they 

could only ask such questions because they had explicit knowledge of English grammar. 

Explaining the use of when as a temporal marker is easier when students already 

understand question formation. These questions indicated that students were making 

sense of the grammar of English. On one occasion I used the word “mapped” to mean 

“imprinted,” and a student promptly raised his hand and asked why I added an -ed to a 

noun. Not all questions were unsophisticated. I was enormously impressed when one of 

the GLL students asked if Ima, pronounced /ama/ as in Ima beat you, was a contraction 

for I’m going to. This future “linguist” knew Ima was not a contraction in mainstream 

English; she was applying her knowledge of grammar to ask about the grammar of the 

local dialect. 

In sum, student questions, both the naïve and the sophisticated, provided me with 

fantastic opportunities to reinforce previous teaching, to teach something new about 

English and language in general, and to reinforce linguistic tolerance. Teaching ESL to 

immigrant students through an FFI approach helped them notice and attend to form, and 

                                                
118 In my experience at Hope and since then, these are also concepts that poorly-schooled American 
students do not fully understand.
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to make sense of the surface forms in relation to grammatical function and meaning. I 

also believe that teaching FFI at a more abstract level helped increase students’ academic 

knowledge because abstract concepts are easier to transfer to other domains. For 

example, one of my students made such a connection from my teaching of concrete vs. 

abstract nouns to a science lesson on mass. Throughout the year that I taught, and 

throughout this narrative, I have grown as a teacher. Below I summarize the influence of 

this teaching experience on my teaching philosophy and approach. 

3.5 MY EVOLVING TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

Reading back over my notes, it is obvious to me that I was never satisfied. Until 

the end, I wrote more about what I had yet to do than about the positive results I was 

seeing in my students. On April 21, 2006, I recorded the following:

Today is Friday, April 21, 2004, after school, 5:44. The days are going by really 
fast these days. I worry a lot about how much has actually sunk in and how much 
hasn’t. I feel so much pressure. I have just two months to do a whole lot of 
teaching. I feel frustrated that I won’t accomplish everything that I want to 
accomplish.

It seemed that every little error the students were still making I took as evidence that I 

had not done enough. Part of the problem was that before this teaching experience, I did 

not know what background knowledge I could assume my students had or what I needed 

to do to make sure they learned it. I now have a better idea. Below I summarize the 

evolution of my teaching beliefs as a result of this teaching experience. I note that these 

are beliefs based on my experience rather than claims based on my research.
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In the introduction to this dissertation I explained my general beliefs about S/FL 

teaching. I believed that explicit grammar rather than a content-based approach would 

help with the accuracy dimension of English and the learning of the prescriptive 

academic registers necessary for success in school. Alluding to the naturalistic theories in 

second language acquisition that had so influenced the K-12 teaching field, I wrote that I 

hoped to demonstrate through this study how important it is to actually teach English 

rather than wait for it to emerge on its own. Throughout the preceding narrative, I tell of 

my self-doubts as I confronted difficulties in teaching metalanguage and grammar. I 

persisted, gaining insights along the way. My teaching beliefs and approach, I noticed, 

had changed in subtle but important ways. 

I still believe in explicit grammar instruction in S/FL teaching, but now I 

personally believe that it is not only helpful, but critical in teaching English as a second 

language, especially to adolescent immigrant students with limited prior schooling. This 

teaching experience has also taught me that it takes more knowledge (about language and 

second language pedagogy), more work, and more time to teach English to these students 

than simply saying that the poorly schooled can learn on the same level and at the same 

rate as their better-prepared counterparts. On the other hand, it seems to me that it may 

take the five to seven, eight, nine, or ten years that Cummins and Collier and their 

followers have claimed it takes.119 As early as 1991, Larsen-Freeman and Long stated 

that while order of acquisition appears to be immutable, rate of acquisition and 

                                                
119As discussed in the literature review, Cummins and Collier based “English proficiency” on passing a 
standardized achievement test. At least eight of the FFI students had passed the Texas state assessment the 
following year (more may have passed but I was unable to get their scores).
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grammatical accuracy can be improved by instruction. Therefore, I have reason to 

continue believing that an explicit grammar approach can help students learn English 

faster and more accurately. In any case, I do not believe that students should be left to 

their own devices to learn the standard variety of a second language. Secondly, I believe 

that the extra time that these students need can be shortened by increased work. This 

experience has also clarified my beliefs about basic skills, practice, and error correction. 

I emerged from this experience unapologetic about using words often banned in 

some sectors of the education world, words such as “repetition, practice drills, 

memorization, error avoidance, error correction” and “grammar, parts of speech, spelling, 

vocabulary lists, sentence combining, etc.” I learned that background knowledge, no 

matter how basic, must be taught, including decoding, spelling, vocabulary, etc. I believe 

that it harmful to keep basic, taken-for-granted knowledge from students who do not have 

it, and as I alluded to above, I do not believe that educators should, in the name of an 

equal curriculum, withhold from the poorly-schooled the very knowledge that gives their 

better educated counterparts an advantage. Related to basic skills and knowledge, I do not 

believe that teaching basic knowledge is mutually exclusive with rigorous teaching. I 

believe that any concept or skill can be taught either thoroughly or superficially; rigor is 

in the teacher’s control. Finally, my teaching beliefs changed slightly with respect to 

student motivation and teacher control of learning. 

This experience has taught me valuable lessons about the teacher’s role in 

motivating students to learn. One such lesson is that adolescent students must be required 

to work, whether they like it or not. A second is that motivation will come with learning, 
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and not the other way around. When students realize they are really learning, they 

become motivated to learn more—often, regardless of the subject. I also believe that 

students do not become passionate about a subject until they learn a great deal about it, so 

in the beginning students must be gently forced to study and do work. However, I do not 

believe in mindless coercion of students on the teacher’s part, either. Students need and 

deserve to understand the purpose of every assignment, but they also need to have fun. 

The goal is not the perfect teacher or the perfect students, but the ongoing growth of both. 

My evolving teaching beliefs and approach found even more support in the results 

of the grammar test. I present those below. 

3.6 OVERALL RESULTS AND ANALYSIS OF THE GRAMMAR TEST

It is important to mention a few things about the research situation and the test 

before presenting the results. First, the research conditions for this study were severely 

limited. I did not have carte blanche to test every immigrant student in the school, so all 

of the samples are convenience samples. In addition, I did not have comparable numbers 

of students by either “years in U.S. schools” or by grade levels. I was able to increase the 

after-one-year and the after-two-years LA groups by combining the scores of my 20 

students before FFI with the scores of LA students I would not teach (16 pre-FFI students 

were combined with the after-one year LA group, and four with the after-two-years LA 

group). There was also a small difference in the calculation of scores between the FFI and 

LA groups. For the LA groups I did not calculate part B scores separately as I did for the 

FFI group. Since these students had never been taught English through FFI, there was 
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little point in separating the scores in this manner. The point of the comparison between 

the LA and FFI was to see how much grammatical knowledge—as measured by this 

test—they gained or did not gain in the absence of explicit and systematic FFI. 

With respect to the posttest for the FFI group, it is important to point out that I did 

not treat the posttest as a kind of final academic test. There was no review of the first six 

chapters in the book, no test preparation, nor even any mention of the test. The goal of 

this research was to find out what students exposed to a FFI approach learned overall. If I 

had reviewed with my students or reminded them of rules from previous chapters, I 

would not know what specific rules they had retained (e.g., irregular plurals) or what rule 

generalizations they had learned (e.g., question formation). In summary, the test was 

administered in the same way as a pretest and posttest—as a diagnostic of the beginning-

level grammatical structures covered in most reputable ESL/EFL texts. Before presenting 

the results, I disclose general and specific limitations of the grammar test. 

3.6.1 Limitations of the Grammar test

In this section I disclose the limitations of the grammar test that I have discovered 

during the writing of this dissertation. Some of the limitations may have to do with the 

second language setting of this study. For instance, the test contains formulaic phrases 

which may be learnable from frequency of input alone, such as requests with can, as in, 

Can I go to the office; common phrases with copula-BE, e.g., She/he is a student. It also 

seemed to me that structures with first- and second-person were easier. Students may 

select the correct answer if it is with my__ but err between his and her__. Another 

example is second-person questions. A student might have learned Did you (go)? as a 
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formulaic phrase, but fail to generalize the rule to the same structure with a different 

person, e.g., *Did John went? Another limitation of the test as a source of data is that I 

did not analyze it by a type of item analysis that looks at which wrong answers students 

selected, so it is possible that I have misinterpreted some of the reasons for wrong 

answers. I also noticed two borderline distracter answers for test item 29 (some orange 

versus an orange) and item 98 (Have you ever been to Mexico? versus Have you not been 

to Mexico?). This limitation is relevant only for long-term immigrants who have more 

experience with English use, especially with item 29. Another limitation with respect to 

long-term immigrants is that the test was not graded, so there was a potential ceiling 

effect for them. Ultimately, however, the test revealed important and relevant information 

about students’ knowledge of English grammar. 

The results of the grammar test are presented in the following two ways: 1) By 

total average percentage of correct answers (overall test scores) and 2) by percentages of 

correct answers by grammatical category or single test item.

3.6.2 Percentage of Correct Answers for Local Approach Groups

Although a more carefully designed study would be necessary to draw any 

generalizations from this test, there were some tentative conclusions I could make. First, 

students who scored above 90% on this test spoke English with an ease of expression and 

a total lack of hesitation, i.e., they sounded like their non-immigrant peers. Just one LA 

student who had been in U.S. schools only four years scored 92 on part A and 90 on parts 

A and B combined. There were no cases of students who scored in the high 90s on this 

test yet were incapable of carrying on a conversation, as has been reported among foreign 
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language students. Although I did not teach these students, I interacted with them before 

taking the exams; many I knew from being part of the school.120 These are students who I 

might not have noticed were immigrants unless their records indicated it. Most had been 

in the U.S. for eight years or longer. The same would not be the case for the FFI posttest 

takers. The ten post-FFI students who scored 90% or above on the posttest more closely 

resembled the foreign language students often cited in the literature as having explicit 

grammatical knowledge as measured by these types of tests, but who still lack spoken 

fluency. Below I summarize the scores for LA students between zero and three to eight 

years in U.S. schools. 

The average score for 26 students with zero years in the U.S121 was 26% for part 

A and 24% for parts A and B combined. There seemed to be little variability in the scores 

(SD=.05 and .06 respectively). After one year, the average scores for 43 students were 

45% and 41%; the variability in the scores increased (SD= .17 and .14). After two years 

the average scores for 23 students were 49% and 43% (SD=.16 and .13). Because of 

uneven and/or small number of testers by years in U.S. schools, I decided to combine 

students by ranges of years in U.S. schools. The average scores for 45 students who had 

been in U.S. schools from two to four years (or an average of 2.8 years) were 56% and 

51% (SD= .17 and .17). Grouped by three to five years (or an average of 4.0 years), the 

                                                
120 The leadership at the school made sure that the staff, especially the instructional specialists, got to 
personally know as many of the students as possible. For example, we participated in “data conferences” 
which involved counseling students about their standardized test scores. The faculty at large was 
encouraged to have “a club” which students could sign up for. All of the staff had hall, cafeteria, and 
morning and /or afternoon duty requirements. 
121 I report scores for zero years in the U.S. to provide a more complete picture. The similarity/low 
variability in the scores suggests that similar students who have not had EFL in their home countries would 
score in this range.
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average scores for 30 students were 65% and 61% (SD=.17 and .18). Grouped by five to 

eight years (or an average of 6.5 years),122 the average scores for 23 students were 69% 

and 64% (SD=.18 and .20). The final grouping consisted of students in U.S. schools from 

three to eight years (or an average of 5.1 years) the average scores for 45 students were 

66% and 62% (SD= .17 and .18).

These data are summarized in Table 3.3 on the next page. For the reader’s 

convenience I have inserted a summary table in bold print of the FFI posttest scores for 

the 20 FFI students tested with both the pretest and posttest. I will provide a more 

complete summary of the FFI group in a later section. The FFI table is located after the 

“LA group after 2 years” table. 

                                                
122 In a few cases students appear to have repeated a grade (e.g., a student who began in K is in 6th grade 
now, but whose “original date of entrance” indicates that he has been in U.S. schools 8 years, may have 
been retained along the way).
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Years in U.S. Schools N Grammar Test

Beginning year (.1) n=26 Part A Parts A & B
Avg 0.26 0.24
SD 0.06 0.05
Min 0.13 0.12
Max 0.37 0.34
Median 0.27 0.25
Mode 0.28 0.25

LA group after 1 year (1.0) n=43
Avg  0.45 0.41
SD 0.17 0.14
Min 0.13 0.17
Max 0.86 0.84
Median 0.42 0.38
Mode 0.42 0.38

LA group after 2 years (2.0) n=23
Avg 0.49 0.43
SD 0.16 0.13
Min 0.24 0.25
Max 0.81 0.75
Median 0.48 0.42
Mode 0.45 0.35

FFI group after 2 years (2.2)   n=20
Avg 0.86 0.79
SD 0.13 0.14
Min 0.55 0.49
Max 0.98 0.98
Median 0.89 0.81
Mode 0.97 0.71

LA group after 2-4 years (2.8) n=45
Avg 0.56 0.51
SD 0.17 0.17
Min 0.24 0.25
Max 0.92 0.90
Median 0.53 0.46
Mode 0.53 0.45

LA group after 3-5 years (4.0) n=30
Avg 0.65 0.61
SD 0.17 0.18
Min 0.36 0.30
Max 0.92 0.90
Median 0.66 0.62
Mode 0.53 0.45

LA group after 5-8 years (6.5) n=23
Avg 0.69 0.64
SD 0.18 0.20
Min 0.36 0.36
Max 0.95 0.91
Median 0.75 0.71
Mode 0.87 0.83

LA group after 3-8 years (5.1) n=45
Avg 0.66 0.62
SD 0.17 0.18
Min 0.36 0.30
Max 0.95 0.91
Median 0.68 0.63
Mode 0.88 0.45

Table 3.3: Percentage of Correct Answers: LA Group (FFI Group Inserted in Boldface) 
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Below I summarize the results of the test for the LA group by percentage of items correct 

by grammatical category or by item. 

3.6.3 Percentage of Correct Items by Grammatical Category / Item for the Local 

Approach Groups

To find out what grammatical category/item the non-FFI group was still getting 

wrong after one, two to three, or four to eight years in U.S. schools, I tallied the correct 

/incorrect responses for a sample of the students. I will refer to the LA student groups as 

LA Group 1.1, LA Group 2.4, and LA Group 5.3; the numbers represent their average 

years in U.S. schools. LA Group 1.1 consists of 40 students who had attended U.S. 

schools for at least a year. LA Group 2.4 consists of 36 test takers who had attended U.S. 

schools for from two to three years. Finally, LA Group 5.3 consists of 27 LA students 

who had attended U.S. schools for from four to eight years. 

One reason for grouping students was to compensate for the larger number of 

sixth graders among the LA testers. The year I tested the vast majority of LA students, a 

much larger number of sixth graders who had completed their first year in U.S. schools 

enrolled at Hope. Since only three of the 20 students tested were sixth graders, and one 

was an exceptional GLL, I felt that I would not be able to compare the groups for this 

particular calculation (items correct by grammatical categories). The difference the larger 

number of sixth graders might have made has to do with the amount of English exposure 

they did or did not get their first year in school (in fifth grade). In this district Spanish-

speaking, new immigrant fifth graders are usually placed in bilingual classrooms in 

which the language of instruction is mostly Spanish. This means that the sixth graders’ 
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exposure to English was less than the average exposure of new immigrants beginning 

their U.S. schooling in seventh or eighth grades. I did not consider exposure to English 

for the total average of correct answers by number of years in U.S. schools. For that data 

set, I reasoned that including the sixth-grade student scores in the overall scores was valid 

since not including them would be analogous to not including math scores for students 

whose teachers had not taught them math. However, in order to try to understand what 

structures students seem to pick up through exposure alone, the amount of exposure does 

matter. Having said that, there was no easy way to find out how much or how little 

exposure students actually got or what other factors might have influenced their learning 

of English in fifth grade. For example, two of my sixth graders disagreed on how much 

English versus Spanish their same fifth-grade teacher used. All three reported attending 

all-English PE, art, and music classes. As mentioned previously, one of them was one of 

the two highest-performing pre-FFI students—the students I suspected might be GLLs. 

