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Abstract  

Approaches to teaching grammar have changed dramatically since the 1970s when 

communicative language teaching was proposed. An increasing number of studies have 

investigated the adequacy of this kind of grammar instruction. Yet, few studies have been 

done to look at the preferences that learners have for these methods of focus-on-form 

instruction and its relationship with their performance on grammar tests. The purpose of the 

present study is to explore Iranian EFL learners` attitudes and preferences for isolated and 

integrated focus-on-form and their performance on a grammar recognition test. Participants 

were learners studying English in a private language teaching institute. They were requested 
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to complete the questionnaire of the isolated and integrated focus on form and answer a 

TOEFL grammar recognition test. The analysis of findings using descriptive statistics and 

T-test showed that learners did not have clear preferences for different types of focus on form 

and that learners` attitude towards isolated and integrated focus on form was not related to 

their performance. students' The findings can provide useful information for teachers and 

instructors learners` preferences for different approaches. 

Keywords: Grammar instruction, Focus on form, EFL learner, Integrated and isolated focus 

on form 
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1. Introduction 

How grammar is best acquired and taught has been a controversial topic at the centre of many 

debates in second language acquisition research. It is necessary to consider young learners for 

solving this controversy. The discussions on different approaches for teaching grammar may 

be the most interesting topic in SLA debates and controversies (Yannuar, 2013). The role of 

grammar instruction and error correction has been at the center of essential controversy and 

debate in the field of language teaching and learning (Ellis 2006; Nassaji & Fotos, 2004). 

There are a lot of controversies and various ideas about grammatical instruction in this 

literature. Ellis (2008) argues that fact that teaching grammatical points explicitly increase the 

speed of acquisition. According to (Ellis, 2006) there have always been a lot of debates and 

controversies among many scholars about the effective approach to teach grammar 

instruction. 

1.2 The Debates on Grammar Instruction 

Various theoretical approaches such as the Grammar Translation, the Audio Lingual, the 

Structural Situational, and the Silent way have evolved within this history (Nassaji & Fotos, 

2011). As Ellis (2006, p.86) points out," there is now convincing indirect and direct evidence 

to support the teaching of grammar". It means that explicit grammatical presentation of 

linguistic elements can increase the speed of learning. 

The role of grammar in foreign language instruction over the last thirty years has been a 

controversial issue. Before the emersion of communicative language teaching (CLT), 

grammar plays a central role based on a structural syllabus (Ellis, 2008). The concept of 

meaning-centered instruction has become a widely used term in the literature of language 

teaching (Willis & Willis, 2007). 

The traditional approach that was exemplified by the Grammar Translation Method (GTM) 

proposed the explicit instruction of grammatical rules which comes with relevant examples 

and the memorization of grammatical rule and applying them in exercises with no 

communicative activities. Explicit teaching of grammar was evolved as a result of the 

emergence of generative-transformational school of linguistics in psychology. Conscious 

learning of language rules and formal features of language emphasized. Methods such as 

communicative language learning, silent way, total physical response, and suggestopedia, 

were the outcome of emergence of generative-transformational school of linguistics 

(El-Dakhs, 2014). 

The emergence of communicative language teaching (CLT) influenced implicit grammar 

instruction. . Strong version CLT, disregards grammar instruction and it had strong influence 

on language teaching for some especial periods (El-Dakhs, 2014).  

1.3 Focus-on-form Grammar Instruction 

Two kinds of form-focused instruction were distinguished by (Ellis, 2008). Focus on forms 

instruction includes the pre-selection of grammatical features and intensive attention to those 

features. Therefore, the essential element of syllabus is linguistic forms. By contrast, the 
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primary focus of attention in focus on form instruction is on meaning and a meaning-centered 

activity out of communicative task is emphasized. The most essential element of focus on 

forms instruction is considering language as a non-communicative approach with no attempt 

for enabling students to interact in real world communication (Poole, 2005). As it was 

pointed by (Poole, 2005) focus on form instruction emphasized the importance of CLT. 

