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Many college students complain that learning grammar is useless for acquiring English speaking abilities. But
the presenters believe that grammatical knowledge is still important in developing learners' communicative
abilities, especially in EFL settings. The point is how we should teach grammar so that it can assist students
in obtaining abilities to use English in real communication. The presenters assume teaching grammar using
form-focused tasks can be effective. It is an instruction where focus on form is incorporated in communicative
tasks. This instruction is expected to develop both learners'fluency and accuracy, and help them develop their
implicit knowledge by having them notice the rules for themselves. In this paper, the theoretical background
of form-focused tasks is explained and how the presenters have implemented form-focused task instruction
in class is illustrated. Examples of form-focused tasks prepared by the presenters based on some problematic
grammar features are explained in the Appendix.
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The role of grammar

esults of our past survey done these four years have revealed that many

students think English grammar is useless for real communication,

especially for speaking English. Is grammar really useless to acquire
communicative abilities in a foreign language?

In this case, grammar means ‘explicit knowledge’ of grammar rules. According
to Ellis (2004b), explicit knowledge is held consciously, and is learnable and
verbalizable. By contrast, ‘implicit knowledge’ is held unconsciously and available
for use in rapid, fluent communication. In the view of second language acquisition,
in general, competence of implicit knowledge is the primary matter. There are three
positions about the relationship between explicit and implicit knowledge. The first is
the non-interface position, proposed by Krashen (1981), which claims that explicit
and implicit knowledge are totally distinct and that explicit knowledge never becomes
implicit knowledge, and there is no use in teaching grammar. The second is the
strong interface position which claims explicit knowledge can become internalized
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through practice. The third is the weak interface position
which claims explicit knowledge can assist and facilitate the
development of implicit knowledge (Ellis, 2004b).

The presenters support the weak-interface position and
believe that grammar plays a certain role in acquiring
communicative abilities, especially in EFL settings. We
think the way ESL learners learn English is quite different
from the way EFL learners learn it. It is rather difficult for
EFL learners to obtain implicit knowledge because they are
not where English is spoken in their daily life. They have
limited amount of exposure to English and limited chances
to use English in real life. We think they need help of explicit
knowledge to acquire implicit knowledge.

The traditional grammar teaching and PPP

In traditional junior/senior high school grammar lessons,
teachers teach grammatical rules in isolation, and students
have few opportunities to use them in real communication.
Considering the fact it is well known that communicative
abilities in English of most Japanese people is rather low,
this traditional grammar teaching does not seem successful
in helping learners use the language communicatively.

There is another approach called PPP (present-practice-
produce), which is often used in English speaking classes.
Many English textbooks are made based on this approach.
However, it is doubtful whether PPP really helps students
develop their communicative abilities, in other words,
assist them in acquiring their implicit knowledge. From our
teaching experiences, we have found that students easily
forget the target structure they have learned through this
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approach. This is maybe because the target structure is first
presented by a teacher in this approach and there is little
noticing by students themselves, so practice and production
tend to be mechanical without internalization of the rules.

Form-focused task instruction
Theoretical Background of Form-focused instruction

Then how should we teach grammar so that it can help
students develop their communicative abilities? One of

the answers we are expecting is form-focused instruction.
In this instruction, focus on form is incorporated into
communicative context, so students are expected to develop
their fluency and accuracy, both of which are important in
second language learning.

In recent years, many researchers argue that focus on
form need to be integrated with communicative approaches
(Long, 1996; Long & Robinson, 1998), and a number of
empirical studies have revealed that form-focused instruction
is successful in promoting learners’ second language
development (Doughty, 1991; Doughty & Williams, 1998;
N. Ellis, 1993). They argue the exposure to the target
language or focus just on meaning is not enough to develop
accuracy.

Form-focused instruction is different from traditional
teacher-centered grammar teaching. As Long (1991) states,
the primary purpose of form-focused instruction is to draw
students’ attention to form as they arise in lessons whose
main focus is on meaning, while the main purpose of
traditional grammar teaching is to teach explicit knowledge
of grammar in isolation.
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Form-focused task instruction

The form-focused instruction we have tried in class is based
on ‘focused tasks’ proposed by Ellis as one of the task-based
approaches he advocates.

Ellis (2003) defines “form-focused task” as

“atask that can be employed to elicit use of specific
linguistic features, either by design or by the use
of methodological procedures that focus attention
on form in the implementation of a task.”

As it is a kind of a ‘task’, it should have general features
of a task, such as “It focuses on meaning”, “Learners decide
what language to use”, and so on (Ellis, 2004a).

Three kinds of form-focused tasks mentioned by Ellis are
comprehension tasks, structure-based production tasks, and
consciousness-raising tasks.

In comprehension tasks, students are given text in
which target forms are frequently used. The task is usually
designed so that the target forms should be essential for
comprehending the whole text. In this type of tasks, students
comprehend, interpret and process the input, and are not
necessarily required to produce the target structure.