Judging by her oral abilities in English, this GLL appeared to be at least at an 

intermediate level; the other sixth graders were clearly beginners.123 With so much 

uncertainty, however, I decided that the best I could do to lend credibility to these 

research data was to be forthcoming and explicit about the data by revealing all I knew or 

suspected about the students who took the test. In the end, I decided not to exclude the 

sixth-grade students; however, to compensate for less exposure to English, I decided to 

combine the results for students after two to three years in U.S. schools rather than after 

                                                
123 As mentioned previously, I based these general conjectures on my familiarity with and previous use of 
the IRL proficiency guidelines in previous FL teaching positions. I am making no specific claims of having 
formally tested my students using these guidelines.  
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two years alone. Doing so would enable me to compare the posttest results of the small 

and also mixed FFI group (16 had completed one year and four, two years) with the LA 

group. The combined average years in U.S. schools for the FFI groups was 2.2 years and 

for the LA group it was 2.4 years. The idea behind including LA group 5.3 (students who 

had attended U.S. schools for four to eight years) was to see what improvement by 

grammatical category/item occurred from the previous two times (from 1.1 and 2.4 years 

to 5.3 years). These data are summarized in Table 3.4. For the sake convenience, Table 

3.4 also includes the pretest and posttest scores of the FFI group. 
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FFI 
Y/N

GC/ 
Item Grammatical Structures Test Items LA 2.4 

n=36
LA 5.3 
n=27

LA 
Improv 
2.4 to 

5.3 Yrs

LA 
Improv 
1.1 to 

5.3 Yrs

FFI 1.2 
n=20

FFI 2.2 
n=20

FFI 
Improv 
1.2 to 

2.2 Yrs

Y 1
Copula – BE (agreement, 
negation, question formation)

n=3
items 1, 2, 63 62.0 83.0 25.3 43.8 61.7 90.0 31.5

Y 2
Verb-adverb order (frequency 
adverbs with BE or other verbs)

n=3
items 9-11 59.0 79.0 25.3 44.1 50.0 95.0 47.4

Y 3

Verbs (aspect, habitual vs. 
present time use; simple present 
or progressive form; negation, 
question formation, short answer 
form)

n=12
items, 8, 12-22, 
56 

52.0 81.0 35.8 51.1 50.0 88.8 43.7

Y 4

Verbs (past simple form, 
negation, question formation; 
temporal clauses w/ before & 
when; future w/ going to & will; 
simple conditional; irregular past 
form, aspect)

n=15
items 33-37, 51-
55, 57- 59, 61, 62

50.0 82.0 39.0 49.8 44.0 87.0 49.4

Y 5
Locative prepositions and 
prepositional phrases

n=14
items 3, 38-50 58.0 79.0 26.6 39.6 50.0 81.4 38.6

Y 6

Determiners (possessive 
adjectives, possessive pronouns, 
object pronouns, incl., it/it's, 
weather-it

n=9
tems 4-7, 16, 26, 
32, 77-78

54.0 85.0 36.5 47.1 56.7 88.3 35.8

Y 7
Nouns (irregular plural, count and 
non-count)

n=3
items 27-28, 67 37.0 66.0 43.9 45.7 40.0 81.7 51.0

Y 8
Determiners (indefinite articles 
a/an, some) n=2, items 29-30 50.0 79.0 36.7 27.2 55.1 86.6 36.3

Y 9 Would you vs. Do you like? n=1, item 23 33.3 85.0 60.8 76.5 25.0 95.0 73.7

Y 10 Think that vs. think about n=1, item 24 42.0 72.0 41.7 51.4 45.0 55.0 18.2

Y 11 Yes/No question w/ there n=1, item 25 36.0 69.0 47.8 78.3 40.0 95.0 57.9

Y 12 Double negative n=1, item 31 55.6 77.0 27.8 41.6 45.0 75.0 40.0

Table 3.4: Grammatical Category / Item for All Groups: Items Taught

(This table continues on the next page)
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FFI 
Y/N

GC/ 
Item Grammatical Structures Test Items LA 2.4 

n=36
LA 5.3 
n=27

LA 
Improv 
2.4 to 

5.3 Yrs

LA 
Improv 
1.1 to 

5.3 Yrs

FFI 1.2 
n=20

FFI 2.2 
n=20

FFI 
Improv 
1.2 to 

2.2 Yrs

N 13
Modals (requests, advice, ability, 
question formation, short answer w/ 
negation)

n=7
items 64, 70-71, 
92- 95

51.0 78.0 34.6 48.3 46.4 79.3 41.4

N 14
Quantity expressions (too, enough, 
more, almost all of, most)

n=5,

tems 66, 68-69, 
74-75

35.0 75.0 53.3 60.0 38.0 63.0 39.7

N 15
Word order (ditransitives verbs give
& told)

n=2
items 80-81 24.0 70.0 65.7 60.7 27.5 47.5 42.1

N 16
Comparative and superlative forms 
and expressions (alike, different 
from, etc.)

n=8
items 83-90 29.0 71.0 59.2 59.1 33.1 55.6 40.4

N 17
Verb (present perfect and past 
continuous forms, expressions w/ 
perfective / imperfective aspect)

n=6
items 72 & 96-100 49.0 78.0 37.2 50.6 45.0 71.9 37.3

N 18 Negative imperative w/ Don’t n=1, item 60 83.3 87.2 4.4 11.1 95.0 100.0 5.0

N 19 Verb plus infinitive or gerund n=1, item 65 44.4 87.2 49.0 48.4 55.0 95.0 42.1

N 20 Word order of adjectives n=1, item 73 44.0 67.0 34.3 25.4 60.0 90.0 33.3

N 21 Possessive marker -'s n=1, item 76 36.1 65.0 44.4 30.8 45.0 90.0 50.0

N 22 Possessive pronoun whose n=1, item 79 22.0 59.0 62.7 95.8 5.0 45.0 88.9

N 23
Prepositions w/ ditransitive, 
benefactive verb, fix X for Y n=1, item 82 75.0 92.3 18.8 16.0 90.0 100.0 10.0

N 24 Adverbs of manner, neatly n=1, item 91 36.1 64.1 43.7 49.3 40.0 90.0 55.6

AVERAGES124 46.6 76.3 39.8 48.0 47.6 81.1 42.1

Table 3.4: Grammatical Category / Item for All Groups: Items Taught, cont.: Items Not Taught

(The first part of this table is on the previous page.)

                                                
124The main reason for the difference in averages between total averages (Table 3) and averages by 
grammatical categories/items (Table 4) is that in this calculation grammatical categories are weighed the 
same as individual items.
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3.6.4 Overall Percentages for FFI Group

Before discussing the data, I present two more data tables. The first is a complete 

summary table of the pretest and posttest for percentage of overall correct answers for the 

FFI students, including the percentage of improvement from pretest to posttest on Parts A 

and B and Parts A and B combined (Table 3.5). The second table is a summary of the 

percentage of improvement for correct items in two categories, by items I taught the FFI 

group and items taught and not taught (Table 3.6). 
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Stud
Yrs 
U.S. 
Schs

Pretest 
Part A

Pretest 
Part B

Pretest 
A & B

Posttest 
Part A

Posttest 
Part B

Posttest 
A & B

Imprv 
Part A

Imprv 
Part B

Imprv 
A&B

S1 1/2 0.27 0.40 0.34 0.92 0.54 0.73 70.7 25.9 54.1
S2 1/2 0.28 0.32 0.30 0.78 0.60 0.69 64.1 46.7 56.5
S3 2/3 0.30 0.32 0.31 0.58 0.52 0.55 48.3 38.5 43.6

S4 1/2 0.34 0.32 0.33 0.55 0.42 0.49 38.2 23.8 32.0
S5 1/2 0.36 0.40 0.38 0.92 0.90 0.91 60.9 55.6 58.2
S6 1/2 0.41 0.46 0.44 0.69 0.56 0.63 40.6 17.9 30.4
S7 1/2 0.42 0.32 0.37 0.89 0.74 0.82 52.8 56.8 54.6
S8 1/2 0.42 0.30 0.36 0.84 0.58 0.71 50.0 48.3 49.3
S9 1/2 0.48 0.40 0.44 0.94 0.76 0.85 48.9 47.4 48.2

S10 1/2 0.48 0.28 0.38 0.88 0.74 0.81 45.5 62.2 53.1
S11 2/3 0.48 0.44 0.46 0.84 0.68 0.76 42.9 35.3 39.5
S12 2/3 0.52 0.32 0.42 0.80 0.62 0.71 35.0 48.4 40.8
S13 1/2 0.52 0.32 0.42 0.80 0.62 0.71 35.0 48.4 40.8
S14 1/2 0.56 0.36 0.46 0.97 0.88 0.93 42.3 59.1 50.3
S15 2 0.56 0.46 0.51 0.86 0.76 0.81 34.9 39.5 37.0

S16 1/2 0.58 0.64 0.61 0.97 0.78 0.88 40.2 17.9 30.3
S17 1/2 0.63 0.50 0.57 0.95 0.84 0.90 33.7 40.5 36.9
S18 1/2 0.73 0.56 0.65 0.97 0.98 0.98 24.7 42.9 33.8

S19 1/2 0.83 0.84 0.84 0.97 0.96 0.97 14.4 12.5 13.5

S20 1/2 0.86 0.70 0.78 0.98 0.98 0.98 12.2 28.6 20.4
with

S19, S20 41.8 39.8 41.2
Avg. Pretest 1.2 & Posttest 2.2

without
S19, S20 44.9 41.9 43.9

Avg 0.50 0.43 0.47 0.86 0.72 0.79 43.3 41.0 42.5

SD 0.17 0.15 0.15 0.13 0.16 0.14

Min 0.27 0.28 0.30 0.55 0.42 0.49

Max 0.86 0.84 0.84 0.98 0.98 0.98

Median 0.48 0.40 0.43 0.89 0.74 0.81

Mode 0.48 0.32 0.38 0.97 0.74 0.71

Table 3.5: Pretest and Posttest for FFI Group: Percentage of Answers Correct by Student 
and by Total Students

It is important to repeat that differences in the final averages for the FFI group 

between overall percentages of correct answers (Table 3.5) and average scores by 

grammatical categories/items (Table 3.4) do not match up exactly because grammatical 
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categories are weighed the same as individual items;125 in general, the differences are 

small. The only odd effect of weighing grammatical categories and single items the same 

is the appearance of more answers correct for Part B (not taught) than for Part A (taught). 

It is likely that the easier items—18 (negative imperative with don’t) and 23 (preposition 

for with ditransitive, benefactive verb, fix)—contributed to the higher percentage. These 

items garnered the highest percentage of correct answers for all the categories or single 

items and for all groups. This is yet another reason it was important to uses ranges of 

years in U.S. schools in a manner that would give the LA an advantage. Table 3.6 

contains averages of GCs/Items grouped by items taught and not taught for all LA and 

FFI groups. 

Grammatical Categories (GC)
LA 
2.4 

n=36

LA 
5.3 

n=27

LA 
Improv 
2.4 to 

5.3 Yrs

LA 
Improv 
1.1 to 

5.3 Yrs

FFI 
1.2 

n=20

FFI 
2.2 

n=20

FFI 
Improv 
1.2 to 

2.2 Yrs

GC 1-12 (taught, Part A) 49.1 78.1 37.3 49.7 46.9 84.9 43.6

GC 13-24 (not taught, Part B) 44.1 74.5 42.3 46.3 48.3 77.3 40.5

GC 1-24 (Parts A and B) 46.6 76.3 39.8 48.0 47.6 81.1 42.1

Table 3.6: Summary of Percentage of Correct Items and Improvement

In the following section I will analyze the results of the grammar test. I begin by 

commenting briefly on the results for the FFI group and follow up with a comparative 

analysis of the FFI and LA groups.

                                                
125 There is of course the possibility that there were tallying errors. For the FFI group alone, I tallied 400 
answers.
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3.6.5 Analysis of FFI Posttest Results: Total Percentage of Correct Answers 

When I first compared the results of the pretest and posttest for the FFI group, I 

was not surprised. These were students I taught and assessed for an entire year, and I 

knew what they had learned. On Part A of the posttest, their mean average was 86%, 

which is an improvement of 41.8% from the pretest. They also improved on Part B by 

39.8% (see Table 3.3). 

Of course, I was disappointed that three of my students were still unable to score 

above 70% on the test. I discussed these students to varying degrees in previous sections. 

I suspected that two of them have learning disabilities; one of them (S6) almost passed 

Part A of the test. The other (S4) improved only slightly. S3 was a combination student 

(rural, poor, poor prior schooling, not studious, and a job holder). I could speculate that 

these students probably improved more that similar students in the local approach, but I 

can make no so such claim based on the data I have collected. Ultimately, the meaning of 

the FFI posttest results can only be truly appreciated in comparison to the results of 

students who learned English through the local approach. 

3.6.6 Analysis of FFI and LA Groups: Total Percentage of Correct Answers 

The differences between the LA and FFI students are dramatic. For example, on 

the overall averages of correct answers, the FFI students outscored every LA group 

combination by years in U.S. schools (e.g., after 2 years and from 2-4, 3-5, 5-8, and 3-8 

years). Although more research is necessary to understand specifically why these students 

did not score higher on the grammar test, a tentative conclusion might be that even after 
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many years in U.S. schools, some LA students do not naturally acquire certain 

grammatical structures (as measured on this multiple-choice grammar test). The 

differences are especially interesting for long-term ELLs. Even acknowledging that the 

FFI group’s beginning average scores were higher than the scores for the after-one-year 

and after-two-year groups, I would not have imagined that LA students who had attended 

U.S. schools between two to six years longer would have scored lower than FFI group on 

this test. There was also reason to believe that the average FFI initial scores were not 

completely representative of the scores for similar students. In the section below I discuss 

this possibility and disclose other FFI scores not included in the 20-student FFI data set. 

Exceptional Students 

In the section on individual differences I say that my students were generally 

representative of the types of immigrants in many ESL classrooms today, and although I 

still believe that, it is possible that in such a small group of tests (20 FFI tests total), the 

scores of the two highest-performing students (S19 and S20)126 skewed the pretest 

average upwards. There is good reason to suspect that these two students were 

exceptionally good language learners (GLLs). As mentioned previously, after only one 

year in U.S. schools, these students scored considerably higher than 64 students who had 

attended U.S. schools from one to two years (43 for one year and 23 for two years). A 

closer look also reveals that only one of nine students from the after-three-years group 

and only three of 13 from after-year-four-years groups scored higher than S19 and S20 on 

                                                
126 It seems relevant to mention that S19 and S20 were related.
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the grammar test. If I remove S19 and S20 from the FFI pretest averages, the total 

average for the remaining 18 students drops to 46% and 43% (from 50% and 47%) for 

Part A and Parts A and B, respectively. The averages without the GLLs fall in between 

the averages for the 43 after-one-year students (45% and 41%) and the 23 after-two-years 

students (49% and 43%). I will have more to say about the difference between one and 

two years shortly. To see if the GLLs posttest scores also affected the FFI posttest results, 

I removed their scores from that average as well. With S19 and S20, the posttest average 

was 86% and 79%, while without them it was 84% and 77%. The smaller difference 

between the posttest scores suggests that the differences S19 and S20 had on the test 

results had narrowed, and in fact they had. Compared to the pretest, more of my students 

had caught up to S19 and S20; 14 students scored above 80% and seven scored above 

90%, three scored in the high 90s. In order to show this more fully, I first disclose other 

information FFI students’ scores I left out of the FFI data results until now. 

Scores not Included in the FFI Averages

The pretest results of two students and the posttest results of six students were not 

included in the FFI data. I have already mentioned the exclusion of the pretest and 

posttest scores for two middle class students who had studied EFL in Mexico.127 I 

excluded their data because of their previous EFL study and because they did not fit into 

a “years in U.S. schools” category. They scored in the lower 50s and 60s on Part A of the 

test. On Part B, I questioned the validity of the score of one of these students because it 

                                                
127 Both students returned consent forms.
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seemed inconsistent with his Part A score: he scored 53% on Part A but 18% on Part B. 

The other student’s scores appeared entirely consistent. I estimated that they were in the 

mid-fifty range for both Parts A and B when they entered my class. These prior-EFL 

students progressed dramatically, as expected, but of the two, the one with the invalid 

Part B score, progressed more.128 The EFL students were not the only students whose 

posttest scores were excluded. 

The data of four other students were left out. These were students who enrolled 

later in the year. I sent a consent form home with a student who arrived earlier in the year 

(possibly October) but did not bother with those students who arrived in the middle of the 

year.129  I did not give the pretest to any of these four students for several reasons. From a 

purely instructional perspective, it was not necessary since I was not using the 

information on those tests to teach. From a research perspective, I felt that there was not 

enough time between the tests; the items on the pretest and posttest were either the same 

or extremely similar. These four students took the posttest, and although I had permission 

to use their scores and demographic information by virtue of an amendment I submitted 

with my continuing research permission, I left out their scores from the posttest average 

because I did not have a pretest for them. Demographically, the four late enrollees were 

similar to the majority of the students in my class; all were Mexican immigrants with 

under two years in U.S. schools; two were in sixth grade, one in seventh, and one in 

eighth grade. Their English was also at about the same level as the English of other 

                                                
128 This is the high-achieving student I referred to in a quote from my recorded notes as the exceptional 
student that other students liked to catch making mistakes. 
129 The first student returned a signed consent form. 
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students in my class. I do not believe these students would have changed the pretest 

mean, and according to my calculations, they have not changed the posttest mean either. 