Totally, there is a little consensus about the most beneficial types of forms focus instruction 

(Ellis, 2006). Ellis (2008) also suggested that an important difference between these two 

types of instruction is our view toward language as an object of the study or a tool for 

communication. 

There is consensus among second language acquisition (SLA) literature that the instruction 

should consider both attention to form and meaning in order to be effective. The term isolated 

and integrated approaches for drawing learners attention to language form has been used by 

many scholars. In Isolated FFI, formal features should be considered out of the 

communicative task and grammar should be taught explicitly. On the other hand, integrated 

FFI, students should focus on meaning within ongoing communicative content based 

instruction and attention to language forms is peripheral and incidental (Spada & Lightbown, 

2008). 

1.4 Student`s Perception about Grammar Instruction 

Recent educational research about learners' beliefs about grammar instruction and error 

correction has shown that understanding these perceptions and attitudes can be helpful for 

teachers in order to improve their teaching strategies and their application (Lightbown & 

Spade, 2006). Most of the studies done so far have been focused on the investigation of 

second and foreign language learners' beliefs and perception about grammatical instruction 

and corrective feedback. These studies have generally confirmed that L2 learners do not 

always have ideas similar to those of their teachers about grammar teaching strategies. Many 

of studies on learners` perception of grammar instruction in fact focus on the differences 

between learners` and teachers` ideas about grammar teaching strategies.  

Borg (2005) reported students` beliefs can shape teachers` thought and guide their behavior. 

In recent years, beliefs about the process of language learning have become one of the 

researchers' areas of interests in the field of second language learning. These pre-existing 

beliefs play an important role in shaping teachers and researchers` behaviors and practices in 

teaching process (cited in Incecay & Dollar, 2011). 

Studies done on grammar instruction so far have focus on different areas. Some, for example, 

have investigated the effect of different types of grammar instruction on learners` acquisition. 

Another group of studies have focused on the relationship between grammar instruction and 

learners` ability to do different types of tests.  

Rao (2005) studied 30 Chinese students` preferences for modern and traditional methods of 

teaching grammar. He used a questionnaire to collect the data. He found that half of the 

participants preferred traditional strategies of grammar teaching and half of them preferred 

the new ones. So he concluded that a combination of both communicative and 
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non-communicative or traditional teaching methods must be used. In another study, Savignon 

& Wang’s study (2007) used a questionnaire to find out about Taiwanese students` ideas 

about grammar instruction. The result showed that the students liked communicative methods 

of teaching more than non-communicative teaching which included 

presentation-practice-production. 

In another study, Male (2011) examined the opinion of EFL students about the teaching of 

English grammar. He used a questionnaire for data collection. The findings of the study 

showed that most of the students saw grammar important in learning English. They report 

that grammar is important in writing, but is not as important in speaking. Also, the students 

seemed to like explicit instruction more than implicit instruction in learning English grammar. 

The researcher concludes that teachers and researchers should explore students` ideas about 

teaching of grammar to increase students‘learning. 

1.5 Studies on Grammar Recognition 

Grammatical knowledge has been mainly described in terms of two types of knowledge, 

implicit and explicit. Some researchers believe that implicit knowledge of grammar is not 

useful to learner as much as explicit knowledge (Elder & Ellis, 2009; Green & Hecht, 1992; 

Philp, 2009). One way to investigate this controversial topic is using grammar recognition 

test to examine the ability of learners to identify grammatical and ungrammatical errors. 

Some studies have examined EFL learners` ability for grammar recognition. Mirzaei, 

Domakani, Shakerian (2011), for example, investigated the difference between learners` who 

were given explicit and implicit teaching in recognizing grammatical and ungrammatical 

sentences. Participants were 160 EFL students at Shahrekord University.  

