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Implicit/Explici t  K n o w l e d g e i n Instructe d S e c o n d L a n g u a g e Acquisi t io n 

Mark Sawyer (mark@KSC.kwansei.ac.JP) 
School  o f  Polic y Studie s 

Kwansei  Gakui n Universit y 
2-1 Gakue n Sanda-sh i  Hyog o 669-1 3 Japa n 

One stran d o f  recen t  theorizin g abou t  th e potentia l 
effect s o f  secon d languag e (L2 )  instructio n (e.g .  Ellis , 
1994 )  i s  couche d i n term s o f  "interfac e positions, "  i.e . 
claim s abou t  th e relationship s betwee n implici t  an d 
explici t  learnin g an d knowledge .  Th e strong ,  weak ,  an d n o 
interfac e position s al l  rel y cruciall y o n clea r  distinction s 
betwee n th e processe s explici t  and .  implici t  learnin g a s 
wel l  a s th e product s explici t  an d implici t  knowledge . 
However ,  L 2 empirica l  researc h referrin g t o thes e 
dichotomie s (e.g .  Gree n &  Hecht ,  1992 )  ha s faile d t o 
operationa l  iz e the m rigorously .  Th e presen t  stud y 
examine s criticall y th e possibilit y  o f  makin g claim s abou t 
implici t  an d explici t  knowledg e base d o n pattern s o f 
performanc e befor e an d afte r  instructio n o n fiv e task s 
allowin g o r  requirin g variou s degree s o f  metalinguisti c 
awareness :  pace d ora l  production ,  writte n production , 
acceptabilit y  judgments ,  correction s o f  sub-optima l 
sentences ,  an d verbalizatio n o f  th e constrain t  o r  rul e 
perceive d t o hav e bee n violated .  Th e focu s o f  th e 
instructiona l  experimen t  wa s a  two-leve l  semanti c rul e 
constrainin g argumen t  structur e alternation s (Pinker , 
1989) .  On e leve l  o f  th e rul e wa s assume d t o b e universa l 
and therefor e predicte d t o b e know n implicitl y b y th e 
learners ,  whil e th e othe r  on e wa s language-specifi c  an d no t 
presen t  i n th e learners '  LI ,  an d therefor e expecte d t o 
presen t  a  substantia l  learnin g proble m (a s demonstrate d b y 
Bley-Vroma n &  Yoshinaga ,  1991) .  I n additio n t o th e 
primar y focu s o n th e knowledge/learnin g o f  abstrac t  rule s 
governin g th e dativ e an d locativ e alternations ,  furthe r 
perspectiv e wa s provide d b y contro l  sentence s (o n thre e 
tasks )  tha t  highlighte d grammatica l  rule s assume d t o b e 
familia r  t o th e learners :  canonica l  wor d order ,  subject-ver b 
agreement ,  adver b placement ,  irregula r  verbs ,  an d gende r 
agreemen t  o n reflexives . 

The subject s wer e 5 0 adul t  Japanes e intermediate-leve l 
learner s o f  English ,  an d 3 0 nativ e speake r  controls . 
Fourtee n Indonesia n an d 6  Chines e intermediat e learner s 
provide d additiona l  contro l  ove r  cultura l  an d Ll-base d 
variatio n i n tas k performance .  Afte r  th e first  se t  o f 
experimenta l  tasks ,  tw o ou t  o f  thre e group s o f  Japanes e 
subjects ,  divide d b y th e matched-pair s techniqu e accordin g 
t o proficiency ,  receive d 45-minut e session s o f  instructio n 
on eac h o f  th e tw o level s o f  semanti c rule s constrainin g 
eithe r  th e locativ e o r  th e dativ e alternation ,  an d the n al l 
five  task s wer e repeated .  Fou r  o f  th e task s (al l  excep t  ora l 
production )  wer e repeate d agai n tw o week s later ,  onc e 
more fou r  week s fro m completio n o f  instruction ,  an d 
finally  on e wee k late r  afte r  a  3 0 minut e revie w o f  th e 
treatment .  Thus ,  th e tw o instructiona l  condition s coul d b e 

characterize d as :  (1 )  fo r  on e alternation ,  intensiv e exposur e 
and explici t  instruction ;  (2 )  fo r  th e othe r  alternation , 
intensiv e exposur e an d indirectl y relevan t  instruction ,  i n 
tha t  i t  deal t  wit h a n alternatio n wit h paralle l  bu t  quit e 
different ,  constraints .  Th e thir d (control )  grou p receive d 
onl y intensiv e exposur e throug h multipl e performance s o f 
th e tasks . 

The result s indicat e tha t  instructio n le d t o pattern s o f 
learnin g no t  compatibl e wit h an y o f  th e interfac e 
positions .  Explici t  instructio n le d t o explici t  (verbalizable ) 
learnin g fo r  onl y a  smal l  numbe r  o f  learners ,  bu t  t o 
improvemen t  o n task s tappin g int o (arguably )  implici t 
knowledg e base s fo r  nearl y al l  o f  th e explicitl y  instructe d 
learners .  Th e mos t  dramati c change s i n learne r  performanc e 
occunre d o n thei r  acceptabilit y  judgments :  bot h insû cte d 
group s overgeneralize d i n th e directio n o f  becomin g muc h 
more toleran t  o f  bot h dativ e an d locativ e alternation s fo r  a 
wid e variet y o f  verbs ,  wit h th e grou p instructe d o n th e 
relevan t  alternatio n recoverin g faste r  an d mor e completel y 
fro m th e overgeneralizatio n o n th e delaye d post-tests .  Th e 
overgeneralizatio n an d subsequen t  mor e target-lik e 
performanc e wer e no t  accompanie d b y evidenc e o f  explici t 
knowledge .  Anothe r  anomal y fo r  a  theor y tha t  link s 
instructio n wit h explici t  learnin g i s th e advantag e i n post -
instructio n performanc e o n a  pace d spoke n tas k ove r  a n 
unpace d writte n task .  Overall ,  th e pattern s o f  performanc e 
on task s ove r  tim e cas t  seriou s doub t  o n th e viabilit y o f 
an implicit/explici t  dichotom y i n L 2 learning . 
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