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ABSTRACT

There has been a continuing controversy in second language pedagogy over whether and how
grammar should be taught in the ESL (English as a Foreign Language) context, implicitly or ex-
plicitly. This thesis has explored whether and to what extent learner generated elaboration moves,
either explicitly triggered by the elaborative interrogations ( Pressley et al. , 1987) or implicitly
embedded in a “ propositional cluster” task ( Rutherford, 1987 ) within the focus-on-form
scheme (Long, 1991) may affect learning L2 (second language) English morphological rules.
Data in the form of pre-, post-and delayed post-tests’ scores on three morphological rules ( third
person singular, “-ing” participle and “-ed” participle) were collected from 171 non-English
majors from one Chinese university, complemented by the data of leamers’ elaborations in form
and/or in meaning and also the researcher’ s on-going diary and observations notes. The results
showed an interactive effect between the complexity of rules (.De Keyser, 2005) and the elabo-
ration demands, among which the explicit learning, represented by the learner-generated form
or/and meaning elaborations, had an obvious advantage over the teacher fully-controlled explicit
teaching and also over implicit learning when the rule “-ed” participle was difficult for the leam-
ers. In addition to examining the features of the three target rules on leaming, the analysis main-
ly focused on the effect of elaborations, either by teachers or learners, either mn form or in mean-
ing, on grammar learning in terms of the role of learners’ prior knowledge in SLA. The effect of
learners’ learner generated elaborations on learning the morphological rules were discussed in
terms of the role of formulaic knowledge (N. Ellis, 1996), linguistic knowledge (De Keyser,
2003) and semanticity of rules (Anderson & Reder, 1979; Van Patten, 1996). The findings
have shown a dynamic learning process with both conscious and unconscious processes (N. El-
lis, 2005) and also have confirmed the possibility and efficiency of generalizing the elaboration
model (Anderson, 1983a, 19835) in SLA.

Although the study has certain limitations, it does suggest that syllabus designers and teach-
ers in SLA should take serious account of the role of learners’ prior knowledge in learning, there-
by optimizing instruction in a non-obtrusive manner ( Doughty, 2003) while providing chances
to maximize the process of learner-generated elaborations, that is the cognitive engagement of the

learner in the learning process.
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CHAPTER ONE
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The “better” processing is that which generates more elaborations of the input that can be in-

terpreted at retrieval.
—— Anderson and Reder (1979, p.390)

Conscious and unconscious processes are dynamically involved together in every cognitive task

and in every learning episode.
—— N. Ellis (2005, p.340)

1.1 RESEARCH BACKGROUND

I taught English to University students in China for eight years. Over this time, I was often
puzzled by various questions that students asked, especially when they asked about any short-cuts
or any effective ways in learning English. Both my students and I were very upset when we felt
their achievements in learning English were below expectations, despite the fact that they “had
spent the majority of their study time on English”. Therefore, I often wondered whether it was
possible to teach students in a more effective way. Inspired by my personal experience to begin
this research, I intended to see whether it is possible to introduce more effective approaches into

traditional ESL, (English as a Second Language) classrooms in China.

1.1.1 ESL Background in China

In China, teaching English as a second language has a long history. Since 1979, when
China adopted the policy of reformation and opening, Chinese have become increasingly aware of
the need to improve their foreign language abilities, particularly in regard to English, because
this language is used widely across nations. For companies looking to recruit staff, a high level of
English proficiency is a desirable attribute in prospective employees. Therefore, in order to meet