A grammaticality recognition test was given to learners` in both groups. then correlation 

coefficients was used to see whether there is any relationship between the method of teaching 

(implicit or explicit) and students` ability for grammar recognition. The results showed that 

there was no statistically significant correlation between the EFL learners' ability for 

grammar recognition and implicit grammatical teaching.  

But, the results showed that there was a strong relationship between the EFL learners' ability 

for grammar recognition and explicit grammatical teaching. According to the findings, 

researchers concluded that learning explicit grammatical knowledge is necessary and more 

useful in recognizing grammatical and ungrammatical sentences and this type of instruction 

needs much more attention when the focus is on the improving learners` skills to identify 

grammatical sentences.  

In another study, Gao (2014) investigated Chinese English learners’ ability to learn English 

relative clauses. To collect the data, grammaticality recognition test, which was made by 

Izumi (2003), was used. Participants were 40 students. The participants should decide about 

the correctness of sentences in the test and should correct ungrammatical sentences. The 

findings from the grammar recognition test showed that relative clauses that are 

center-embedding are more difficult to learn than right-embedding relative clauses.  
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Youhanaee (2009) investigated the usefulness explicit teaching of grammar and exposure to 

L2 input in Iranian EFL students. The grammatical points were referential, quasi and 

expletive subject pronouns. Participants were 96 Iranian EFL learners from two universities 

in Isfahan. They were divided into three groups: one group had explicit instruction, the 

second group had exposure to input, and the third group had no special treatment which was 

experimental group.  

Despite all the reviews on different types of form focused instruction, few studies have 

investigated Iranian English learners` ideas about these two types of teaching. Also, despite a 

lot of studies on grammar recognition ability of language learners, few studies have 

investigated the relationship between learners` ideas about grammar instruction and their 

performance on grammar tests. So, the researcher can claim that the issue of preferences for 

isolated and integrated grammar remains a neglected area. (Schulz, 2001). 

1.6 Statement of the Problem 

The concept of beliefs has been a fundamental issue in the area of research in education. It 

can be defined as a mental state that is considered as an accepted reality. Davis (2003) states 

that, understanding language learners' beliefs give the researchers insightful information 

about their thinking process. The students' beliefs can shape based on their previous 

experience of learning. Deeply understanding of learners beliefs can help them to increase 

their flexibility in application of various strategies (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). A belief 

about language learning is considered as an area of interest in the field of second language 

acquisition. Language learners bring different ideas and presumptions about the nature of 

second language learning (Incecay & Dollar, 2011. It has been proved by the study of various 

literatures in this domain that learners' beliefs about different instructions are important and 

can be insightful for instructors in applying their strategies (Schulz, 2001; Lightbown & 

Spada, 2006). Although researchers and scholars in the L2 acquisition filed have highlighted 

focus-on-form instruction as the best way for teaching grammar-, it seems that students` 

beliefs and preferences for different types of focus-on-form instruction are still unclear and 

there are a lot of questions that remain unanswered. Following that, the present study, 

therefore, examines Iranian EFL learners` opinion about different types of focus on form 

instruction, i.e. isolated and integrated FFI. 

1.7 Purpose of the Study  

The role of grammar in foreign language instruction over the last thirty years has been 

changed to the controversial topic for discussion. Educators and researchers have challenged 

the role of form-focused instruction in the literature. The topic of explicit form-focused 

instruction in language teaching and learning has been the big challenge for the educators. 

Ellis (2006, p. 87) also states that “the choice of which grammatical structures to teach is 

controversial.” As it was pointed out by Pazaver and Wang (2009) it is necessary to 

understand the preference of students about the role of grammar instruction in language 

teaching. The purpose of the present study is to make clear the Iranian EFL learners` 

grammar instruction preferences. For this purpose, their attitudes about two types of 

focus-on-form instruction were investigated. In addition, the study examined the relationship 
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between learners` attitudes about integrated and isolated focus-on-form grammar teaching 

and their performance on a grammar recognition test. 