Structure-based production tasks are designed so that
students can use the target structure for completing the task.
In some tasks, the target structure is used ‘naturally’ and
there are possibilities that students complete the task without
using the structure. In other tasks, the target structure is used
to make the task ‘easier’. Furthermore, there are tasks in
which the use of the target structure is ‘essential’.
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Consciousness-raising tasks are designed so that students
can induce and formulate some grammatical rules from the
presented sentences, through interacting and negotiating
in small groups. Fotos (1993, 1994) found that this type
of tasks provided opportunities for communication and
promoted noticing.

We assume teaching grammar through form-focused tasks
can be effective. It will help students internalize the rules
by having them notice while they are focusing on meaning.
Thus students are expected to develop their implicit
knowledge, which is crucial for acquiring communicative
abilities.

How to implement form-focused task instruction

Now, we explain how the presenters implement the form-
focused task instruction in class. We combine various kinds
of form-focused tasks according to the difficulty level of the
target structure or the development level of the students.

Unlike PPP, we generally do not teach students the target
structure directly before the task. This is because if students
are taught the structure first, they are likely to do practice
and production mechanically without noticing, and the rules
are unlikely to be internalized.

What kind of form-focused task we give first depends
on the difficulty level of the target structure and the
development level of the students. If the target structure
seems to be easy for students, we can have students do
structure-based production tasks first without any input of
the structure. If the target structure is a little difficult for
them, we may have students do a comprehension task first,
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and then have them do a structure-based production task. If
the target structure is more difficult, we may have students
do a consciousness-raising task first to have them notice the
rules by themselves. If they notice the rules by themselves,
the knowledge is more likely to be internalized. Then we
may have them do a comprehension task and/or a structure-
based production task. Thus we change the combination and
the order of the tasks flexibly depending on the level of the
target structure and that of students.

There is a point we should bear in mind when we
conduct form-focused tasks; we give corrective feedback
to students while conducting tasks. Many researchers
indicate the effectiveness of corrective feedback. According
to Ellis (2004a), there are two ways of giving feedback.
One is implicit feedback such as recast and a request for
clarification, and the other is explicit feedback such as
direct correction and metalingual explanation. It is still
controversial which type of feedback is more effective, but
we try to give students some kind of feedback when they
make grammatical errors.

Sample lesson plans using form-focused tasks
Target structure: Comparative and superlative
Students’ English level: low to low-intermediate
Comprehension task

“Comparative and superlative” are a little difficult for low

to low-intermediate students. So it would be a good idea to
start with a comprehension task. They are exposed to a lot of
target structure.
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[World quiz]
Preparation

Prepare 10 quiz questions related to the world using
superlative or comparative, and answer choices. Examples
are in the Appendix.

Procedure

Step 1: Divide the class into groups of four or five. (Option:
Students can do this task individually.)

Step 2: Ask them quiz questions.

Step 3: After the teacher gives the answer for each question,
he/she should say it in a complete sentence again.

Step 4: Groups (or individuals) compete how many correct
answers they can get.

Structure-based production task

Now students are supposed to be ready to do a structure-
based task. The task is carefully designed to make it essential
for students to use the target structure, so the teacher does
not have to tell them to use superlative or comparative.

[Name the girls]
Preparation

Prepare a drawing of six girls. They are similar in their
faces, hair styles, and clothing. The major difference is only
their height. Their names are listed in alphabetical order:
Betsy, Emily, Kate, Mary, Rachel and Sara. Only one girl,
who is the third from left, has her name: Emily. (See the
Appendix.)
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Procedure
Step 1: Divide students into pairs: Student A and Student B.
Step 2: Give each student a drawing.

Step 3: Student A writes a name from the list below each girl
randomly.

Step 4: Student B asks questions and identifies who is who.
Student B cannot ask questions using who or which. Student
B can answer just yes or no.

Step 5: Teacher gives corrective feedback when students
make mistakes.

Consciousness- raising task

Many students of this level are confused about when they
should use -er or —est form, and when they should use more
XX or the most XX form. A consciousness-raising task can
be used to give them correct knowledge.

[New York guide]
Preparation

1. Prepare a story using a lot of superlative and comparative.
An example is in the Appendix.

2. Also prepare a table to categorize the words of -er and-est
form, and the words of more XX and the most XX form.
(See the Appendix.)
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Procedure

Step 1: First read the story to the class and ask some
comprehension questions, such as “What is the highest
building in Manhattan now?”, “What is the longest running
musical?” and so on. (This step is a kind of comprehension
task.)

Step 2: Give the written story to each student and tell them
to underline every word in the superlative or comparative
degree.

Step 3: Tell them to categorize all the underlined words into
two groups. One group is the words of -er or -est form. The
other group is the words of more XX or the most XX form.
Tell them to write its original form next to each word.