However, in order to be able to claim an unbiased analysis of the data, I summarized all 

possible combinations of scores with and without the exceptional GLL students and the 

six other students whose scores were not included in the FFI data until now; see Table 

3.7.

Average Scores without GLLs 
(S19 & S20)

N
Pretest 
Part A

Pretest 
Part B

Pretest 
A & B

Posttest 
Part A

Posttest 
Part B

Posttest 
A & B

FFI Ss w/o GLLs: 18 0.46 0.40 0.43 0.84 0.70 0.77

w/o GLLs but w/ EFL Ss only 20 0.85 0.70 0.78

w/o GLLs but w/ Late Ss only 22 0.85 0.71 0.78

All Ss w/o GLLs: 24 0.86 0.72 0.79

Average Scores with GLLs 
(S19 & S 20) N

Pretest 
Part A

Pretest 
Part B

Pretest 
A & B

Posttest 
Part A

Posttest 
Part B

Posttest 
A & B

FFI w/ GLLs 20 0.50 0.43 0.47 0.86 0.72 0.79

w/ GLLs & w/ EFLs 22 0.86 0.73 0.80

w/ GLLs & Late Ss 24 0.86 0.73 0.80

All Ss w/ GLLs 26 0.87 0.73 0.80

Table 3.7: FFI Posttest Results with Different Data Combinations:

The above combinations show that the exceptional GLL students in my class 

affected beginning scores by about four percentage points. The extent to which this 

difference is statistically significant will not be addressed in this dissertation, but I will 

say that my knowledge of these students tells me that it may well have been. However, 

the differences in the posttest scores were a lot smaller, and after throwing the scores into 

every possible combination and reflecting on my teacher knowledge of all of these 
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students, I can only conclude that the narrowing in the average of the posttest scores was 

a direct result of explicit and systematic grammar instruction, including, as I have 

repeated many times, repetition, practice, and error correction. 

3.6.7 Summary of Total Percentage of Correct Answers for All Groups

In this section I have analyzed the differences between the FFI posttest scores and 

the LA scores by various groupings by years in U.S. schools. To lend credibility to this 

analysis, I disclosed all pertinent information regarding the FFI group scores, and found 

that the FFI scores may have been slightly affected by the two students whom I identified 

as GLLs. The much smaller differences in the posttest data strengthened my tentative 

conclusion that FFI, as taught in my classroom, narrowed the gap between GLLs and 

other students. Possibly more significant than the fact that my students learned what they 

were taught, was that years in the U.S. do not ensure the learning of the grammatical 

structures as measured on this basic grammar test. In other words, it is more significant 

that long-term LA students scored as they did than it is that my students learned some 

English grammar and scored as they did on the test. I will have more to say about specific 

aspects of English grammar in the analysis of the test by grammatical categories and 

single test items for FFI and LA groups. I now turn to that comparison. I begin with an 

analysis of the FFI posttest results.

3.6.8 Analysis of FFI Posttest Results: Grammatical Categories / Items (GCs/Items) 

I repeat here what I said regarding my students’ improvement in the percentage of 

correct responses from pretest to posttest. I was generally not surprised. I taught them and 
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made them practice the grammatical structures measured on this test. In this section I 

discuss a few disappointments and the lessons I learned from them. 

There were a few disappointments in the FFI posttest scores; they were single 

items 10 (think that vs. think about) and 12 (double negative). Item 10 measures 

knowledge of the stative and action verb think; it appears in chapter 3 of the Azar text. 

Item 12 measures knowledge of non-allowance of double negatives in Standard English; 

it appears in chapter 4 of the Azar text. I will speak to item 10 first. 

According to the test data, 55% got item 10 wrong on the pretest, and 45% were 

still getting it wrong on the posttest. As their teacher, I can only blame myself. Several 

possible reasons for my failure come to mind. First, I did not provide a clear enough 

explanation and did not realize it at the time. Second, I did not review the rule, expand it 

to other examples, or require sufficient practice. Of the two, my worst offense was not 

realizing that my students had not understood the explanation. One small consolation 

may be in a psycholinguistic explanation from Paul Nation’s research on vocabulary 

learning. Nation (2004)130 claims that thematically-related words and similar-sounding 

words are more difficult to learn when taught together (e.g., “inductive” vs. “deductive;” 

“their” vs. “there” vs. “they’re”). It may be that the distinction between think that and 

think about was too small to remember four months after I taught it.131 It may have been a 

better idea to teach one use first and the other later; however, the main lesson for me as 

                                                
130 Nation reported these findings at his keynote presentation at the 2004 TESOL conference. 
131 As I mentioned at the beginning of the results section, I did not treat the posttest as a kind of final 
academic test. There was no review of the first six chapters in the book, no test preparation, nor even any 
mention of the test.
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their teacher remains the same—my students needed a clearer explanation and more 

practice.

The explanation for 25% of the students missing item 12, a double negative, is a 

little different. In my view, the main reason for this error is insufficient emphasis on 

double negatives and, as a result, insufficient practice. I arrived at this explanation 

because an equally problematic structure, third-person singular -s, which is tested more 

than once in categories 1, 2, and 3, did not appear to present a problem for the FFI group 

on the posttest (no less than 90% correct for each category). The difference in rates of 

correct answers on these two notoriously error-prone structures is the amount of attention 

I devoted to the third-person singular. I suspect that the main reason I did not devote as 

much time to double negatives was the scant attention it got in the grammar text. Like 

item 10, it only appears once in an earlier chapter, so the students may have forgotten the 

rule. Another challenge to double negatives is their use in Spanish. With respect to both 

double negatives and third-person singular -s, I suspect that these structures will present 

an ongoing problem for immigrant students at schools like Hope because of their frequent 

and ubiquitous use among the general student population and other non-native speakers. 

In the end, however, the learning of these and other forms is the same for all students—it 

is to teach students what we want them to know, and if we want them to produce the 

knowledge or skill on demand we need to have them practice it until they can. In 

response to those who believe that native-like ability is largely unattainable (e.g., Bley-

Vroman), I respond by saying that these arguments may not be entirely applicable in this 

situation. The point of explicit grammar instruction is also to give learners subject matter 
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control over their L2, i.e., to teach students in such a way that they can call on their 

explicit knowledge to repair non-native uses. I now discuss the test results for the FFI 

group by CGs/Items taught and not taught. This more expanded analysis of the results by 

GCs/Items will include the LA groups. 

3.6.9 Analysis of FFI and LA Groups: Grammatical Categories / Items 

The overall results for GCs/Items (see Table 3.6) indicate that the FFI students did 

better on the forms they were taught (GC/items 1-12) and least well on the forms they 

were not taught (GC/items 13-24). To try to understand why they did better on some 

untaught categories and not others, I grouped the categories by those the FFI students did 

well and poorly on. I begin with the categories they did well on, GCs 13-17. They did 

well on GCs 13 (modals: pragmatic uses, e.g., requests, advice, ability and forms, e.g., 

questions, short answer with negation) and GC-17 (verbs: present perfect and past 

continuous forms and expressions with perfective or imperfective aspectual forms, e.g., 

since, for). FFI students’ total average on the posttest for these categories was 75.6%. 

They did poorly on GC-14 (quantity expressions, e.g. too, enough, more, almost all of, 

most); GC-15 (word order for ditransitive verbs give and told); and GC-16 (comparative 

and superlative forms and expressions, e.g. alike, different from). Their total average on 

the posttest for these categories was 55.4%. Table 3.8 contains a summary of these 

categories; for comparison, Table 3.8 also includes the LA group summaries. 
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FFI 
Y/N GC

Grammatical 
Structures

Test Items
LA 
2.4 
n=36

LA 5.3
n=27

LA 
Improv 
2.4 to 
5.3 Yrs

LA 
Improv 
1.1 to 
5.3 Yrs

FFI 
1.2 
n=20

FFI 
2.2 
n=20

FFI 
Improv 
1.2 to 
2.2 Yrs

N 14
Quantity expressions 
(too, enough, more, 
almost all of, most)

n=5, items 66, 68, 
69, 74, 75 35.0 75.0 53.3 60.0 38.0 63.0 39.7

N 15
Word order 
(ditransitives verbs 
give & told)

n=2, items 80, 81 24.0 70.0 65.7 60.7 27.5 47.5 42.1

N 16

Comparative and 
superlative forms and 
expressions (alike, 
different from, etc.)

n=8, items 83, 84, 
85, 86, 87, 88, 89, 

90
29.0 71.0 59.2 59.1 33.1 55.6 40.4

“Did poorly” 
AVERAGE =

29.3 72.0 59.4 59.9 32.9 55.4 40.7

N 13

Modals (requests, 
advice, ability, 
question formation, 
short answer w/ 
negation)

n=7, items 64, 70, 
71, 92, 93, 94, 95 51.0 78.0 34.6 48.3 46.4 79.3 41.4

N 17

Verb (present perfect 
and past continuous 
forms, expressions w/ 
perfective / 
imperfective aspect)

n=6, items 72 & 
96-100 49.0 78.0 37.2 50.6 45.0 71.9 37.3

“Did well” 
AVERAGE =

50.0 78.0 35.9 49.4 45.7 75.6 39.4

Table 3.8: Results for Grammatical Categories Not Taught 

At first glance it seems obvious that GCs 14, 15, and 16 are more difficult to 

acquire from exposure alone, especially within the first one to three years (see LA 2.4 

and FFI 1.2). However, after four to eight (5.3 average) years in U.S. schools, the 

difference in the percentage of correct answers for these items has narrowed (from 

approximately 20 percentage points to 6). This suggests that in enough time ELLs learn 

to recognize the correct answers for the more difficult structures, but that during that 

same time, they do not dramatically improve on the easier ones. I will return to this 

interpretation shortly. Below I suggest explanations for the FFI results.
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In a sense the explanation for one of the pairs “did well” or “did poorly” is a 

partial explanation for the other. I begin with the items on whichthe FFI group did poorly, 

GCs 14, 15, and 16. I suspect three principal reasons. First, the rules for these structures 

cannot be generalized from any of the rules we had studied. Second, the structures may 

not be frequent or formulaic enough for student to learn from exposure (compare to 

single items 18 and 23, also not taught, but seem to be learned easily). The third possible 

explanation is that structures that involve function word combinations may not be as 

noticeable to learners. Interestingly, however, the FFI 2.2 groups’ average for the “did 

poorly” items was still 26% higher at 55.4% than the average score for the LA 2.4 group, 

which was 29.3%. This difference suggests that FFI may have made my students more 

sensitive to grammar rules in general—even for structures not easily generalizable from 

the grammar rules they had learned. As would be expected, this grammatical sensitivity 

paid off more for structures in categories 13 and 17. For these structures, FFI students 

may have been able to generalize new rules from the grammar rules they had learned. 

Specifically, the use of auxiliaries and word-order rules for question formation and 

negation may have helped with some modal, past continuous, and past perfect 

constructions. Although more research is necessary, the differences between the FFI and 

the LA groups do not appear to be trivial in any sense. I now turn to a summary analysis 

of the FFI and LA group results. 

3.6.10 Summary Analysis of Grammatical Categories / Items for All Groups

From a language acquisition perspective, the data suggest that after one to three 

years in U.S. schools students make minimal progress in English grammar (see Table 3.4, 



198

columns FFI 1.2 and LA 2.4). The similarities in the percentage of correct responses 

between these two groups suggest that without FFI most of my students would have 

remained at the same level two to three years later. I had reason to suspect as much from 

the scores of four pre-FFI students who had completed two full years in U.S. schools. 

These students’ scores were only slightly above those of the16 pre-FFI students who had 

completed one year in U.S. schools. Another way of analyzing the data is in terms of the 

learning potential of immigrant students during their first three years in U.S. schools. 

A comparison between the test results of LA 2.4 students and FFI 2.2 (FFI 

posttest students) reveals the potential of immigrant ELLs with respect to knowledge of 

English grammar as measured by this test in their first to three years in U.S. schools. In 

other words, this is what they could learn. With respect to speaking proficiency, there 

was little reason to doubt that research findings regarding the transfer of declarative 

knowledge to procedural knowledge or explicit knowledge to implicit use would apply to 

these students as well (see Ellis, 2002 for a review).

Taking into account that some GCs/items might have been too easy or learnable 

due to their formulaic nature and/or frequency in the input, these data also suggest that

there are structures that continue to present problems for LA students even after four to 

eight years (LA 5.3) in U.S. schools. For example, 15% to19% of students in the LA 

group had not learned the distinction between Would you like versus. Do you like (item 

9). I mention this item because it was one that I was able to easily teach my students. 

Unlike the think that/ think about example discussed previously, learning the distinction 

between Would you like and Do you like appears to have required only that students be 
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explicitly told the difference. Only 25% of the pre-FFI students knew this distinction on 

the pretest whereas 95% got it right by the end of the year (see Table 3.4). I should add 

that it was an ideal item to teach through contrastive analysis. I explained to the students 

that to express the same meanings, Spanish uses the conditional form of gustar for Would 

you like, e.g., ¿Le/Te gustaría un café? and the present indicative of gustar for Do you 

like, e.g., ¿Le/Te gusta el café? I believe that there is a terribly important lesson to learn 

from this single item—namely, that there is no reason that 66 to 75% of ELLs one to 

three years in U.S. schools and 15% of ELLs four to eight years in U.S. schools are 

getting a form wrong that could have been taught in a single lesson their first year in the 

U.S. Other examples of forms that are relatively easy to teach but not so easily acquired if 

not taught and practiced are irregular plural nouns and irregular verb forms. For example, 

the FFI group improved by 60% on the irregular plural children (from 15% correct to 

75% correct) while the percentages for the LA groups were as follows: 22% correct at 

LA 2.4 average years and 44% at correct at LA 5.3 average years. On the irregular past 

tense won, the FFI group improved by 70% (from 30% correct to 100% correct); on 

wrote they improved more modestly, by 50% (from 20% correct to 70% correct). The LA 

group percentages of correct answers for won and wrote were as follows: 44% correct at 

LA 2.4 average years and 85% correct at LA 5.3 average years for won, and 33% correct 

at LA 2.4 and 79% correct at LA 5.3 for wrote. A skeptic might ask if the FFI students 

remembered the forms from the pretest; as far as I could tell, they did not. I can say this 

with almost total certainty because when I taught irregular plurals and irregular past tense 

forms, the notion of irregular forms was at first strange to my students. I remember 
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teaching them about existence of irregularities in languages by using Spanish examples of 

irregular verbs, especially those that result in childhood errors (e.g., *sabo for se ‘I 

know’). There is always a possibility that some of the students had picked up frequent 

irregular past-tense forms, e.g. went, as formulaic chunks, but I cannot be sure. With 

respect to irregular plurals, I remember how especially strange these forms were to my 

students (e.g., child-children, foot-feet, man-men, woman-women). It appears to me now 

that this strangeness may have helped them learn irregular plurals faster. Because of their 

greater number, the irregular past-tense forms took a little longer and more memorization 

work on their part, but those who studied learned them with no problem. A second 

question a skeptic might ask is whether students actually use these forms in their 

speaking or writing. Given the data from this study, I can only suggest their chances of 

using them in speaking or writing seem to increase if they know the forms exist. Another 

point about these forms is that they are of the kind that can be learned by rote 

memorization; and even though the use of accurate irregular forms seems like just a detail 

in the vast and complex grammar of English that students need to learn, it is one that 

matters socially. Not using correct irregular forms can stigmatize a speaker, especially if 

he/she has been in the U.S. a long time. It can also be argued that students should be 

require to learn irregular forms as early as possible since they can be more difficult to 

learn later—as anyone who has been around long-term immigrants plainly knows and as 

the data for the LA students seems to suggest. A final point relates to the affective 

benefits for the students. Judging by my students’ playful competitiveness and by the 
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pride they showed from getting high scores on irregular verb quizzes, I would conclude 

that they felt good about their accomplishments.

The negative aspects of a non-FFI approach to the learning of English grammar is 

further revealed by the few GCs/Items on which LA students scored above 90%. With a 

single exception (item 23), there was a failure to attain 90% or more correct answers in 

all other GCs/items for the LA groups. Furthermore, LA groups only achieved 80% 

correct answers for four categories and five single items. By comparison, posttest FFI 

students achieved 90% correct answers for two categories and nine single items, and 

above 80% correct for nine categories and nine single items. These differences suggest 

that many long-term ELLs may be stabilizing in their grammatical development. In some 

cases, they may have internalized fossilized forms (e.g., lack of third-person singular) and 

in other cases they may have settled on the use of fewer forms (e.g., the use of present 

tense for past tense). Other evidence to this effect is the modest percents of improvement 

for LA students (see Tables 3.4 and 3.6). Clearly, more research is necessary to examine 

the English grammar development of long-term ELLs who never received explicit FFI. 

