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Abstract

Numerous second language acquisition scholars
assert that mere exposure to language is
insufficient. They claim that activities that are
only focused on message development are
insufficient for developing a correct grasp of the
language and urge a more form-centered
approach to language instruction. ‘Focus on
form’ (FonF) is a fundamental concept in task-
based language teaching, originally introduced by
Michael Long. It involves directing learners’
attention to the structures of language while they
are actively engaged in tasks, as opposed to a
structure-based approach called ‘focus on forms’
(FonFs), which focuses on explicit instruction of
specific language forms. It maintains the
significance of communicative language teaching
principles, such as genuine communication and a
student-centered approach. Understanding of this
concept in second language acquisition (SLA)
has experienced notable conversions. This article
explores the evolution of Long’s original
definition and reasons for reevaluation of
teaching grammar. Then it presents a
classification of different focus on form.
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1. Introduction

The foreign/second language education system has taken contrasting approaches when it
comes to teaching grammar. On the one hand, grammar was deemed critical in the selection
of instructional materials. Methods such as Grammar-Translation and Audiolingual focus on
uncontextualized drills, translation exercises, and teaching based on grammatical structures.
Language is regarded as a compilation of separate components like phonemes, morphemes,
words, phrases, etc., and each component is introduced individually in a sequence determined
by intuition. Wilkins (1976) refers to grammar-based techniques as “synthetic syllabi” since
learners must synthesize these parts in order to communicate. As Doughty and Long (2003)
assert, synthetic syllabi are accompanied by explicit grammar instruction, repetition, dialogue
memorization, and transformation exercises. As a result, they develop classes with focus on
forms, which pupils master one at a time. On the other hand, the communicative approach of
the 1980s aimed at meaningful communication. Students engage in active communication in
English rather than simply producing its structures when they choose a communicative
method. Themes, objectives, concepts, and functions guide the organization of instruction.
Because fluency was prioritized above correctness, formal grammatical teaching was
minimized. However, in the 1990s, theoretical ideas about language teaching and learning
shifted. An alternative to both extremes has evolved in the form of “focus on form" (FonF).

2. Reasons Reasons for Reevaluating Grammar Teaching

Recent research in the field of second language acquisition (SLA) has prompted a rethinking
of the role of grammar in English as a second language (ESL) classroom. There are at least
four reasons to reconsider grammar as an important part of learning a new language.

First, the notion that language could be learned formally without consciousness seems
conceptually dubious. Schmidt (2001) stressed the importance of conscious attention, arguing
that noticing or paying conscious attention to form is necessary for language acquisition. The
findings indicated that language learners are incapable of concurrently processing target
language information for meaning and form (Skehan, 2018). Thus, learners must pay attention
to grammatical forms; otherwise, they will comprehend meaning but not the associated
grammatical forms.

Another reason to reconsider grammar as an essential aspect of language teaching is the
evidence that ESL students show improvement through successive sequences. Pienemann
(1998) argues that some developmental sequences are predetermined and cannot be altered
through grammar instruction, while other structures can benefit from instruction at any stage.
According to this idea, grammar may be taught when learners are ready to advance to the next
developmental level of language skill. These issues are taken into account in classrooms
where English is taught communicatively (Ellis, 2018).

A further rationale for grammar instruction is that a substantial amount of research has been
conducted highlighting the shortcomings of approaches in which the emphasis is mostly on
communication and grammar is deemed irrelevant. Swain’s research on French immersion
programs revealed that despite extensive long-term exposure to significant material, learners
were unable to achieve correctness in particular grammatical forms (Swain & Lapkin, 1998).
The research suggests that learners need to focus on specific grammatical structures to attain a
high level of accuracy in the target language. Therefore, teaching only communicative
language is inadequate, as emphasized by Ellis (2002).

The fourth rationale for re-examining grammar instruction in the ESL setting is the favorable
outcomes associated with such instruction. This assertion is supported by a significant body
of research papers and comprehensive reviews conducted over the past two decades (Ellis,
2018). For instance, Cadierno (1995) investigated the effects of instruction on the acquisition
of particular target language structures and the impact of corrective feedback on learner
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errors. Their findings indicate that grammar instruction has a considerable influence on
achieving accuracy in language learning.