Step 4: Ask students what rules they can induce from the
table. (Many students answer “A short word takes -er or
-est form and a long word takes more XX or the most XX
form.”)

Step 5: Give them the rules of the target structure precisely.
For example, “One syllable word takes a -er or -est form,
and a word which consist of two or more syllables takes
more XX or the most XX form, except a two syllable word
which ends with y, like happy.

Other examples of form-focused tasks prepared by the
presenters based on some problematic grammar features are
explained in the Appendix.
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Discussion

Now, as stated above, many empirical researches have
revealed form-focused instruction is successful in promoting
learners’ second language development. However, we
presenters have not yet obtained definite evidence for the
effectiveness of our form-focused task instruction.

We used form-focused tasks, including structure-based
production tasks, comprehension tasks, and consciousness-
raising tasks, as described in the Appendix 5, to teach
grammar during a semester. The results of pre- and post-
tests (TOEIC Mini Test was used) given to 31 subjects
showed that students’ average score went up from 31.55 to
33.05 (full score is 70), but the result of #-test showed no
significant differences. Furthermore, the problem is TOEIC
Mini Test was not very suitable for measuring students’
development of implicit knowledge.

The questionnaire was addressed to the subjects and the
main question was “Do you think learning grammar in
communicative ways is useful for you?”” The result was
the average score was 4.29 on a scale of 5. We can see the
students felt the usefulness of form-focused task instruction,
but we need to do more empirical researches.

Conclusion

In Japanese FFL settings, where learners’ exposure

to English is limited, learning English just through
communication tasks without explicit knowledge of
grammar is really difficult. The presenters believe that
learners need grammar to develop their oral fluency and
accuracy. However, the traditional grammar teaching
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methods, including PPP, have not been very successful in
leading students to development of communicative abilities.
We assume that teaching grammar using form-focused
tasks can be effective. It will help learners develop implicit
knowledge, by giving comprehensible structured input and
chances to use the target structure in real communication.
Noticing the rules by themselves will help them internalize
the rules. We think we can make an effective lesson by
changing the combination of the different types of tasks,
according to the level of the target structure and the
development level of the students. We need more empirical
researches to prove the effectiveness of this instruction.
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Appendix

1. Example questions used in [World quiz]

1. What is the smallest country in the world?
a. Haiti, in Central America
b. the Vatican City, in Europe
¢. Guinea, in Africa

2. Who is the richest person in the world?
a. The king of Brunei
b. Steven Spielberg
c. Bill Gates

3. What vegetable is produced most in the world?
a. tomatoes
b. potatoes
c. onions

4. Which is taller, Eiffel Tower or Tokyo Tower?
a. Eiffel Tower
b. Tokyo Tower

5. Which country has larger land, Canada or China?
a. Canada
b. China
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2. An example picture used in [Name the Girls]

Six Girls: Betsy, Emily, Kate, Mary, Rachel, Sara

P\

Figure 1. Name the girls
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3. An example story used in [New York guide]

New York is the biggest city in the world and also one of the
most attractive tourist spots. The skyscrapers of Manhattan
seen from a distance are one of the most impressive images.
The Empire State building was the tallest building in the
world for 40 years, from 1931 to 1972, now is the highest
building in Manhattan after the destruction of the World
Trade Center.

You can see numerous wonderful works of art in New
York. It has one of the largest art museums in the world —
the Metropolitan Museum and other many smaller museums
or galleries. Moreover, New York has the more established
arts — dance, theater, music. Musical is one of the most
popular entertainments here. Popular musicals usually run
very long. The longest running musical so far is “Cats”,
which started in 1982 and closed in 2000.

You can eat and drink anything in New York. There are a
wide variety of restaurants here: from very cheap hamburger
shop to very expensive French restaurant. The most
expensive restaurant in Manhattan is “Masa”, which is run
by Japanese chef Masa Takayama. You have to pay at least
$300 to eat sushi there. Drinks are, of course, extra.
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4. An example table used in [New York guide]

-er/-est original more original
g the most XX g
. ) the most attractive
the biggest big attractive
the tallest tall the most impressive
the highest high impressive
the largest large the most popular
smaller small popular ‘
the longest long the most expensive
expensive

5. Other examples of form-focused tasks

The following is a brief description of form-focused tasks
prepared by the presenters.

A. Comprehension task
B. Structure-based production task
C. Consciousness-raising task

Grammatical

Feature

Procedures

Type
of
task
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Nouns
Countable or

Uncountable

The teacher prepares many things and students
are asked to divide them into two groups.
There may be many ways to divide things.
After students divide things in their own ways,
the teacher divides them into two groups,
countable nouns and uncountable nouns.
Students have to guess what the two categories
are. After that, students are required to divide
the nouns in their textbook into countable
nouns and uncountable nouns.