1.8 Research Questions 

The present study attempts to answer these questions: 

1. What are Iranian EFL learners` beliefs about isolated and integrated grammar instruction? 

2. Is there any relationship between EFL learners` beliefs about isolated and integrated 

grammar instruction and their performance on a grammar recognition test? 

1.9 Significance of the Study 

The issue of grammar instruction has shifted from two ends on continuum. Nowadays, 

whether to teach grammar or not to teach it is not a big challenge. And the most recent issue 

being discussed is the integration of two methods in the best and more efficient way 

(Yannuar, 2013).  

The extent to which learners should attend to the formal aspects of the language they are 

trying to learn has been a controversial topic in the domain of second and foreign language 

pedagogy. Students bring various perceptions regarding the type of grammar instruction that 

should be taught in the ESL classroom. These beliefs are different from viewing explicit 

grammar as unimportant and unnecessary, to a preference for explicit methods and 

approaches for teaching grammar in their classes. A large body of research has been done in 

the area of language acquisition. Some areas such as foreign and second language learner 

beliefs on some essential aspects of language learning like grammar instruction and error 

correction have been overlooked (Incecay & Dollar, 2011). 

This study explores Iranian EFL learners` ideas and preferences for isolated and integrated 

form-focused instruction and their performance on a recognition test of grammar. Despite the 

large body of researches in the study of the learners' beliefs and preferences of grammar 

instruction, the number of investigation in the domain of non-native English-as-a-foreign 

language (EFL) remains much smaller in comparison with the amount of literature about 

native speaker English-as-a-second language (ESL) students' beliefs. 

3. Method 

3.1 Participants 

Participants of the study were 74 EFL learners who were studying in a private language 

teaching institute in Iran. There were 28 male and 46 female learners and their age was 

between 15 to 28. Data was collected during classroom time. All the participants were at 

intermediate level and all of them took part in the study on a voluntary basis.  

3.2 Instruments 

Data for the present study was collected using the following two instruments: 

3.2.1 Questionnaire for learners` preferences for isolated and integrated focus- on-form 
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(Spada, 2009) 

To collect information about learners` beliefs about isolated and integrated grammar 

instruction, a questionnaire developed by Spada (2009) was used. The questionnaire includes 

26 items on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree). 13 items 

are related to isolated focus-on-form and 13 items are related to integrated focus-on-form 

(See Appendix I). In order to avoid any language problem in answering the questionnaire, the 

questionnaire was translated into Persian and the participants answered the Persian version of 

it. 

3.2.2 Grammar Recognition Test 

A grammar recognition test was used to test learners` ability to recognize grammatical and 

ungrammatical errors. It was taken from a collection of online TOEFL error recognition tests. 

The test included 20 items and in each item, four words were underlined. One of these words 

is incorrect grammatically. Participants should recognize the ungrammatical one and provide 

a correct substitute for that. 

3.3 Data Collection Procedure 

In order to collect the data, first of all, 3 male and 3 female classes from a private language 

teaching institute were selected. The researcher then attended the classes and provided them 

with some general explanations about the study but did not let them know about the main 

goal of the research because it might influence their answer to the questions. She gave them 

some explanations about the way they should answer the questionnaire for learners` 

preferences for isolated and integrated focus-on-form and also the grammar recognition test. 