Long’s (1983) review argues that grammar instruction has a significant impact on language
acquisition. In another assessment, Ellis (2002) suggests that although explicit language
instruction may not affect the order of acquisition, it does enhance the speed and quality of
second language acquisition. Additionally, a meta-analysis of 49 studies on the effectiveness
of second language education conducted by Norris and Ortega (2000) concluded that explicit
grammar instruction helps learners acquire target structures more rapidly.

3. Implicit and Explicit Grammar Teaching

Although numerous studies illustrate the benefits of grammar instruction, there is still a
debate about the significance of explicit grammar instruction. This is due to the complex
relationship between teaching and learning, as well as the fact that the way something is
taught may not always align with the way it is learned.

Certain scholars have dismissed the importance of any grammatical teaching explicitly. For
example, Krashen (1993) diminishes the importance of grammar instruction, considering it to
be “peripheral and fragile” (p.725). He suggests that knowledge of grammar and its
application may never be internalized as implicit knowledge, which forms the foundation for
unconscious language comprehension and production. He claims that education can only help
to develop consciously acquired competence, which is consistent with Krashen’s (1999)
Monitor hypothesis. Additionally, Truscott (1998) contends that explicit grammar training is
only effective in the short term and that grammar instruction alone may not build “true
mastery of language” (p.120).

Other researchers have adopted a more cautious stance, questioning the need for explicit
grammar instruction, but not necessarily rejecting it altogether. They instead challenge the
conventional approach to grammar instruction, in which teachers typically teach grammar
structures in an isolated and clear manner.

The traditional assumption holds that manipulating forms and consciously presenting
grammar to pupils through drills and repetition will assist students in acquiring the
information necessary for communication. Skehan (2018), on the other hand, asserts that
current research does not support this paradigm of conventional presenting practices. He
contends that concentrating on a single form results in learning and automation.... There is
little trust left in linguistics or psychology. Even scholars who support explicit grammar
instruction acknowledge that this approach does not equate to direct instruction (Ellis, 2003;
Ellis, Basturkmen, & Loewen, 2002). Ellis et al. (2002), for example, argue:

“While there is substantial evidence that focus-on-forms instruction results
in learning as measured by discrete-point language tests (e.g., the grammar
test in the TOEFL), there is much less evidence to show that it leads to the
kind of learning that enables learners to perform the targeted form in free
oral production (e.g., in a communicative task)” (p.421).

Ellis (2002) accepts the need for explicit instruction but asserts that language acquisition and
the acquisition of grammar and its regularities are both implicit processes. This talent requires
hours of practice and cannot be replaced by the provision of declarative guidelines. Other
researchers, particularly those who study cognitive processes, concur with Ellis’ notion
(Dekeyser, 2001; Doughty, 2001; Robinson, 2001). This does not diminish the need for
grammatical instructions, though. Students should be allowed to comprehend and use taught
forms in their numerous form-meaning exchanges in order for the forms to become ingrained
in their interlanguage behavior (Larsen-Freeman, 2011).

Spada (1997) claims that when students get formal training in grammatical forms used in
communication, their understanding of these forms becomes more enduring. This improves
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the precision with which tricky forms, such as English articles, are used. According to Ellis
(2003), recent research demonstrates a compelling case for providing communication
opportunities that include forms of grammar and combine meaningful communication with
form-based instruction.

4. Focus on Form

Attitudes towards language teaching and learning have changed in recent years. According to
researchers studying second language acquisition, exposure to a language alone is inadequate.
many researchers, including Doughty, Lightbown, and Robinson, claim that emphasizing
meaning alone in language training is insufficient for the development of proper language
knowledge. As a result, some form-focused activities must be added to the communicative
classroom setting to make up for this shortfall.