At the same time, it is vital that I reiterate the relative ease of this grammar test and the 

fact that I am comparing ELLs with an average of 2.2 years in U.S. schools (the FFI 

students) to ELLs with 2.4 to 5.3 average years in U.S. schools. I have now concluded the 

results and analysis of the grammar test. As a final summary, I end this chapter by 

specifically addressing the research questions posed at the beginning of this research 

study. 
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3.7 OVERALL SUMMARY: THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Although the tentative answers to research questions are interwoven throughout 

the narrative, in this final section I will summarize the contents of this chapter by 

specifically addressing the research questions. The summary responses will follow the 

questions. It should be noted that all suggested findings are speculative; they apply to this 

study only. 

Research questions one and two will be summarized together; they are as follows:

(1) What improvement do students taught through explicit FFI show on a discrete-point 

test of basic English grammar? (2) Do students who were taught through explicit FFI 

outscore similar students taught through the local approach (LA) or a non-FFI approach? 

Research question one and two were addressed at length in section 3.6. The results were 

as follows. FFI students improved in the percentage of total correct answers by an 

average of 42.5% and by grammatical categories or items (GCs/Items) by an average of 

42.1%. Since percentage of improvement for the LA group was only calculated for 

GCs/Items, I report that percentage132 and compare it to that of the FFI group. LA groups 

improved by an average of 48%, but it took them an average of four years longer. The 

average score for the FFI group after one year of FFI and an average of 2.2 years in U.S. 

schools was higher (81.1%) than the average score of the LA group (76.3%) after an 

average of 5.3 years in U.S. schools. More controlled research would be necessary to 

draw generalizations from these findings. 

                                                
132 The average percentage improvement for the FFI group for the total average percentage of correct 
answers total average percentage of correct GCs/Items is expected to be roughly the same. I assume that the 
same would be true for the LA group.
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Research question three is addressed in section 3.4: How does explicit FFI 

influence the English language learning of adolescent ELLs? The answers to this question 

are tentative and speculative. Based on the research on the effectiveness of grammar 

instruction reported in the literature review, one can hypothesize that the explicit 

grammatical knowledge my students gained from FFI—as delivered in my classroom—

may aid their further acquisition of English. Through the type of FFI described in section 

3.4, students were able to learn and talk about language as an object of study. This 

metalinguistic awareness appeared to influence the English language learning of these 

adolescent ELLs in diverse and incremental ways. As described in section 3.4.9, the 

metalinguistic awareness they gained from FFI seemed to aid their ability to attend to and 

notice form outside of ESL classroom. Attention133 to form also aided students’ 

performance on a discrete-point grammar test. And, while high performance on discrete-

point tests is not necessarily evidence of accurate or competent oral proficiency, the 

better test performance of the FFI students places them in the category of “instructed 

second language learners” (i.e., learners with explicit knowledge of the L2 grammar). As 

“instructed second language learners,” the FFI students hold a possible advantage in the 

rate and accuracy of their continued English language learning (see Larsen-Freeman and 

Long, 1991, Ellis, 2001; Norris and Ortega, 2000, 2001, suppl). It is possible that this 

newfound knowledge has put them on a better road to English language acquisition, but 

more research would be necessary to make this claim. More research would also be 
                                                
133 Although the importance of “attention” in second language acquisition (e.g., Schmidt, 1998) is not 
disputed in the literature, the role of “consciousness” during this cognitive process and whether implicit or 
explicit instruction aids it best is not entirely settled (see Robinson, 1997a and 1997b). However, the 
research on explicit grammar instruction reviewed in chapter 2 favors explicit grammar instruction (FFI) 
over implicit forms of instruction. 
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needed to determine how these FFI students compare to their non-instructed counterparts 

over time. 

Question four addresses one of the main purposes of this study. It asks: To what 

extent can a study of this type inform ESL pedagogy for this population? This study 

informs ESL pedagogy for this population in some important albeit tentative ways. As 

noted earlier, I am arguing that many long-term ELLs do not acquire enough knowledge 

of English grammar to be able to recognize correct grammatical answers on a grammar 

test of the kind used in this study. The absence of an FFI approach may be partly 

responsible for the poor showing of the LA students on this test, but until other factors or 

combinations of factors are considered, it is not possible to determine how responsible 

the absence of FFI is. For example, long-term ELLs may not have had sufficient exposure 

to English or instruction in English at the elementary level. While length of residence 

may aid in the acquisition of grammatical knowledge as measured by this grammar test, 

these test data also suggest that exposure to English alone during the two years of middle 

school does not have a substantial influence on grammatical knowledge of ELLs as 

measured by this test (see table 3.6). With respect to performance on a grammar test, 

there is little reason to doubt that FFI could be helpful. However, it would be premature 

to claim that simply teaching grammar, even explicitly, will make a difference in all other 

ESL classrooms and with all other teachers. In addition, it is important to note that 

without knowledge of pedagogical English grammar, explicit FFI cannot be taught as it 

was taught in this study, and unfortunately, many credentialing programs do not currently 
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require this knowledge.
134

 At a very minimum, this study informs ESL pedagogy for this 

population in the following four ways: 1) Adolescent immigrant students with poor prior 

schooling can learn English grammar provided they have knowledgeable and committed 

teachers; 2) with respect to teacher knowledge, this study supports the notion that 

teachers need knowledge about language to teach language (Wong-Fillmore and Snow, 

2002); therefore, steps should be taken to provide teachers with this knowledge; 3) 

although previous research has shown that FFI can accelerate the rate of acquisition and 

the level of grammatical accuracy in learners, more research is necessary to determine the 

specific types of FFI that work best.

                                                
134 The Texas credential for ESL teachers requires no such knowledge (see 
http://www.texes.nesinc.com/prepmanuals/PDFs/TExES_fld104_prepmanual.pdf) for a test manual. 
Retrieved on 6/6/06. In addition, the core curriculum for ESL is identical to the English language arts 
curriculum [compare Texas Administrative Code (TAC), Title 19, Part II Chapter 110 (ELA curriculum) to 
Chapter 128 Subchapter B (ESL curriculum]. The main difference between Chapters 110 and 128 
Subchapter B for ESL is that in Chapter 128 Subchapter B there is a page-long segment for teachers 
regarding ELLs. See http://www.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter110/index.html and 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter128/index.html. Retrieved on 4/26/2006.
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Chapter Four: Limitations, Implications, Suggestions, and Remarks 

4.1 OVERVIEW

In this final chapter I report on the limitations of this study, offer suggestions for 

future research, explore tentative implications for teachers, and conclude with summary 

remarks and personal reflections. In some respects, these sections constitute the lessons I 

have learned from this action-research dissertation study.

4.2 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

An action research study has many positive features, but it also has many inherent 

limitations. A constant limitation throughout this study was lack of time. As a novice 

researcher, I did not anticipate the difficulty involved in conducting action research while

teaching fulltime. In the same manner that teaching requires regular modification and 

refining, so does a research study; unfortunately, very little time was available for this 

purpose. Other limitations were unavoidable. From the beginning, I knew it would not be 

possible to conduct an experimental study. Even if ethical standards for a controlled study

could, in theory, be met (e.g., by offering the same treatment to all students at different 

times), permission to conduct this type of research in public schools is rare, especially for 

a novice researcher. Factors which prevented the possibility of a quasi-experimental 
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study are as follows: 1) the study participants consisted of only twenty students; 2) the 

participants may or may not have been representative of the larger ELL immigrant 

population at these ages; 3) the teacher of the FFI students (me) is not representative of 

ESL teachers in similar classrooms;135 4) a valid and reliable diagnostic grammar test was 

not available for this population; 5) even if the grammar test used were valid for limited 

purposes (e.g., recognition of correct grammatical forms), all of the scores represented 

convenience samples (i.e., test takers were not randomly selected from a representative 

sample); 6) it would have been difficult to control for various other variables (e.g., 

exposure to English, effects of students’ external life situations, similar numbers of 

students per grade level, by years in the U.S., by gender, etc.). Finally, the possibility of a 

Hawthorne effect must be considered. It is possible that the experimental treatment itself 

led to some or all of the findings reported here. Given these limitations, statistical 

analyses would have been misapplied to the test results. Thus, the findings from this 

study, i.e., the positive influence of FFI, cannot be generalized to other FFI classrooms. 

Although I attempted to ameliorate some of the limitations by submitting a retrospective 

narrative of the entire teaching experience and research study, the extent to which any 

aspects of the results are transferable to other situations must be left to future studies. 

                                                
135 It was not possible to know what difference my previous knowledge and experience had on this 
teaching approach. Clearly, the approach and the materials in the hands of a teacher with little or no 
background in pedagogical English grammar might not have produced the same results. On the hand, an 
ESL/EFL teacher with more classroom experience and working knowledge of pedagogical English 
grammar (e.g., an EFL teacher from Mexico, a teacher from a local intensive English (IEP) program) might 
have gotten better results.
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4.3 SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

At the beginning of this study I noted that although there had been an increase in 

studies on FFI in recent years, those which focused on the effects of FFI on the English 

language learning of second language learners in U.S. public school settings have been 

extremely rare. My inability to find a test (even a TOEFL136-type test) for this age group 

further supports this claim. Therefore, the first research suggestion is a call for more 

research on FFI specifically focusing on low-SES, school-age, immigrant children in 

public schools. More research will create the need to develop valid and reliable language 

tests for this age group. Given the complexity of classroom-based research, I suggest 

collaborative research projects between university-based researchers and classroom 

teachers. This type of collaboration could provide the support necessary to deal with 

problems that arise during the research process. In my study, for example, a quasi-

experimental design might have been possible through collaborative research. This study 

also revealed a need for longitudinal studies involving ELLs who lack grade-level 

subject-matter knowledge and literacy skills. 

Future studies should also focus on the cognitive aspects of literacy and second 

language teaching and learning. In my discussions of prior knowledge, metalinguistic 

awareness, and attention, I touched on these issues, but much more research is necessary. 

Though late for this study, it appears that some relevant studies are beginning to emerge. 

A very recent paper by Tarone and Biglow (2005) on “impact of literacy on oral language 

                                                
136 TOEFL is the “Test of English as a Foreign Language;” this test is widely used to determine whether 
students wishing to study in American universities possess appropriate levels of English knowledge, as 
measured by this test.
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processing” (title of the article) in illiterate adults and preliterate children more closely 

addresses the cognitive factors that might partly explain why poorly schooled children 

struggle to learn English. Tarone and Biglow also call for the inclusion of illiterate adults 

in SLA studies. These new developments in the SLA research agendas are encouraging 

and supportive of the type of research necessary to improve language pedagogy for 

immigrant students. 

Although studies that focus on the specific effects of language pedagogy on 

language learning are limited in scope (i.e., the do not address all of the problems 

immigrant children face in the U.S.), they are useful in that they can address a critical 

variable in our overall understanding of educational opportunities available for low-SES 

English language learners in our public schools. 

4.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHER PREPARATION

Implications for teachers involve teacher knowledge and preparation. Wong-

Fillmore and Snow’s (2002) call for “teacher knowledge about language” for educational 

purposes is supported by the cumulative research reviewed in support of this study as 

well as the results reported here. According to Wong-Fillmore and Snow this knowledge 

should be added to pre-service courses for teachers. Teacher courses would include an 

introductory course called “Language and Linguistics” designed specifically for teachers. 

Such a course would include “language structure, language in literacy development, 

language use in educational settings, the history of English, and the basics of linguistic 

analysis” (p. 40). Teachers would also take a course in “Language and Cultural 
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Diversity,” which would include, among other topics, a study of discourse styles; another 

course called “Sociolinguistics for Educators in a Linguistically Diverse Society,” would 

include basic areas of study in sociolinguistics (e.g., language policy and politics; 

language attitudes; language change and shift; bilingualism, etc.) (p. 40). Wong-Fillmore 

and Snow also recommend a course in “Language Development,” which focuses on the 

development of diverse language varieties (e.g., standard dialects and vernacular 

languages) and the development of literacy and academic language in school. The 

“Language Development” course is closely related to two other courses Wong-Fillmore 

and Snow recommend: “Second Language Learning and Teaching” and “The Language 

of Academic Discourse.” Together these courses would address issues of first and second 

language acquisition, formal and informal language registers, the relationship between 

language and subject matter knowledge (p. 41). Finally, Wong-Fillmore and Snow call 

for a course in “Text Analysis and Language Understanding in Educational Settings,” 

which would help teachers understand how specific structural aspects of written language 

might affect comprehensibility in second language learners (p. 42). W-F & S’s course 

suggestions illustrate the type of knowledge that has not been present in bilingual and 

ESL teacher preparation programs. While I generally agree with their suggestions, and I 

can attest to using some of this knowledge in my own teaching, it is unlikely that pre-

service programs will be able to accommodate all of these courses any time soon. I 

believe that based on the cumulative research cited in this study and the findings of the 

present study, pre-service and in-service bilingual and ESL teachers would benefit from a 

course in pedagogical English grammar now. This course would help teachers teach 
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English to ELLs who are currently in bilingual or ESL classrooms. The broader 

implications for teachers are outlined below.

Wong-Fillmore and Snow’s course recommendations for teacher training courses 

point to much-needed changes in teacher preparation programs. Currently, many 

universities do not offer a major in ESL at the undergraduate level.137 In my view, an 

ESL teaching certificate ought to be offered as a major area of study at the B.A. level. 

Creating an undergraduate ESL major would enable teachers to gain the knowledge 

offered in courses similar to those recommended by Wong-Fillmore and Snow. Creating 

an ESL major at the B.A. level would also elevate public-school ESL teachers to the level 

of many of their international EFL counterparts,138 ESL teachers in intensive English 

programs (IEPs), and foreign language teachers in the U.S. An undergraduate major in 

ESL would professionalize the K-12 ESL field, and, in my view, vastly improve ESL 

programs in our public schools. 

4.5 FINAL REMARKS 

In the introduction to this dissertation I argued for evaluating instructional 

programs for ELLs on measures of ultimate achievement (high school graduation and 

college readiness) rather than on optimistic reports of interim gains on state tests.139

                                                
137 Texas offers an “endorsement” rather than “certification” in ESL. (See footnote 134).
138 The point here is not that EFL teachers are “better” than U.S. ESL teachers, but that, much like foreign 
language teachers in the U.S., EFL teachers specialize in English language pedagogy. 
139 In a recent editorial, the New York Times cited a recent study by the Policy Analysis for California 
Education (PACE) research institute. The PACE study, according to the Times, reports on the variety of 
ways states mislead the public about student achievement. 
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Besides raising the seriousness of the educational problem, my main goal was to 

demonstrate that the educational failure of far too many capable immigrant students may 

be at least partly due to instruction. I attempted to show that the problems in English 

language instruction even extend to highly motivated ELLs (Scarcella, 2003). In this 

concluding section, I will argue more forcefully for a focus on instruction in ESL classes. 

The focus of this study has not been to show that English instruction alone can 

solve the varied problems immigrant students face in schools and society, but to 

demonstrate that it can make a difference. Few would deny that English knowledge is a 

linguistic gatekeeper in our society, and failure to learn the standard academic variety of 

English has serious consequences for the academic success of all students. This truism 

applies to immigrants as much as it does to native speakers of non-Standard varieties of 

English. In a sense, knowledge of Standard academic English is analogous to reading 

ability. Immigrant students who cannot understand, speak, read, or write Standard 

mainstream English are like English-speaking students who cannot read. Both are at a 

disadvantage in American public schools. Just as reading instruction likely increases the 

educational potential of non-readers, explicit ESL instruction may open possibilities for 

ELLs. Finally, as educators, it is in the realm of instruction that we can make the most 

difference. As a teacher I could not control my students’ family life, the education of 

their parents, or the poverty in which they lived. The only thing I could control is what 

and how I taught them.

I have made a case here for the need for explicit grammar instruction through an 

extensive literature review of the theories, philosophies, and research that have 
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influenced K-12 ELL education. I also reported that the cumulative research in SLT/L 

and SLA over the last 30 years suggested strongly that explicit grammar instruction is 

superior to meaning-focused approaches in both the rate of acquisition and the ultimate 

grammatical accuracy of learners. I attempted to show that instructed learners have a 

definitive advantage over learners in non-interventionist or naturalistic settings through a 

review of the linguistic features of learners exposed to varying degrees of FFI. In making 

these conclusions, there is no doubt that my own experience as a foreign language teacher 

and learner influenced the direction of this study to begin with, but the real lessons came 

from teaching my students. 