Adjectives

-ed or —ing

1. Students sit in a circle and listen to the tape.
There is a 5-second pause between each dialogue
and each student is required to respond to a
question as quickly as possible.

The teacher stops the tape when giving ‘recast’.
The tape is about 10 minutes long with about 30
dialogues recorded.

2. Students listen to a short story and answer
questions. The teacher gives ‘recast’.

3. Students listen to a short story and retell the
story. Teacher gives ‘recast’.

Atrticles

the, a/an or no
article

Students listen to the passage the teacher reads
to them. Students are asked to rewrite the
passage in their own words. The teacher checks
whether articles are used correctly or not.
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Adverbs

Students sit in a circle and listen to the tape. A
statement followed by a question is recorded.
Students listen to the question and answer

it as quickly as possible. The teacher gives
metalingual explanation.

A

Verbs

Transitive
verb or
Intransitive
verb

The teacher prepares many sentences in

which sentences with either transitive verbs or
intransitive verbs incorrectly used are written.
The teacher divides each sentence into two and
gives the first half to student A and the latter
half student B. Both students read the half of
the sentence and decide whether the complete
sentence is grammatically correct or not.

Relative
Clauses
who, which
or where?

1. Students are asked to make a crossword
puzzle. They may use relative clauses, to-
infinitive, or gerunds to describe things. The
teacher can ask students to use phrases such

as ‘This is a thing which~. This is a person
who~. This is a place where~.” If students have
access to computers, they can use internet site
to make their own crossword puzzle.

2. Students work in pairs and each student has
his/her crossword puzzle half of which are not
complete. The student A asks the student B
‘What’s 1 down?’ and the student B explains
that word in his/her own words.

]

Prepositions

(place &
time)

1. Students are asked to draw their rooms and
to write about them in detail. After students
finish writing, they are required to describe
their rooms (students have to use various
prepositions and prepositional phrases) and
their partners are required to draw their rooms.

2. Students ask many personal questions to
their partners and are required to talk about
them. They have to make sentences including
time prepositions: for example, ‘My partner
was born in Tokyo on Dec. 24. He entered
elementary school near his house in 1995.
Students are asked when to use ‘at’, ‘on’ or ‘in’.

B.C

Comparative
& Superlative

Students are asked to do the class survey.
Questions are prepared by the teacher; for
example, ‘How many hours a day do you
study?’” ‘How often do you eat out?’, etc. After
that students are asked to find the one who does
a certain thing the most often; for example, ‘X
eats out the most often in our class.’

Coordinate
Conjunctions

The teacher gives the passages full of gaps in
which coordinate conjunctions are to be put.
Students are required to complete the gaps.

Subordinate
Conjunctions

The teacher gives the passages full of gaps in
which subordinate conjunctions are to be put.
Students are required to complete the gaps.

JALT2004 AT NARA

Present Tense

Give students a day schedule form. Each
student thinks of his/her typical Wednesday
and fills in the form without writing his/her
name. The teacher collects the forms, shuffle
them, and give one schedule sheet to each
student. Students move around the classroom
asking questions, such as “What time do you
get up?” to find whose schedule sheet it is.

Past Tense

Students choose a famous person in the past
and do research on the person (Homework).
Divide students into pairs. They ask questions
each other and guess who the person is.
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Future Tense

Have students listen to a conversation between
Person A and Person B, who are talking about
plans for after class, tomorrow, weekend, and
vacation. Sometimes they use be going to and
sometimes will. Show students the transcript
of the conversation. Have them notice the
difference between be going to and will.

Progressive

Prepare two kinds of pictures. Both pictures
have 15 people who are doing something. In two
pictures, 10 people are doing the same things
but 5 are doing different things. (For example,
in Student A’s picture, Emily is cooking, but

in Student B’s picture, Emily is watching TV.)
Divide the students into pairs, and have them
find 5 people who are doing different things.

Present
Perfect

Past Perfect

Have them listen to job interviews of 5
applicants. (For example, “Have you ever
studied abroad?” “Yes,...Students decide
which applicant is the best and explain why.

]

Modal

Divide them into groups of 4. Give the group
a set of trouble cards. Each card shows

one problem or trouble, such as “T have a
stomachache.” “I lost my purse.” etc. They
shuffle the cards and put them face down. One
student draws a card and the other members
give him/her advice, such as “You should

2o to bed and sleep.” “You should go to the
police.” etc.

Passive Voice

Have students listen to a story which contains
many passive voice forms. Have students
retell the story. Give them corrective feedback.

Subjunctives

Divide them into groups of 4. Give them a
board game. The game has 25 squares. Each
square has an incomplete imaginary sentence,
such as “If I were a millionaire,...” Students
roll a dice and move their piece. They have

to complete the sentence of the square where
their piece stops.
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