FonF is a reaction against both communicative approaches that solely focus on meaning and
classical methods which focus on forms (e.g., Prabhu, 1987). FonF teaching refers to the
instructors' and students' intermittent, provisional, and explicit oral focus on problematic
grammatical and lexical issues during communicative interaction (Long, 1991, cited in Poole,
2005). When used appropriately, grammar and vocabulary can aid the learner in completing
more complicated “closing” assignments. This allowed for certain form-focused activities in
the ESL classroom. This does not entail a return to the conventional method of teaching
isolated grammatical forms. Rather than that, FonF aims to raise students' awareness of
grammatical forms through meaningful assignments. FonF is necessary for learners to gain
both accuracy and fluency.

Long (1991) argues that focus on form instruction can align with communicative language
teaching principles, such as student-centered and real-world communication while minimizing
the importance of incidental grammatical forms, which are more associated with non-
communicative instruction.

Long and Robinson (1998, cited in Poole, 2005) distinguish focus on form instruction from
teaching methods that prioritize teaching specific linguistic forms over language as a tool for
communication. Additionally, Long and Robinson differentiate form-focused instruction from
purely communicative instruction, which they refer to as “focus on meaning” instruction.

Both a focus on forms and a focus on meaning are useful and should be used in conjunction
rather than in opposition to one another. According to Robinson (2001), a concentration on
form teaching strikes a balance between the two by encouraging both instructors and students
to emphasize form within a communicative framework.

According to Ellis (2001), form-focused instruction can be classified into three different
approaches depending on the primary focus of learners' attention and the distribution of their
attention between form and meaning. The first approach is “focus on forms” where learners’
primary focus is on specific forms, and attention is distributed to those forms. The second
approach is “planned focus on form” where the primary focus of attention is on meaning, but
there is intensive distribution of attention to specific forms. The third approach is “incidental
focus on form” where the major focus of attention is on meaning, but there is a wide
dispersion of attention to a range of forms. In contrast, meaning-focused teaching
concentrates on tasks and activities that focus on message exchange. (Richards & Rodgers,
2017; Seyyedi et al., 2014).

In second and foreign language classrooms, focus on form is viewed as a method for
integrating meaning- and form-centered activities (Ellis, 2001; Seyyedi et al., 2012). Recent
studies (Ellis, Basturkmen, & Lowen, 2002) examined the prevalence of inadvertent focus on
form. However, the studies were predominantly descriptive in character and included any
instructional attempt to expressly or implicitly draw learners' attention to language (Spada,
1997, p.73).
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5. Reactive versus Proactive Focus on Form

A critical curricular choice in FonF is whether to emphasize form proactively or reactively.
While a proactive strategy requires the instructor to choose one aspect of the target to focus
on in advance, a reactive approach requires the teacher to be aware of and prepared to address
numerous learning challenges as they arise (Doughty & Williams, 1998). In other words, a
proactive focus on form involves the teacher drawing the learners’ attention to a particular
language feature before any problems or errors arise, whereas a reactive focus on form
involves the teacher addressing errors or issues with language use as they occur. Both
approaches have their benefits, and the choice of which to use depends on the classroom
context and the needs of the learners. Incidental attention to form might be reactive or
purposeful. Due to the possibility that a learner's attention will be drawn to another topic if
communication breaks down, negotiation for meaning is considered an unintentional
concentration on the form (Long, 1991; Seyyedi et al., 2013).

6. Conclusion

In summary, focus on form instruction emphasizes the importance of communicative
language teaching principles, such as authentic communication and student-centered
approaches, while also recognizing the value of explicitly addressing problematic
grammatical forms, which falls under non-communicative teaching. This approach differs
from classical methods that primarily aim to teach specific grammatical forms without
emphasizing communication. The term “focus on form” is commonly used to describe any
pedagogical technique, whether proactive or reactive, implicit or explicit, that directs
students’ attention to language form. On the other hand, “focus on forms” refers specifically
to planned activities that address form, whereas “focus on meaning” excludes such explicit
focus. It is important to note that focus on form and focus on meaning are not opposing
concepts, but rather, focus on form encompasses attention to formal elements of language,
while focus on forms limits itself to this aspect, and focus on meaning disregards it.
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