Before setting foot in the school, I believed that teaching ESL was much easier 

than it actually is. I was more likely to be critical of teachers for students’ low 

performance. When I found out for myself how difficult it was to teach grammar to 

students with poor prior schooling, I realized why some teachers and administrators may 

inadvertently fall into a deficit-thinking perspective. In at-risk schools it seems that 

teachers are often restricted in what and how to teach; they are told that such teaching 

constitutes “research-based best teaching practices.” When these best practices fail, 

reasons other than the instruction itself are sought to explain low student performance 

(e.g., parent involvement, poverty, language, poor prior schooling). I believe that this 

reality contributed to the appeal of Cummins’s conception of CALP; teachers also 

complain of students with poor prior schooling. The irony in finding fault with poor prior 

schooling is that we who run the schools have caused much of it. And, based on my 

experience at Hope, poor schooling apparently occurs as much in U.S. schools as it does 
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in Mexican schools.140 Most of the ELLs at Hope had been educated in U.S. schools since 

the early elementary grades. My point here is not to blame anyone, but to make a case for 

what I see as a solution to one of the major problems causing poor prior schooling, a 

failure to recognize the necessity of teaching basic skills. 

4.5.1  Basic Skills

Well-intentioned educators and professors of education regularly bemoan the fact 

that teachers are “drilling and killing” students with basic skills rather than teaching them 

to think or apply their knowledge and skills at higher levels. Administrators and 

educational consultants remind classroom teachers like me at every professional 

development session that true learning is not the accumulation of basic facts and skills, 

but the creative application of this knowledge. I personally believe such criticisms against 

so called lower-level skills are often misplaced, and for a number of reasons.

First, the idea that teachers are drilling and killing students with basic skills may 

be a myth. It is my experience that teachers would have been chastised for engaging in 

drilling students on basic facts and skills at Hope.141 Secondly, certain types of learning 

may require intensive practice, especially at the elementary level. Thus, it would be an 

over-generalization to conclude that drilling would be equally beneficial or unbeneficial 

for all kinds of learning. Third, basic knowledge and skills may not be as “basic” as many 

                                                
140 While it is true that there are more children in Mexico who have missed one or more years of school 
and fewer go on to high school, the comparison I am making is to the level of academic preparedness in the 
students I encountered at Hope. Based on their reading levels, the local children were no better prepared 
than the immigrants from Mexico.
141 One exception is the limited implementation of the SRA Corrective Reading program, a decoding 
program based on intensive drill and repetition. 
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educators think they are; if they were, we might have learned how to teach them after 30 

years of educational reform.

It seems to me that those who object to drill, practice, or memorization of basic 

facts and skills may not have sufficiently analyzed what they mean by basic. In grammar, 

for example, rote and abstract knowledge co-exist. For instance, memorizing the irregular 

forms of the simple past (e.g., knew instead of *knowed) is rote knowledge, but learning 

and being able to use the tense/aspect system of a second language is not a lower-level 

skill. I suggest that the same applies to other disciplines. In math, for example, knowing 

multiplication facts may be rote knowledge, but knowing the relationship between 

addition and multiplication is abstract knowledge. Simply put, basic knowledge and skills 

are complex systems; some aspects are learnable by rote and others are not. Ideally, a 

teacher combines necessary drudgery with deeper knowledge.

Sometimes students’ lack of knowledge in certain domains leads to false 

impressions on the part of teachers. My first year at Hope, an English teacher who had 

never worked with low-income minority students once said to me, “These students can’t 

even make inferences.” This would not be the only time I heard such comments. I said to 

my colleague that students with limited schooling were just as capable of inferring 

information as are wealthy students with lots of schooling—the difference is in what they 

infer about. A wealthy student with lots of schooling might have given a farmer the same 

impression with respect to farming. It was then that I began to realize where lack of basic 

knowledge and skills and low expectations converge. Following Delpit (1988), I began to 

understand the enormous injustice in depriving minority students of the basic knowledge 
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and skills their mainstream counterparts possess. In the name of “high standards, rigorous 

teaching” and “access to higher knowledge,” students are kept ignorant of the knowledge 

and skills they need to reach the lofty goals we so desire for them. Having taught and 

worked with students who lacked these skills has taught me to appreciate their value. 

In section 3.5 I explain how I emerged from this experience unapologetic about 

speaking plainly about the need to teach “grammar, parts of speech, spelling, vocabulary 

lists, sentence combining” and to teach this knowledge through “repetition, practice 

drills, memorization, error avoidance, error correction.” I said that background 

knowledge, no matter how basic, must be taught, including decoding, spelling, 

vocabulary, and grammar, and that I believe it to be harmful to keep basic, taken-for-

granted knowledge from students who do not have it. I said that it was wrong to withhold 

from the poorly-schooled the very knowledge that gives their better educated 

counterparts an advantage. I also said and have repeated above that I did not believe 

teaching basic knowledge and rigorous teaching were mutually exclusive. I believe that 

those aspects of language that can be efficiently learned by practice and repetition should 

be (e.g., decoding skills, irregular verb forms). I believe that we need to trust that such 

knowledge will enable our students to infer, to separate fact from opinion, to get the main 

idea, and to transfer basic knowledge to higher-order creative thinking. In sum, I believe 

that equal expectations for at-risk children includes teaching them the very skills their 

mainstream peers possess and making every effort to ensure that they learn them.

As a final note to this important issue, I repeat and add to what I said in section 

3.5 regarding the teacher’s role in motivating students to learn. The first is that adolescent 
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students need to be required to work and that motivation will come with learning, not the 

other way around. I also believe that students cannot become passionate about a subject 

until they learn a great deal about it, so in the beginning students must be gently forced to

study and do work. In order to avoid the trap of mindless remediation, it is essential that 

the teacher be knowledgeable and passionate about the subject matter he/she is teaching. 

Students need and deserve to understand the purpose of every assignment. The goal is not 

the perfect teacher or the perfect students, but the ongoing growth of both. 
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Epilogue 

The main purpose of this action-research dissertation study was to explore the use 

of explicit grammar instruction for immigrant school-aged populations. I believe that this 

study, even if in a modest way, supports the use of this type of instruction. Needless to 

say, more research is called for to determine what types of form-focused instruction work 

best for this population of students. I have also discussed how the overall experience of 

teaching and working in at-risk public schools caused me to broaden my focus to general 

educational practices for the children in these schools.

I have suggested that while “any child can indeed learn,” learning is more likely 

to happen when basic knowledge and skills are taught in a rigorous and satisfying 

manner. The same applies to English language learning. As an ESL teacher, I believe that 

“any child can learn English,” but that learning is more likely to happen if children are 

taught English grammar in a rigorous and satisfying manner. To me, a rigorous manner 

implies the blending of both rote and abstract knowledge and skills. A satisfying manner, 

in turn, implies that students will have control over their learning because they know and 

understand what they are learning and why, and they learn how to teach themselves. They 

will not be automatons collecting grades or course credit with little or no understanding 

of what these indicators of progress represent. These students will be able to set specific 

academic goals for themselves and feel a genuine sense of accomplishment when they 

reach them. This action-research study convinced me that intellectual curiosity and 

academic motivation are killed—not by the teaching and required learning of basic 

knowledge and skills—but by ignorance of them. Similarly, students who are left to their 

own devices to make sense of the English language stop trying to learn it.  

While I have recognized that instruction may not be the only problem that low-

SES immigrant children face in our public schools or in our society, it is, in my view, 
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where K-12 research efforts need to begin. More rigorous classroom research is 

necessary to avoid disseminating unscrutinized “best practices” advice to teachers. At the 

same time, we need to recognize that even educational practices that are strongly 

supported by rigorous research—including FFI—can be reduced to rote and meaningless 

drudgery in the classroom. As a novice researcher, I acknowledge the limitations of my 

study, and I realize that I have much more to learn. Yet I also know that I could not have 

learned as much had I not taught these students myself. I believe that more collaboration 

between experienced university researchers, novice researchers, and public school 

teachers would go a long way in helping English language learners and other 

linguistically-diverse students learn the English they need for school. 
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Appendix A – Table of Contents from Basic English Grammar, 2nd Ed. by Betty Azar

Appendix B – The Grammar Test (adapted from Basic English Grammar Test Bank)
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Appendix A - Table of Contents from Betty Azar’s Basic English 
Grammar, 2nd Ed., copyright 1996* 

CONTENTS

CHAPTER 1 USING BE AND HAVE 
1-1 NOUN + IS + NOUN: Singular (S)
1-2 NOUN + ARE + NOUN: Plural (PL)
1-3 PRONOUN + BE + NOUN (S/PL)
1-4 CONTRACTIONS WITH BE (S/PL)
1-5 NEGATIVE WITH BE (S/PL)
1-6 BE + ADJECTIVE (S/PL)
1-7 BE + A LOCATION (S/PL)
1-8 SUMMARY SENTENCE PATTERNS WITH BE
1-9 YES/NO QUESTIONS WITH BE
1-10 QUESTIONS WITH BE USING WHERE
1-11 USING HAVE AND HAS
1-12 USING MY, YOUR, HIS, HER, OUR, THEIR 
1-13 USING THIS AND THAT
1-14 USING THESE AND THOSE
1-15 ASKING QUESTIONS WITH WHAT AND WHO + BE

CHAPTER 2 EXPRESSING PRESENT TIME (PART 1) 
2-1 FORM AND BASIC MEANING OF THE PRESENT SIMPLE TENSE
2-2 USING FREQUENCY ADVERBS WITH BE: ALWAYS, USUALLY, OFTEN, 

SOMETIMES, SELDOM, RARELY, NEVER
2-4 PRONUNCIATION OF FINAL –S: /Z/ AND /S/ 
2-5 SPELLING AND PRONUNCIATION OF FINAL –ES 
2-6 ADDING FINAL –S/–ES TO WORDS THAT END IN –Y 
2-7 IRREGULAR SINGULAR VERBS: HAS, DOES, GOES
2-8 SUMMARY: SPELLING AND PRONUNCIATION OF –S AND –ES
2-9 THE SIMPLE PRESENT: NEGATIVE
2-10 THE SIMPLE PRESENT: YES/NO QUESTIONS
2-11 THE SIMPLE PRESENT: ASKING INFORMATION QUESTIONS WITH WHERE
2-12 THE SIMPLE PRESENT: ASKING INFORMATION QUESTIONS WITH WHEN 

AND WHAT TIME
2-13 SUMMARY: INFORMATION QUESTIONS WITH BE AND DO
2-14 USING IT TO TALK ABOUT TIME
2-15 PREPOSITIONS OF TIME
2-16 USING IT TO TALK ABOUT THE WEATHER

CHAPTER 3 EXPRESSING PRESENT TIME (PART 2) 
3-1 BE + -ING: THE PRESENT PROGRESSIVE TENSE
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3-2 SPELLING OF –ING 
3-3 PRESENT PROGRESSIVE: QUESTIONS
3-4 THE SIMPLE PRESENT vs. THE PRESENT PROGRESSIVE
3-5 NONACTION VERBS NOT USED IN THE PRESENT PROGRESSIVE
3-6 SEE, LOOK AT, WATCH, HEAR, AND LISTEN TO
3-7 NEED AND WANT + A NOUN OR AN INFINITIVE
3-8 WOULD LIKE
3-9 WOULD LIKE vs. LIKE
3-10 THINK ABOUT AND THINK THAT
3-11 THERE + BE
3-12 THERE + BE: YES/NO QUESTIONS
3-13 THERE + BE: ASKING QUESTIONS WITH HOW MANY
3-14 PREPOSITIONS OF LOCATION

CHAPTER 4 NOUNS AND PRONOUNS 
4-1 NOUNS: SUBJECTS AND OBJECTS
4-2 ADJECTIVE + NOUN
4-3 SUBJECT PRONOUNS
4-4 NOUNS: SINGULAR AND PLURAL
4-5 NOUNS: IRREGULAR PLURAL FORMS
4-6 NOUNS: COUNT AND NONCOUNT
4-7 USING AN vs. A
4-8 USING AN vs. A vs. SOME
4-9 MEASUREMENT WITH NONCOUNT NOUNS
4-10 USING THE
4-11 USING Ø (NO ARTICLE) TO MAKE GENERALIZATIONS
4-12 USING SOME AND ANY
4-13 INDEFINITE PRONOUNS: SOMETHING, SOMEONE, ANYTHING, ANYONE
4-14 INDEFINITE PRONOUNS: NOTHING AND NO ONE

CHAPTER 5 EXPRESSING PAST TIME 
5-1 USING BE: PAST TIME
5-2 PAST OF BE: NEGATIVE
5-3 PAST OF BE: QUESTIONS
5-4 THE SIMPLE PAST TENSE: USING –ED
5-5 PAST TIME WORDS: YESTERDAY, LAST, AND AGO
5-6 PRONUNCIATION OF –ED: /t/, /d/, /әd/
5-7 SPELLING OF –ED VERBS
5-8 SPELLING OF –ED AND –ING: TWO SYLLABLE VERBS
5-9 THE SIMPLE PAST: IRREGULAR VERBS
5-10 THE SIMPLE PAST: NEGATIVE
5-11 THE SIMPLE PAST: YES/NO QUESTIONS
5-12 MORE IRREGULAR VERBS (BRING
5-13 THE SIMPLE PAST: USING WHERE, WHEN, WHAT TIME, AND WHY
5-14 QUESTIONS WITH WHAT
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5-15 QUESTIONS WITH WHO
5-16 ASKING ABOUT THE MEANING OF A WORD
5-17 MORE IRREGULAR VERBS 
5-18 BEFORE AND AFTER IN TIME CLAUSES
5-19 WHEN IN TIME CLAUSES

CHAPTER 6  EXPRESSING FUTURE TIME
6-1 FUTURE TIME: USING BE GOING TO 
6-2 WORDS USED FOR PAST TIME AND FUTURE TIME
6-3 USING A COUPLE OF OR A FEW WITH AGO (PAST) AND IN (FUTURE)
6-4 USING TODAY, TONIGHT, AND THIS + MORNING, AFTERNOON, EVENING, 

WEEK, MONTH, YEAR
6-5 FUTURE TIME: USING WILL 
6-6 ASKING QUESTIONS WITH WILL
6-7 VERB SUMMARY: PRESENT, PAST, AND FUTURE
6-8 VERB SUMMARY: FORMS OF BE
6-9 USING WHAT AND A FORM OF DO
6-10 MAY / MIGHT vs. WILL
6-11 MAYBE (ONE WORD) vs. MAY BE (TWO WORDS)
6-12 FUTURE TIME CLAUSES WITH BEFORE, AFTER, AND WHEN
6-13 CLAUSES WITH IF
6-14 EXPRESSING HABITUAL PRESENT WITH TIME CLAUSES AND IF-CLAUSES
6-15 MORE IRREGULAR VERBS
6-16 MORE IRREGULAR VERBS

CHAPTER 7 EXPRESSING ABILITY
7-1 USING CAN
7-2 USING CAN: QUESTIONS
7-3 USING KNOW HOW TO
7-4 USING COULD: PAST OF CAN
7-5 USING VERY AND TOO + ADJECTIVE
7-6 USING TOO MANY AND TOO MUCH + NOUN
7-7 USING TOO + ADJECTIVE + INFINITIVE
7-8 USING TOO + ADJECTIVE + FOR (SOMEONE) + INFINITIVE
7-9 USING ADJECTIVE + ENOUGH
7-10 USING ENOUGH + NOUN + MORE + NOUN
7-11 USING ENOUGH + INFINITIVE
7-12 USING BE ABLE TO
7-13 POLITE QUESTIONS: MAY I, COULD I, AND CAN I
7-14 POLITE QUESTIONS: COULD YOU AND WOULD YOU
7-15 IMPERATIVE SENTENCES
7-16 USING TWO, TOO, AND TO
7-17 MORE ABOUT PREPOSITIONS: AT AND IN FOR LOCATIONS
7-18 MORE IRREGULAR VERBS
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CHAPTER 8 NOUNS, PRONOUNS, AND ADJECTIVES
8-1 MODIFYING NOUNS WITH ADJECTIVES AND NOUNS
8-2 WORD ORDER OF ADJECTIVES
8-3 EXPRESSIONS OF QUANTITY: ALL OF, MOST OF, SOME OF
8-4 EXPRESSIONS OF QUANTITY: SUBJECT-VERB AGREEMENT
8-5 EXPRESSIONS OF QUANTITY: ONE OF, NONE OF
8-6 USING EVERY
8-7 POSSESSIVE NOUNS
8-8 POSSESSIVE: IRREGULAR AND PLURAL NOUNS
8-9 POSSESSIVE PRONOUNS: MINE, YOURS, HIS, HERS, OURS, THEIRS
8-10 QUESTIONS WITH WHOSE
8-11 SUMMARY: USES OF THE APOSTROPHE
8-12 SUMMARY: USES OF NOUNS
8-13 CONNECTED NOUNS: NOUN + AND/OR + NOUN
8-14 SUMMARY: USES OF ADJECTIVES
8-15 SUMMARY: PERSONAL PRONOUNS
8-16 INDIRECT OBJECTS
8-17 INDIRECT OBJECTS: USING FOR
8-18 INDIRECT OBJECTS: WITH BUY, GET, MAKE
8-19 INDIRECT OBJECTS: WITH EXPLAIN AND INTRODUCE
8-20 MORE IRREGULAR VERBS

CHAPTER 9  MAKING COMPARISONS
9-1 COMPARISONS: USING THE SAME (AS), SIMILAR (TO), AND DIFFERENT 

(FROM)
9-2 COMPARISONS: USING LIKE AND ALIKE
9-3 THE COMPARATIVE: USING –ER AND MORE
9-4  USING AS…AS; USING LESS
9-5 USING BUT
9-6 USING VERBS AFTER BUT
9-7 THE SUPERLATIVE: USING –EST, AND MOST
9-8 USING ONE OF + SUPERLATIVE + PLURAL NOUN
9-9 ADJECTIVES AND ADVERBS
9-10 MAKING COMPARISONS WITH ADVERBS
9-11 USING AS…AS WITH ADVERBS

CHAPTER 10 EXPRESSING IDEAS WITH VERBS
10-1 USING SHOULD
10-2 USING LET’S
10-3 USING HAVE + INFINITIVE (HAS TO/HAVE TO)
10-4 USING MUST
10-5 MODAL AUXILIARIES
10-6 SUMMARY CHART: MODAL AUXILIARIES AND SIMILAR EXPRESSIONS
10-7 THE PRESENT PROGRESSIVE AND THE PAST PROGRESSIVE
10-8 USING WHILE WITH THE PAST PROGRESSIVE
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10-9 WHILE vs. WHEN IN PAST TIME CLAUSES
10-10  SIMPLE PAST VS. PAST PROGRESSIVE
10-11 USING HAVE BEEN (THE PRESENT PERFECT)
10-12 USING SINCE- CLAUSES
10-13 FORM OF THE PRESENT PERFECT
10-14 USING NEVER WITH THE PRESENT PERFECT
10-15 PRESENT PERFECT: QUESTIONS AND NEGATIVES
10-16 USING EVER WITH THE PRESENT PERFECT
19-17 THE PRESENT PERFECT: QUESTIONS WITH HOW LONG
10-18 PAST PARTICIPLES OF COMMON IRREGULAR VERBS

NUMBERS
DAYS OF THE WEEK AND MONTHS OF THE YEAR
WAYS OF SAYING TIME
IRREGULAR VERBS

*I have reproduced an exact copy of the table of contents in Beginning English Grammar. 
Below I have added the irregular verbs for each chapter and section, e.g., 5-9 is chapter 5, 
section 9. 