The questionnaire for learners` preferences for isolated and integrated focus-on-form was 

then distributed among participants in one sessions. On average, it took them almost 15 

minutes to complete the questionnaire. Since it was not possible to ask learners to answer 

both the questionnaire and the grammar recognition test in the classroom as it was 

time-consuming, the grammar recognition test was sent to participants` emails and they 

answered it online. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

The aim of the present thesis was to examine Iranian EFL learners` beliefs about integrated 

and isolated grammar instruction and to examine the relationship between Iranian English 

learners` beliefs about these two different types of grammar instruction (isolated and 

integrated grammar instruction) and their performance on a grammar recognition test. After 

data was collected, students` scores on both the questionnaire and the TOEFL grammar 

recognition test were entered into SPSS. Then descriptive analyses including mean, standard 

deviation, reliability coefficient for both questionnaire and test were calculated. This 

information was used to answer questions 1. Then Pearson Product Moment correlation was 

carried out to see whether there were any relationships between learners` beliefs about 

isolated and integrated focus-on-form instruction and their performance on a grammar 

recognition test. Chapter 4 provides complete explanation about the results of data analysis. 
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4. Results 

4.1 EFL learners` Beliefs about Isolated And Integrated Grammar Instruction 

To investigate the first question of the study which was related to EFL learners` beliefs about 

isolated and integrated grammar instruction, first, reliability for the questionnaire was 

calculated. The reliability was 74% which shows that the questionnaire is reliable. Then mean 

for the isolated and integrated sections of the questionnaire were calculated. As Table 4.1 

shows, the mean score for integrated focus on form was not significantly higher than the 

mean score for isolated focus on form (46.09 and 45.81). So, we can say that, in general, 

learners did not show a clear preference for isolated or integrated grammar instruction. In 

other words, they somehow preferred both of them. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for learners’ views on isolated and integrated 

Preferences for isolated focus on form      Preferences for integrated focus on form 

            M               SD             M                  SD 

         43.81     1.23           46.09               1.30 

4.2 The Relationship Between Iranian EFL Students` Beliefs About Isolated and Integrated 

Grammar Instruction and Their Performance on a Grammar Recognition Test 

To examine the second research question of the study which was related to the relationship 

between EFL students` beliefs about isolated and integrated grammar instruction and their 

performance on a grammar recognition test, Pearson-product moment correlation was used. 

In fact, a correlation was examined between learners` scores on the grammar recognition test 

and their scores on the questionnaire. 

Table 2. The relationship between attitudes about grammar instruction and performance on a 

grammar recognition test 

Performance on the Grammar Recognition Test Sig. 

              Beliefs about Isolated FFI 0.15 1.01 

Beliefs about Integrated FFI 0.18 0.91 

Significant at ≤0.05 

As shown in Table 4.2., the relationship between learners` beliefs about isolated and 

integrated FFI and their performance on the grammar recognition test was not significant. 

5. Discussion 

5.1 EFL Learners` Beliefs About Isolated and Integrated Grammar Instruction 

Second language grammar instruction has been well studied in the literature, but there exists 

some gaps regarding the issue of students’ perceptions on this important topic. The present 

study examined EFL students' beliefs and perception toward integrated and isolated FFI. As 

the results showed, the total mean score for integrated focus on form was not significantly 

different from the mean score for isolated focus on form. Therefore, it can be claimed that, in 
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general, learners did not show a clear preference for isolated or integrated focus on form. 

This finding is similar to the findings in some of the previous studies. For example, Jean 

(2005) reported that participants in his study liked both isolated and integrated focus on form 

and Spada (2006) found the same results with adult learners. Several studies have been done 

on teachers and students` preferences in relation to approaches for teaching grammatical 

points. 

However, the findings of the study are in conflict with some previous studies. For example, 

Savignon and Wang (2003) examined the perception of students about classroom activities 

which were identified as FFI and CFI. The result of the study showed the preference for 

meaning-focused approach. A recent empirical study that was conducted by Wang (2009) 

indicates that students maintain positive attitude toward task-based language teaching and 

integrated FFI in the classroom. Pazavar and Wang (2009) suggested that Asian students have 

various attitudes toward form-focused instruction. They pointed out previous English 

learning experiences, academic needs of students; English proficiency and their future choice 

of their carriers play an important role in shaping their attitudes toward different class 

activities. Incay and Dollar (2011) found that students` belief about grammar instruction 

positively and significantly correlated with their performance on a grammar test. 