Irregular verbs by chapter and section: 

5-9 be, come, do, eat, get, go, have, put, see, sit, sleep, stand, write
5-12 bring, buy, catch, drink, drive, read, ride, run, teach, think
5-10 break, fly, hear, leave, meet, pay, ring, send, sing, speak, take, wake up
6-15 begin, find, lose, hang, say, sell, steal, tell, told, tear, wear
6-16 cost, cut, forget, give, gave, hit, hurt, lend, make, spend, understand
7-18 blow, draw, fall, feel, grow, keep, know, swim, throw, win
8-20 become, bend, bite, build, shake, feed, fight, hide, hold
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Appendix B – The Grammar Test 
(adapted from Betty Azar’s Basic English Grammar Test Bank)

1. Flies and mosquitoes _________ . 
(a) aren’t insects  (b) is an insect (c) isn’t an insect (d) are insects 

2. Mrs. Robles _________ a student. She’s a teacher.
(a) is (b) aren’t (c) isn’t (d) are

3. Roberto was _________ yesterday.
(a) in home (b) on home (c) at home (d) to home

4. Are those _________  books?
(a) yours (b) you (c) your (d) you’re

5. Mary is wearing a dress. _________ dress is light blue.
(a) Their (b) She’s (c) Hers (d) Her 

6. A: Where’s your notebook? 
B: _________ in my backpack.

(a) Its (b) It’s (c) Is (d) It

7. _________ backpack is old.
(a) I (b) My (c) I have a (d) Mine

8. Mr. Jones _________ a small dog.
(a) have (b) is having (c) haves (d) has

9. _________  to class on time.
(a) Always Carlos come (b) Carlos always comes
(c) Carlos comes always (d) Always Carlos comes

10. My family and I usually _________ dinner at 7:00 P.M.
(a) eats (b) are eating (c) eat (d) eating

11. Albert _________ for class.
(a) is ever late (b) never late (c) is late never (d) is never late

12. Lin and Ricardo _________ their homework together every night.
(a) does (b) are doing (c) do (d) doing

13. José _________ to the park every Sunday.
(a) go (b) is going (c) going (d) goes

14. Mr. Silva _________ like black coffee. He likes coffee with milk and sugar.
(a) don’t (b) doesn’t  (c) isn’t (d) did

15. A: _________  you usually get up in the morning?
(a) What time are (b) What time does (c) What time do (d) What time is

16.  A: How’s the weather today? 
B: _________ rainy.
(a) It’s (b) It (c) Its (d) Is

17. A: What are you wearing today? 
B: _________ a green dress.
(a) You’re wearing (b) You wear (c) I wear (d) I’m wearing 

18.  A: What _________ doing? 
B: They’re reading the English book.
(a) is he (b) do they (c) are they (d) they are

19.  A: Is Claudia reading a book? 
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B: _________
(a) Yes, I do (b) No, she doesn’t (c) No, she not (d) No, she isn’t 

20. I walk to school everyday. I _________ the bus.
(a) not take    (b) don’t take    (c) doesn’t take       (d) am not taking

21. _________ the teacher’s directions? 
(a) Do you understood          (b) Were you understanding
(c) Did you understood (d) Did you understand 

22.  A: What are you doing right now?
B: I’m _________ my favorite song on the radio.
(a) hearing (b) listen to (c) listening to (d) hear

23. _________ like something to drink?
(a) Would (b) Would you (c) Do you (d) Will you

24. Mr. Benson _________ his rent is too expensive.
(a) thinks about (b) thinks that (c) thinks what (d) thinks of

25. How _________  in this classroom?
(a) are many students (b) many students there are
(c) many students are there (d) there are many students

26. Pedro has a new car. He bought _________ last Friday.
(a) it (b) her (c) it’s (d) him

27. Robert and Diana have two _________. 
(a) child (b) childrens (c) childs (d) children 

28. Lin Huang called the school office for _________. 
(a) informations   (b) some information     (c) an information (d) a information

29. Can I have _________ orange?
(a) an (b) a (c) some (d) those

30. _________ notebook belongs to Carlos.
(a) Those (b) This (c) These (d) There

31. I don’t know _________ about that subject.
(a) nothing (b) anything (c) any (d) something

32. My grandparents live on your street. Do you know _________?
(a) him (b) them (c) their (d) they

33. Last night, my mother _________   a delicious meal.
(a) was cook (b) was cooked (c) cooked (d) cook

34. The children were so happy. It finally _________   raining.
(a) was stop (b) stopped (c) was stopped (d) stopping

35. After Gloria _________ the letter, she sent it.
(a) writes (b) writing (c) was wrote (d) wrote 

36. My grandmother saw me _________   .
(a) was two weeks (b) two weeks ago (c) before two weeks (d) two weeks before

37. Were you home _________?
 (a) last night    (b) last morning  (c) last afternoon      (d) last evening

38. Samuel lives _________   México.
(a) on (b) in (c) at (d) to

39. Mr. Robles lives _________  1206 Rundberg Lane.
(a) on (b) in (c) inside (d) at 
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40. Does your aunt live _________  Lamar Street? 
(a) in (b) at (c) on (d) to

Use the Picture 1 to answer questions 41-45 (pictures are not included in this appendix)

41. The flowers are _________ the vase. 
(a) below (b) on (c) in (d) above

42. The flowers are _________ the table.
(a) in (b) on (c) next to (d) into

43. The table is _________ the chairs.
(a) under (b) next to (c) in (d) between

44. The cat is _________ the chair.
(a) between (b) on (c) under (d) in

45. The clock is _________ the window.
(a) under (b) on (c) between (d) above

Use the Picture 2 to answer questions 46-50

46. Mary and Bill are sitting _________ the bus.
(a) in front of (b) in the middle of (c) on top of (d) in between

47. Tom is sitting _________ Mary.
(a) in back of (b) back of (c) around (d) in front of

48. Lucy is sitting _________ Mary.
(a) in front of (b) behind (c) on (d) in the front

49. Bo is sitting _________ Mario.
(a) behind (b) far away from (c) in front of (d) near

50. Li and Bo are sitting _________ the bus.
(a) back of      (b) behind      (c) outside    (d) in the back of

51. What time _________ last night? 
(a) did you arrive (b) are you arriving (c) you arrived (d) you arrive

52. Mary _________   with her family at a restaurant next Sunday.
(a) goes to have lunch (b) is going to have lunch 
(c) will to have lunch (d) having lunch

53. Don’t worry. Your teacher is going to be back _________ .
(a) five minutes      (b) five minutes ago   (c) on five minutes   (d) in five minutes

54.  Samuel played soccer _________.
(a) last  week (b) last weeks (c) next week (d) in two weeks

55. A: When _________ home?
B: At 10 P.M. 
(a) you will be (b) will you be (c) will be you (d) will be

56. What _________   when you go home every afternoon?
(a) you doing (b) you will do (c) do you do (d) doing

57. If _________ tomorrow morning, we have to go into the cafeteria or the gym.
(a) it will rain (b) it rains (c) it is going to rain (d) rain

58. Before Alicia _________  to bed tonight, she will finish her homework.
(a) is going (b) will go (c) goes (d) going

59. Did you _________ to buy the eggs at the supermarket? 
(a) forget (b) forgot (c) forgetting (d) forgotten
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60. _________ sit in that chair. It’s broken.
(a) Not to (b) No (c) Don’t (d) Not

61. My favorite team _________   the football game yesterday.
(a) wins (b) winning (c) was win (d) won

62. When the class started, we _________   our textbooks.
(a) are taking out (b) have taken out (c) took out (d) take out

63. _________ your friend at home last night when you called?
(a) Has been (b) Was (c) Were (d) Did

64. A: Can Thomas play the drums? 
B: No, he _________ . 
(a) didn’t (b) couldn’t (c) isn’t (d) can’t 

65. I don’t _________fix a car.
(a) know to (b) can’t (c) know (d) know how to

66. It is _________   hot to play outside.
(a) very (b) too (c) enough (d) more

67. I have _________ homework to do. I will have to finish this computer game later.
(a) enough (b) too many (c) too much (d) many

68. This gym is not _________   for a 300 students.
(a) big enough (b) big (c) enough big (d) bigger

69. My mom went to buy some _________ milk for my younger brothers and sisters.
(a) many (b) more (c) much (d) most

70. _________ meet me to practice English on Thursday afternoon?
(a) Can you (b) May you (c)  You can (d) You could

71. _________ you close the door please?
(a) Could (b) May (c) Do (d) Did

72. I didn’t sleep well last night. I _________   sleepy all morning.
(a) have felt (b) was felt (c) feel (d) feeling

73. Linda bought _________  at the jewelry store. 
(a) a gold expensive ring (b) a gold and expensive ring 
(c) an expensive gold ring (d) a ring gold and expensive

74. _________ the people in this class speak Spanish.
(a) Almost (b) Most (c) Almost all of (d) Many

75. _________ teenagers like to listen to music.
(a) Most (b) Most of (c) All of (d) Much

76. My _________  apartment is very small.
(a) friend’s (b) friend (c) friend is (d) friends

77. That is not your pen, it’s _________   .
(a) my (b) I  (c) mine (d) me

78. Mr. and Mrs. Rodriguez own that beautiful house. It’s _________   .
(a) theirs (b) they’re (c) there’s (d) their

79. _________   coat is that? 
(a) Who is (b) Who’s (c) Who (d) Whose 

80. Give_________. 
(a) Susan’s ball  (b) to Susan the ball (c) the ball for Susan (d) Susan the ball 

81. Mrs. Jackson _________ .
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(a) told a bedtime story her children (c) told her children a bedtime story
(b) told to her children a bedtime story (d) told her children bedtime story

82. Can you fix the radio _________ ?
(a) to me (b) for me (c) mine (d) me

83. Japanese is _________  English.
(a) different from (b) different (c) different than (d) different to

84. Do your cousins look _________   ?
(a) like (b) alike (c) same (d) likes

85. Oranges are _________ lemons in some ways.
(a) same as (b) like (c) similar (d) alike

86. John’s car is _________   than mine.
(a) more cheap    (b) expensive    (c) cheap (d) less expensive 

87. My brother is _________   than I am.
(a) younger (b) more young (c) youngest (d) young

88. Carlos is rich, but Johnny _________ .
(a) doesn’t (b) hasn’t (c) isn’t (d) didn’t

89. Rita is the _________   of all my friends.
(a) smartest (b) smarter (c) smart (d) more smart

90. Lin is_________   volleyball players in our school.
(a) one of the best (b) better (c) the best (d) best

91. Please write _________. It is difficult to read your handwriting.
(a) neat (b) neater (c) neatest (d) neatly 

92. A: I don’t understand my math homework. I don’t think I will pass the test.
B: You _________ see a tutor.
(a) may (b) should (c) will (c) won’t

93. Do we _________ go home now? I am having fun. 
(a) have (b) must (c) need (d) have to

94. You _________ study hard if you want to be smart.
(a) can (b) might (c) must (d) have

95. The Olympic athlete _________   to lift 100 kilograms when he was in high school.
(a) should (b) may (c) was able (d) did

96. While I was watching television, my father _________ .
(a) was calling (b) is calling (c) call (d) called

97. Thomas has known Sylvia _________ he was a student in elementary school.
(a) when (b) for (c) since (d) ever

98. Have you _________ been to Mexico City?
(a) not (b) ever  (c) was (d) were

99. How _________  years have you been in Texas?
(a) much (b) many (c) long (d) length

100. Michael has lived in that house _________   .
(a) for twenty years (b) twenty years ago    (c) in twenty years (d) from twenty years



231

References

Allen, V. (1989) Literature as a support to language acquisition. In P. Riggs and V. Allen 
(Eds.). When they don’t all speak English: Integrating the ESL student into the 
regular classroom (pp. 55-63). Urbana, Ill: National Council of Teachers of 
English.

Anderson, J. R. (1983). The architecture of cognition. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

August, D., Hakuta, K., (Eds.). (1997). Improving schooling for language-minority 
children. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Azar, B. S. (1996). Basic English grammar. 2nd ed. New York: Pearson ESL.

Bailey, N., Madden, C. & Krashen, S. (1974). Is there a ‘natural sequence' in adult 
second language learning? Language Learning 21(2), 235-243.

Beaumont, C, Scherba de Valenzuela, J. & Trumball, E. (2002). Alternative assessment 
for transitional readers. Bilingual Research Journal, 26 (2), 213-240.

Berliner, D.C. and Biddle, B.J. (1995). The manufactured crisis: Myths, fraud, and the 
attack on America's public schools. MA: Addison-Wesley.

Bialystok, E. (2002). Acquisition of literacy in bilingual children: A framework for 
research. Language Learning, 52 (1), 159-199.

Birdsong, D. (1992). Ultimate attainment in second language acquisition. Language, 68 
(4), 706-755.

Birdsong, D. (2005). Second language acquisition and ultimate attainment. In A. Davies 
& C. Elder, (Eds.), Handbook of applied linguistics (pp. 82-105). Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishing. 

Bley-Vroman, R. (1989). What’s the logical problem of foreign language learning? In S. 
Gass and J. Schacter (Eds.). Linguistic perspectives in second language 
acquisition (pp.41-68). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Bley-Vroman, R. (1998). Universal grammar in second language acquisition: Can we 
have our cake and eat it, too? [On-line]. Available: 
http://nflrc.hawaii.edu/networks/NW09/bley-vroman.pdf. Retrieved 9/12/2005.

Brinton, D. M., Snow, M. A. & Wesche, M. B. (1989). Content based second language 
instruction. New York: Newbury House. 

Brown, H.D. (1993). TESOL at twenty-five years: What are the issues? In S. Silberstein 
(Ed.), State of the art TESOL essays: Celebrating 21 years of the discipline 
(pp.16-31). Alexandria, VA: TESOL Inc.

Butler, F. A. & Stevens, R. (2001). Standardized assessment of the content knowledge of 
English language learners K-12: Current trends and old dilemmas. Language 
Testing, 18, (4), 409-427.



232

Canale, M. (1983). From communicative competence to language pedagogy. In J. C. 
Richards & R. W. Schmidt, (Eds.), Language and communication (pp. 2-27).
London: Longman.

Canale, M. & Swain, M. (1980). Theoretical bases of communicative approaches to 
second language teaching and testing. Applied Linguistics, 1, 1-17.

Carrasquillo, A. L. & Rodriguez, V. (2002). Language minority students in the 
mainstream classroom. (2nd ed.). Buffalo, NY: Multilingual Matters.

Center for American Progress. (2006). Closing the education gap. [On-line]. Available: 
http://www.americanprogress.org/site/pp.asp?c=biJRJ8OVF&b=1844443. 
Retrieved 6/12/2006.

Chamot, A. U., O’Malley, J. M. (1989). The cognitive academic language learning 
approach. In P. Riggs and V. Allen (Eds.). When the don’t all speak English: 
Integrating the ESL student into the regular classroom (pp.108-125). Urbana, Ill: 
National Council of Teachers of English.

Chamot, A. U., O’Malley, J. M. (1994). The CALLA Handbook: Implementing the 
cognitive academic language learning approach. New York: Addison Wesley. 

Chamot, A. U., Cummins, J., Kessler, C., O’Malley, J. M., Wong Fillmore, L. (1997). 
Accelerated English language learning. New York: Scott-Foresman.

Chomsky, N. (1959). Review of B.F. Skinner Verbal Behavior. Language, 35, 26-58.

Chomsky, N. (1965). Aspects of the Theory of Syntax. Cambridge, MA.:MIT Press. 

Collier, V. P. (1987). Age and rate of acquisition of second language for academic 
purposes. TESOL Quarterly, 21, 617-641.

Collier, V.P. (1995). Acquiring a second language for school. Directions, 1, (4) 
Washington, DC: National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education. [On-line]. 
Available: http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/pubs/directions/04.htm. Retrieved 6/5/2005.

Collier, V. P. (nd). Reading Packet for TESOL 410. [On-line]. Available: 
http://www.crosscultured.com/articles/sec_lang_acq_articles.pdf. Retrieved on 
12/25/2005.

Cook, V.J. (1969). The analogy between first and second language learning. International 
Review of Applied Linguistics, 11, 13-28.

Cook, V.J. (1993). Linguistics and Second Language Acquisition. New York: St. Martin's 
Press.

Cook, V.J. (2000). The innateness of a Universal Grammar principle in L2 users of 
English. Essex Working Papers. [On-line]. Available: 
http://homepage.ntlworld.com/vivian.c/Writings/Papers/SD&UG.htm. Retrieved 
6/12/2005. 

Crystal, D. 1997. The Cambridge encyclopedia of language (2nd ed.). New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 



233

Cummins, J. (nd). BICS and CALP explained. [On-line]. Available: 
http://www.iteachilearn.com/cummins/bicscapl.html. Retrieved 8/15/2005. 

Cummins, J. (1976). The influence of bilingualism on cognitive growth: A synthesis of 
research findings and explanatory hypotheses. Working Papers on Bilingualism, 
9, 1-43.

Cummins, J. (1977). Cognitive factors associated with attainment of intermediate levels 
of bilingual skills. The Modern Language Journal, 61 (1/2), 3-12.

Cummins, J. (1979a). Linguistic interdependence and the educational development of 
bilingual children. Review of Educational Research, 49, 222-251. 

Cummins, J. (1980). The cross-lingual dimensions of language proficiency: Implications 
for bilingual education and the optimal age issue. TESOL Quarterly, 14 (2), 175-
187. 

Cummins, J. (1981). Age on Arrival and immigrant second language learning in Canada. 
Applied Linguistics, 11 (2), 132-149. 

Cummins, J. (1991a). Interdependence of first- and second-language proficiency in 
bilingual children. In E. Bialystok (Ed.), Language processing in bilingual 
children (pp. 70-87). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Cummins, J. (1996). Negotiating identities: Education for empowerment in a diverse 
society. Los Angeles: California Association for Bilingual Education.

Cummins, J. (2000). Language, power, and pedagogy: Bilingual children in the crossfire. 
Buffalo, NY: Multilingual Matters Ltd.

Cummins, J. & Swain, M. (1983). Analysis-by-rhetoric: Reading the text or the reader’s 
own projections? A reply to Edelsky et al. Applied Linguistics, 4 (1), 23-41.

Davies Samway, K. & McKeon, D. (1999). Myths and realities: Best practices for 
language minority students. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Decoo, W. (2001, November). On the mortality of language learning methods. Lecture 
given as  Jame L. Barkder lecture at Brigham Young University. [On-line]. 
Available: http://www.didascalia.be/mortality.htm. Retrieved 7/21/2001.

de Graaff, R. (1997). The Experanto experiment: Effects of explicit instruction on second 
language acquisition. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 19, 249-276.

DeKeyser, R. M. (2000). The robustness of critical period effects in second language 
acquisition. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 22 (4), 499-533. 

DeKeyser, R. M. (2001). Automaticity and automatization. In P. Robinson (Ed.), 
Cognition and second language instruction (pp.125-151). Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press.

Delpit, L. D. (1988). The silenced dialogue: Power and pedagogy in educating other 
people’s children. Harvard Educational Review, 58, 280–298.



234

Doughty, C. & Williams, J. (1998). Pedagogical choices in focus on form. In C. Doughty 
& J. Williams (Eds.), Focus on Form in Classroom Language Acquisition. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Doughty, C., & Williams, J. (1998). Issues and terminology. In C. Doughty & J. 
Williams (Eds.), Focus on form in classroom second language acquisition. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Dulay, H. and Burt, M. (1973). Should we teach children syntax? Language Learning 23, 
245-258. 

Dulay, H. & Burt, M. (1974). Natural sequences in child second language acquisition. 
Language Learning, 24, 37-53.

Dulay, H. M. Burt & Krashen, S. D. (1982). Language Two. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Echevarria, J. Vogt, M. E., & Short, D. (2004). Making content comprehensible to 
English language learners: The SIOP model. (2nd ed). Boston, MA: Allyn & 
Bacon.

Edelsky, C. Hudelson, S, Flores, B. Barkin, B. A. & Jilbert, K (1983). Seminlingualism 
and language deficit. Applied Linguistics, 4 (1), 1-22.

Ellis, N. (1998). Emergentism, connectionism and language learning. Language 
Learning, 48, 4, 631-664.

Ellis, R. (1994). The study of second language acquisition. New York: Oxford University 
Press.

Ellis, R. (1997). Second language acquisition research and language teaching. New 
York: Oxford University Press.

Ellis, R. (2000). SLA and second language pedagogy. Studies in Second Language 
Acquisition, 20, 69-92.

Ellis, R. (2002). Does form-focused instruction affect the acquisition of implicit 
knowledge? A review of the research. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 
24 (2), 223–236.

Ervin-Tripp, S. (1978). Is second language learning like the first? In E. M. Hatch (ed.), 
Second language acquisition (pp.190-206). Rowley, MA: Newbury House.

Fathman, A. 1976. Variables affecting the successful learning of English as a second 
language. TESOL Quarterly 10, 433-41.

Fathman, A. (1978). ESL and EFL learning: Similar or dissimilar? In C. Blatchford and J. 
Schacter (Eds.), On TESOL ’78 (pp. 213-223. Washington, DC: TESOL.

Folse, K. S. (2004). Vocabulary Myths. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press. 

Flurkey, A. & Xu, J. (Eds.). (2003). On the revolution of reading: The selected writings 
of Kenneth S. Goodman. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Francis, N. (1999). Maturational constraints in language one and language two: A second 
look at the research on critical periods. Bilingual Research Journal Online, 23 (4), 



235

1-25. [Online]. Available: http://brj.asu.edu/v234/articles/art7.html. Retrieved 
4/19/2005.

Freeman D. & Freeman, Y. (1992). Whole language for second language learners. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. (M. B. Ramos, Trans.). New York: Seabury 
Press.

Freire, P. (1973). Education for critical consciousness. (M. B. Ramos, Trans. Ed.). New 
York: The Continuum Publishing Co.

Fromkin, V., Rodman R., & Hyams, N. (2003). An introduction to language. (7th ed.). 
Boston, MA: Thomson Heinle.

García, E. (1991). Bilingualism, second language acquisition, and the education of 
Chicano language minority students. In R. R. Valencia (Ed.), Chicano school 
failure and success: Research and policy agendas for the 1990s (pp. 93-118). 
Bristol, PA: The Falmer Press. 

Gass, S. (1979). Language transfer and universal grammatical relations. Language 
Learning, 29 (2), 327-344.

Genesee, F. (1976). The role of intelligence in second language learning. Language 
Learning 26, 267-80.

Genesse, F. (1979). Acquisition of reading skills in immersion programs. Foreign 
Language Annals, 12, 71-77.

Genesee, F. (1987). Learning through two languages: Studies of immersion and bilingual
education. Cambridge, MA.: Newbury House.

Gibbons, J. (1985). The silent period: An examination. Language Learning, 35 (2), 255-
67.

Goldschneider, J., & DeKeyser, R. (2001). Explaining the “natural order of L2 morpheme 
acquisition” in English: A meta-analysis of multiple determinants. Language 
Learning, 51 (1), 27-77.

Gonzales, F. Gerabagi, S. D., López-De La Garza, L. (2000). Tips for teachers of 
language-minority students. Interculutral Development Research Association. 
[On-line]. Available: http://www.idra.org/scce/10tips_5/10tips_5.ppt, pp. 1-34. 
Retrieved 9/2/2005.

Greene, J. P. (2001). High school graduation rates in the United States. The Manhattan 
Institute. [On-line] Available: http://www.manhattan-
institute.org/html/cr_baeo.htm. Retrieved 8/15/2005.

Greene, J. P. & Winters, M. A. (2005). Public high school graduation and college 
readiness rates in the United States: 1991-2002. The Manhattan Institute. [On-
line] Available: http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_31.htm. Retrieved 
8/15/2005.

Gregg, K. (1984), Krashen's Monitor and Occam's razor. Applied Linguistics 5, 79-100.



236

Gregg, Kevin (1986). [Review of the book Input Hypothesis: Issues and Implications pp. 
viii + 120] TESOL Quarterly, 20 (1), 116-122.

Gregg, K. (2001). Learnability and SLA theory. In P. Robinson (Ed.), Cognition and 
second language instruction. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Guerrero, M. (1999). Spanish language proficiency of bilingual education teachers 
[Monograph]. In (Ed.), J. González Center for bilingual education and research
(CBER) (2). San Antonio, TX: Inercultural Development Research Association. 

Hamayan, E. V. (1990). Preparing mainstream classroom teachers to teach potentially 
English proficient students. Proceedings from the First Research Symposium on 
Limited English Proficient Student Issues. OBEMLA, 1990. [On-line]. Available: 
http://www.ncbe.gwu.edu/ncbepubs/symposia/first/preparing.htm.

Hammerly, H. (1987). The immersion approach: Litmus test of second language 
acquisition through classroom communication. The Modern Language Journal, 
71 (4), 395-401.

Handscombe, J. (1989). A quality program for learners of English as a second language. 
In P. Riggs and V. Allen (Eds.), When the don’t all speak English: Integrating the 
ESL student into the regular classroom (pp.1-14). Urbana, Ill: National Council of 
Teachers of English.

Hakuta, K. (1974). A preliminary report on the development of grammatical morphemes 
in a Japanese girl learning English as a second language. Working Papers on 
Bilingualism, 3, 18-38.

Haney, W. (2000). The myth of the Texas miracle in education. Education Policy 
Analysis Archives. [On-Line]. Available: http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v8n41/. 
Retrieved 6/12/2005.

Harklau, L., Losey, K.M., & Siegal M. (1999). Generation 1.5 Meets College 
Composition: Issues in the Teaching of Writing to U.S.-Educated Learners of 
ESL. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Harley, B. (1992). Patterns of second language development in French immersion. 
Journal of French Language Studies, 2 (2), 159-183.

Harley, B. (1993). Instructional strategies and SLA in early French immersion. Studies in 
Second Language Acquisition, 15, 245-259.

Harley, B. (1998). The role of focus-on-form tasks in promoting child L2 acquisition. In 
C. Doughty & J. Williams (Eds.), Focus on form in classroom second language 
acquisition (pp.156-174). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Harley, B. & Swain, M. (1984). The interlanguage of immersion students and its 
implications for second language teaching. In A. Davies, C. Criper, & A. Howatt 
(Eds.), Interlanguage (pp. 291-311). Edinburgh, Scotland: Edinburgh University 
Press.

Hatch, E. (Ed.). (1978). Second Language Acquisition: A Book of Readings. Rowley, 
MA: Newbury House.



237

Hernandez-Chavez, Burt & Dulay (1978) Language dominance proficiency testing: Some 
general considerations. NABE Journal, 3, 41-54.

Higgs, T. V., & Clifford, R. (1982). The push toward communication. In T. V. Higgs 
(Ed.), Curriculum, competence and the foreign language teacher. Stokie, IL: 
National Textbook Company.

Hinkle, E. & S. Fotos (Eds.), New perspectives on grammar teaching in second language 
classrooms. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Hirschman, C. (2001). Education enrollment of immigrant youth: A Test of the 
segmented assimilation hypothesis. Demography, 38 (3), 317-336.

Hu, G. (2002). Psychological constraints on the utility of metalinguistic knowledge in 
second language production. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 24, 347-
386. 

Huang, J. & Hatch, E. (1978). A Chinese child's acquisition of English. In E. Hatch (Ed.), 
Second Language Acquisition (pp. 76-88). Rowley, Ma.: Newbury House.

Hudelson, S. (1989). “Teaching” English through the content-area activities. In P. Riggs 
and V. Allen (Eds.), When the don’t all speak English: Integrating the ESL 
student into the regular classroom (pp.139-151). Urbana, Ill: National Council of 
Teachers of English.

Hudelson, S. (1984). Kan yu ret an rayt en ingles: Children become literate in English as 
a second language. TESOL Quarterly 18, 221-238.

Hudelson, S. (1994). Literacy development in second language children. In F. Genesee 
(Ed.), Educating second language children: The whole child, the whole 
curriculum, the whole community (pp. 129-158). New York: Cambridge 
University Press.

Hymes, D. (1972b). On communicative competence. In J. B. Pride and J. Holmes (Eds.), 
Sociolinguistics (pp. 269-293). Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin.

Johnson, J. S., & Newport, E. L. (1989). Critical period effects in second language 
learning: The influence of maturational state on the acquisition of English as a 
second language. Cognitive Psychology, 21 (1), 60-99.

Johnson, K., & Johnson, H. (1998). Encyclopedic dictionary of applied linguistics. 
Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers Ltd.

Johnson, R. (1997, October). Texas dropout alert: Where are the 147,000 students lost 
from the freshman class of 1993-94? IDRA Newsletter. [On-line]. Available: 
http://www.idra.org/Newslttr/1997/Oct/Roy.htm#Texas_Dropout_Alert. 
Retrieved 8/12/05.

Johnson, R. L. (2001, October). Missing: Texas youth—Cost of school dropouts 
escalates. IDRA Newsletter, 28 (9). [On-line]. Available: 
http://www.idra.org/Newslttr/2001/Oct/Roy.htm#Art1. Retrieved 5/15/2003.

Kaufmann, P., Kwon, J. Y., Klein, S., & Chapman, C. D., (2000). Dropout rates in the 
United States: 1999 (NCES Report No. 2001-022). Washington, DC: National 



238

Center for Education Statistics. [On-line]. Available: 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2001/2001022.pdf. Retrieved 5/15/2003.

Kaufman, P. (2001). National dropout data collection system: Assessing consistency.
[On-line]. Available: 
http://www.civilrightsproject.harvard.edu/research/dropouts/kaufman.pdf.
Retrieved 6/11/2005).

Kelly, Candace (1996). [Review of the book Inventing a classroom: Life in a bilingual, 
whole language, learning community p. 273]. The Bilingual Research Journal, 20
(2).

Kern, R. (2000). Literacy and language teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Krashen, S., Seliger, H., & Hartnett, D. (1974). Two studies in second language learning. 
Kritikon Litterarum, 3, 220-228.

Krashen, S., Jones, C. Zelinski, S. & Uprich, C. (1978). How important is instruction? 
English Language Teaching Journal, 3, (4): 257-61.

Krashen, S. (1981). Second language acquisition and second language learning. Oxford: 
Pergamon Press.  

Krashen, S. (1982). Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition. Pergamon 
Press, Oxford.

Krashen, S. D. (1984). Immersion: Why it works and what it has taught us. Language and 
Society, 12, 61–64.

Krashen, S. (1985). The input hypothesis: Issues and implications. London: Longman.

Krashen, Steven, Terrell, Tracy. (1983). The Natural Approach: Language Acquisition in 
the Classroom. Oxford: Pergamon.

Krashen, S. (2002). Defending whole language: The limits of phonics instruction and the 
efficacy of whole language instruction. Reading Improvement, 39 (1), 32-42. [On-
line]. Available: 
http://www.sdkrashen.com/articles/defending_whole_language/index.html

Krashen, S. (2004). The Phonics Debate. [On-line]. Available:
http://www.sdkrashen.com/articles/phonics_debate_2004/index.html.

Lightbown, P. (1983). Exploring relationships between developmental and instructional 
sequences in L2 acquisition. In H. Seliger and M. Long (Eds.). Classroom-
oriented research in second language acquisition (pp. 217-243).

Lightbown, P. (1998). The importance of timing in focus on form. In C. Doughty & J. 
Williams (Eds.). Focus on form in classroom second language acquisition
(pp.177-196). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Lambert, W.E. (1975). Culture and language as factors in learning and education. In F.E. 
Wolfgang (Ed.). Education of Immigrant Students. Toronto: Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education.