In literature on L2 grammar instruction, there are some studies which indicate a combination 

of isolated and integrated FFI can be better than applying one approach and neglecting 

another one (Azar, 2007, Fotos, 2005; Spada & Lightbown, 2009). Therefore, EFL teachers 

must manage to keep a balance between form-focused and communication-focused 

instruction (Feng, 2013). In addition, it shouldn’t be neglected that students have various 

perceptions regarding that grammatical instruction in the classroom. Students' perception 

ranged from considering explicit grammatical instruction as unnecessary, to a preference for 

explicit and isolated form-focused instruction. Also teachers` perception about grammatical 

instruction may directly or indirectly affect the students' preferences. However, teachers 

shouldn’t expect that all the students in the class prefer one approach over the other or stick 

only to one approach. 

Based on the findings of the present study, some students like to integrate both isolated and 

integrated FFI. Maybe because of their educational experience during high school, Iranian 

students prefer to learn English in isolated form. On the other hand, because of being a 

member of various English institutes which pushes them to learn English in a communicative 

manner, they may also prefer integrated approach. 

5.2 The Relationship between Iranian EFL Students` Beliefs About Isolated and Integrated 

Grammar Instruction and Their Performance on a Grammar Recognition Test 

The second aim of the present study was to examine the relationship between EFL students` 

beliefs about isolated and integrated grammar instruction and their performance on a 

grammar recognition test. The findings of Pearson Product moment correlation showed that 

there is not any significant relationship between beliefs about isolated and integrated FFI and 

performance on the grammar recognition test. Because there aren’t many studies in the 

domain of the effect of students' perception of FFI on their performance on acquiring various 
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linguistic forms, the findings of this study cannot be compared with previous research. As 

one can see in the result, the researchers found out that there is not a direct relationship 

between the students' perception about form-focused instruction and improving students' 

performance on recognition test. 

One justification for this finding can be explained by considering factors like previous 

language learning experience, the students' language proficiency, and the academic needs of 

students . The students in this study came from various educational contexts and the students' 

previous learning experience may influence on the formation of their preferences as well as 

their performance on the recognition test. In conclusion, different perceptions of the place of 

grammar instruction can come from different educational experiences students are exposed to. 

The students and teachers’ individual goals for language learning and the exposure to 

theoretical issues play an important role and the students present perceptions about 

educational institutions determine whether we emphasize, de-emphasize, or ignore grammar 

instruction in the classrooms (Pazavar &Wang, 2009). 

Although it’s not possible to make strong generalization about the findings of the present 

study, as it was pointed out by (Feng, 2013) it is necessary for EFL teachers to consider 

students attitude and perception. The gaps between EFL teachers' performances and students 

attitude needs to become as close as possible for making the instruction more influential and 

constructive. Therefore, providing an insightful framework for identifying students' 

perception helps teachers become aware of the students' performances and developing better 

instruction. This study also provides insights into the efficacy of focus on form instruction. 

The literature has shown that the students' beliefs' and perceptions about instruction is 

important and considered insightful for teachers in developing their teaching strategies 

(Schulz, 2001, Davis, 2003; Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Attention to linguistic form can be 

integrated in various ways into the program and understanding the students' preferences for 

FFI can provide significant information for teachers and instructors in order to manage their 

class in a better way. 

Future research needs to use other data collection methods like interviews to better 

understand learners’ views about different types of focus on form and its relationship with 

their performance on a grammar recognition test. More research is needed to examine the 

effect of students' perception of isolated and integrated FFI on the various productive tests. 

Longitudinal study for considering the effect of different kind of FFI on the students' 

perception about formal feature of linguistic form seems to be necessary. therefore, more 

instructed SLA research is needed to examine the duration of FFI with different target 

linguistic forms and proficiency levels of learners in order to understand more deeply how 

these factors contribute to L2 learning and more effective instruction. 
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