239

Lardiere, D. (1998). Case and tense in the "fossilised" steady state. Second Language 
Research, 14, (1) 1-26.

Lardiere, D. (2000). What hot in SLA research: The fossilized end-state in SLA. Paper 
presented at TESOL , San Antonio, TX.

Larsen-Freeman, D. (1976). An explanation for the morpheme acquisition order of 
second language learners. Language Learning, 25, 125-135. 

Larsen-Freeman, Diane (2003). Teaching Language. From Grammar to Grammaring. 
Boston:. Thomson-Heinle.

Larsen-Freeman, D. & Long, M. (1991). An Introduction to Second Language 
Acquisition Research. New York: Longman.

Lindholm, K. (1991). Bilingual proficiency as a bridge to academic achievement: Results 
from bilingual immersion programs. Journal of Education, 173 (2), 99-113.

Lindholm, K. & Molina R. (1997). Learning in dual-language education classrooms in 
the U.S.: Implementation and evaluation outcomes. Research findings presented 
at the First Annual Two-Way Dual Language Networking Conference, El Paso, 
Texas. 

Lindholm-Leary, K. (2005). Review of research on effective features of dual-language 
education programs (Draft). [On-line]. Available: http://www.lindholm-
leary.com/resources/review_research.pdf. Retrieved 7/15/2006.

Long, M. H. (1983). Does second language instruction make a difference? A review of 
research. TESOL Quarterly, 17 (3): 359-82.

Long, M. H. & Robinson, P. (1998). Focus on form: Theory, research, and practice. In C. 
Doughty & J. Williams (Eds.). Focus on form in classroom second language 
acquisition. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Lyster, R. (1994). The effects of functional-analytical teaching on aspects of French 
immersion students sociolinguistic competence. Applied Linguistics, 15 (3), 263-
287.

MacSwan, J. (2000). The threshold hypothesis, semilingualism, and other contributions 
to a deficit view of linguisitic minorities. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences 
22, 3-45.

MacSwan, J. Rolstad, Glass, (2002). Do some school-aged children have no language? 
Bilingual Reseaerch Journal, 26 (2), 213-238.

MacWhinney, B. (1997). Implicit and explicit processes. Studies in Second Language 
Acquisition, 19, 277-281.

MacWhinney, B. (2001). The competition model: The input, the context, and the brain. In 
P. Robinson (Ed.). Cognition and second language instruction. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press.

Martin-Jones, M. & Romaine, S. (1986). Semilingualism: A half-baked theory of 
communicative competence. Applied Linguisitics, 7, 26-38.



240

McLaughlin, B. (1987). Theories of second language learning. London: Edward Arnold.

Merill, C. (1976). Contrastive analysis and Chicano compositions. In P. Willcott and J. 
Ornstein, J. (Eds.). PISE Series V: College English and the Mexican American. 
San Antonio: Trinity University. 

Naiman, N., Fröhlich, M, Stern, H. & Todesco, A. (1978). The good language learner. 
Research in Education Series No. 7. Toronto, Canada: The Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education. Reprinted Multilingual Matters (1995).

Nassaji, H. and Fotos, S. (2004). Current developments in the teaching of grammar. 
Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 24, 126-145.

Nation, I. S. P. 2001. Learning vocabulary in another language. New York: Cambridge 
University Press.

Newmark, L. (1966). How not to interfere with language learning. International Review 
of American Linguistics, 40, 77-83.

Newmark, L. & Reibel, D. 1968. Necessity and sufficiency in language learning. 
International Review of Applied Linguistics in Language Teaching 6, 145-64.

Ney, J. W. & Pearson, B. A. (1990). Connectionism as a model of language learning: 
parallels in foreign language teaching. The Modern Language Journal, 74, 474-
481.

Norris, J. N. & Ortega, L. (2000). Effectiveness of L2 instruction: A research synthesis 
and quantitative meta-analysis. Language Learning, 50 (3), 417-528.

Norris, J. N. & Ortega, L. (2001). Does type of instruction make a difference? 
Substantive findings from a meta-analytic review. Language Learning, 51 (Suppl. 
1), 157-213.

Nunan, D. (1993). Communicative tasks and the language curriculum. In S. Silberstein 
(Ed.). State of the art TESOL essays: Celebrating 21 years of the discipline
(pp.52-68). Alexandria, VA: TESOL Inc.

Odlin, T. (1994) Introduction. In T. Odlin (Ed.). Perspectives on pedagogical grammar
(pp.1-22). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Ochs, E. (1982). Talking to children in Western Samoa. Language in Society, 11, 77-104.

Oller, J. & Perkins, K. (1978). Intelligence and language proficiency as sources of 
variance in self-reported affective variables. Language Learning, 28, 85-97.

Oller, J. (1997) Monoglottosis: What’s wrong with the idea of the IQ meritocracy and its 
racy cousins? Applied Linguistics, 18 (4), 467-507.

Orfield, G. (2001). Schools more separate: Consequences of a decade of resegregation. 
Civil Rights Project, Harvard University. [On-line]. Available:
http://law.harvard.edu/groups/civilrights/publications/resegregation01/schoolssep
arate.pdf. Retrieved 6/13/2006.



241

Pavesi, M. (1986). Markedness, discoursal modes, and relative clause formation in a 
formal and an informal context. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 8 (1), 
38-55.

Petrovic J. E. & Olmstead S. (2001) [Book review of Cummins, Jim. (2000). Language, 
power, and pedagogy: Bilingual children in the crossfire. Buffalo, NY: 
Multilingual Matters Ltd. Bilingual Research Journal, 25 (3). [On-line]. 
Available: http://brj.asu.edu/content/vol25_no3/html/art8.htm 
Summer 2001. 

Pérez, B. & Torres-Guzmán, M. E. (1996). Learning in two worlds: An integrated 
Spanish/English biliteracy approach. New York: Longman.

Pica, T. (1983). Adult acquisition of English as a second language under different 
conditions of exposure. Language Learning, 33, 465-97.

Pienemann, M. 1989: Is language teachable? Applied Linguistics 10, (1) 52-79. 

Prabhu, N. S. (1987). Second Language Pedagogy: A Perspective. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Richards, J. (Ed.). (1974). Error Analysis. London: Longman.

Richards, J. C. (1998). New perspective on grammar teaching: The accuracy dimension. 
Colloquium Presenter at 1998 TESOL Convention. New York.

Riggs, P. (1989). Language experience approach: Reading naturally. In P. Riggs and V. 
Allen (Eds.). When the don’t all speak English: Integrating the ESL student into 
the regular classroom (pp. 65-70). Urbana, Ill: National Council of Teachers of 
English.

Riggs, P. (1993) Whole language in TESOL. In S. Silberstein (Ed.), State of the art 
TESOL essays: Celebrating 21 years of the discipline (pp.16-31). Alexandria, 
VA: TESOL Inc.

Rivers, W.M. (1964). The Psychologist and the Foreign Language Teacher. Chicago, Ill: 
Chicago University Press.

Robinson, P. (1995). Attention, memory, and the “noticing” hypothesis. Language 
Learning, 45, 283-331.

Robinson, P. (1997). Individual differences and the fundamental similarity of implicit and 
explicit adult second language learning. Language Learning, 47, (1), 45-99.

Rolstad et al (2003) Psychological misconstructions of language development. 
Proceedings from the 11th. Reconceptualizing Early Childhood Education 
conference January 2003, Tempe, AZ. [On-line]. Avaliable: 
http://72.14.209.104/search?q=cache:IPaceXI6_LUJ:www.reconece.org/proceedi
ngs/Rolstad.pdf+reconece.org+kellie+rolstad&hl=en&gl=us&ct=clnk&cd=4. 
Retrieved 9/1/2005.

Rosansky, E. (1976). Methods and morphemes in second language acquisition research. 
Language Learning 26, (2) 409-25.



242

Rubin, J. (1975). What the "good language learner" can teach us. TESOL Quarterly, 9,
(1), 41-51.

Davies Samway, K. & McKeaon, D. (1999). Myths and realities: Best practices for 
language minority students. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Saville-Troike, M. (1976). Foundations for teaching English as a second language: 
Theory and method for multicultural education. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice 
Hall, Inc.

Saville-Troike, M. 1988. Private speech: evidence for second language learning strategies 
during the "silent period." Journal of Child Language, 15, 567-90.

Savignon, S. (1972). Communicative Competence: an Experiment in Foreign Language 
Teaching. Philadelphia: Center for Curriculum Development.

Savignon, S. (1993). Communicative language teaching: State of the art. In S. Silberstein 
(Ed.). State of the art TESOL essays: Celebrating 21 years of the discipline 
(pp.35-51). Alexandria, VA: TESOL Inc.

Scarcella, R. (2003) Academic English: A Conceptual Framework. UC Linguistic 
Minority Research Institute Technical Report 2003-1. [On-line] Available:
http://lmri.ucsb.edu. Retrieved 9/3/2005.

Scarcella, R. (2003) Accelerating academic English: A focus on the English learner.
Irving, CA: Regents of the University of Califormia. 

Schleppegrell, M. J. (2004). The language of schooling: A functional linguistic 
perspective. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Schmidt, R. (1983). Interaction, acculturation, and the acquisition of communicative 
competence: A case study of an adult. In N. Wolfson and F. Judd (Eds.).
Sociolinguistics and language acquisition (pp. 137—174). Rowley, MA: 
Newbury House

Schmidt, R. (1998). The centrality of attention in SLA. Univeristy of Hawai’i Working 
Papers in ESL, 16 (2), 1-34.

Schmidt, R. (2001). Attention. In P. Robinson (Ed.). Cognition and second language 
instruction (pp.125-151). New York: CUP.

Schumann, J. H. (1978). The Pidginization Hypothesis. In E. M. Hatch (ed.). Second 
language acquisition. Rowley, MA: Newbury House.

Seliger, H. W. & Shohamy E. (1989). Second Language Research Methods. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Short, D. J. (1999). Integrating language and content for effective sheltered instruction 
programs. In C. J. Faltis and P. Wolfe (Eds.). So much to say: Adolescents, 
bilingualism, and ESL in the secondary school (pp. 105-137). TESOL Quarterly,
27 (4), 627-656. New York: Teachers College Press.

Skehan, P. (1998), A Cognitive Approach to Language Learning. Oxford: Oxford 
Univeristy Press. 



243

Shapira, R. G. (1978). The non-learning of English: Case study of an adult. In E. M. 
Hatch (ed.). Second language acquisition (pp. 246-255). Rowley, MA: Newbury 
House.

Smith, Frank. (1994).Understanding reading (5th ed.). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates.

Snow, C. E. & Hoefnagel-Höhle, M. (1978). The critical period for language acquisition: 
Evidence from second language learning. Child Development, 49, 1114-1128.

Spada, N. (1987). Relationships between instructional differences and learning outcomes: 
A process-product study of communicative language teaching. Applied 
Linguistics, 8,137-61.

Spada, N. & Lightbown, P.M. (1993). Instruction and the development of questions in L2 
classrooms. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 15 (2), 205-224.

Spada, N. & Lightbown, P.M. (1999). Instruction, first language influence, and 
developmental readiness in second language acquisition. Modern Language 
Journal, 83 (1), 1-22.

Skutnabb-Kangas, T. & Toukomaa, P. (1976). Teaching migrant children’s mother 
tongue and learning the language of the host country in the context of the social-
cultural situation of the migrant family. Helsinki: The Finnish National 
Commission for UNESCO.

Stedman, L. (1996). The achievement crisis is real: A review of The Manufactured Crisis. 
Education Policy Analysis Archives. [On-Line]. Available: 
http://epaa.asu.edu.epaa.v4n1.html. Retrieved 6/12/2005. 

Stake, R. Case studies. In N.K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.). Handbook of Qualitative 
Research (pp. 236-247). London: Sage.

Supik, J. D. & Johnson, R. L. (1999, January). Policy Brief Missing Texas youth: 
Dropout and attrition rates in Texas public high schools. San Antonio, TX:
Interculutral Development Research Association. 

Swain, M. (1985). Communicative competence: Some roles of comprehensible input and 
its development. In S. Gass and C. Madden (Eds.). In put in second language 
acquisition: Research and the classroom (pp. 91-103). Lexington, MS: Heath.

Swain, M. (1996). Discovering successful second language teaching strategies and 
practices: From programme evaluation to classroom experimentation. Journal of 
Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 17 (2-4), 89-104.

Swain, M. (1998). Focus on form through conscious reflection. In C. Doughty & J. 
Williams (Eds.). Focus on form in classroom second language acquisition (pp. 
64-81). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Swain, M. (2000). French immersion research in Canada: Recent contributions to SLA 
and applied linguistics. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 20, 199-212.

Swain, M. & Lapkin, S. (1982). Evaluating bilingual education: A Canadian case study. 
Clevedon, Avon: Multilingual Matters.



244

Texas Education Agency. Commissioner's Rules Concerning State Plan for Educating 
Limited English Proficient Students. Chapter 89. Adaptations for Special 
Populations Subchapter BB. Statutory Authority: Texas Education Code, 
§§29.051-29.064. [On-line]. Available: 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter089/ch089bb.html. Retrieved 6/5/2005.

Thomas, W.P. & Collier, V.P. (1997a). School effectiveness for language minority 
students. National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education (NCBE) Resource 
Collection Series, 9.. [On-line]. Available: 
http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/pubs/resource/effectiveness/. Retrieved 6/7/2005.

Tomlin, R.S. & Villa V. (1994). Attention in cognitive science and second language 
acquisition. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 16, 183-204.

Thompson, G. (1996). Some misconceptions about communicative language teaching. 
ELT Journal, 50 (1), 9-15.

Urzúa, C. (1993). I grow for a living. In P. Riggs and V. Allen (Eds.). When the don’t all 
speak English: Integrating the ESL student into the regular classroom (pp. 15-
38). Urbana, Ill: National Council of Teachers of English.

National Center for Education Statistics. (2005). Status Dropouts. [On-line]. Available: 
http://nces.ed.gov/ssbr/pages/dropoutrates.asp? [On-line]. Retrieved on 
8/15/2005.

Valdés, Guadalupe (1997). Dual-language immersion programs: A cautionary note 
concerning the education of language-minority students. Harvard Educational 
Review, 67 (3), 391-429.

VanPatten, B. (1990). Attending to form and content in the input: An experiment in 
consciousness. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 12 (3), 287-301.

VanPatten, B. and Cadierno, T. (1993). Explicit instruction and input processing. Studies 
in Second Language Acquisition, 15 (2), 225-243.

VanPatten, B. (2002). Processing instruction: An update. Language Learning, 52 (4) 755-
803.

White, L. (1987). Against comprehensible input: The input hypothesis and the 
development of second-language competence. Applied Linguistics, 8 (2), 95-110.

White, L. (1991a). Adverb placement in second language acquisition: some effects of 
positive and negative evidence in the classroom. Second Language Research, 1, 
133-161.

White, L. (1991b). Argument structure in second language acquisition. Journal of French 
Language Studies, 1, 189-207.

White, L., Spada, N., Lightbown, P.M. & Ranta, L. (1991). Input enhancement and 
syntactic accuracy in L2 acquisition, Applied Linguistics, 12, 416-432.

Willard, Caroline (1971). A linguistic analysis of written compositions by Mexican-
American students on college English placement examinations. MA Thesis.



245

Wolfson, N. Perspectives: Sociolinguistics and TESOL. New York: Newbury House. 
1989.

Wong Fillmore, L. 1976. The second time around: cognitive and social strategies in 
language acquisition. PhD. Stanford University.

Wong Fillmore, L. 1979. Individual differences in second language acquisition. In C. 
Fillmore, D. Kempler & W. Wang (Eds.). Individual Differences in Language 
Ability and Language Behaviour. New York: Academic Press.

Wong-Fillmore, L. & Snow, C. (2002). What teachers need to know about language. In 
C.A. Adger, C.E. Snow, & D. Christian (Eds.). What teachers need to know about 
language. McHenry, Ill: The Center for Applied Linguistics and Delta Systems.



246

Vita

Elsa del Valle-Gaster was born in Rocksprings, Wyoming on January 24, 1958, the 

daughter of Eleuterio and Pascuala del Valle. After graduating from El Paso High School 

in El Paso, Texas, in 1976, she entered The University of Texas at El Paso and 

transferred to the University of Texas at Austin in 1978. She was an exchange student at 

the University of São Paulo in Brazil from 1980-1981. She received her Bachelor of 

Science degree from the University of Texas at Austin in December, 1983. In 1988 she 

entered The Graduate School at Tel Aviv University. She returned to Austin in 1991, 

before completing her graduate work in Israel. In September, 1997 she entered The 

Graduate School at The University of Texas. She received her Master of Arts degree in 

Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) in May 1999. 

Permanent address: 2607 Twin Oaks Dr. 

Austin, Texas  78757


