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ABSTRACT 

This study was conducted to investigate the effect of explicit vs. implicit teaching on Iranian EFL 
Learners' knowledge of conditional sentences. For this purpose 100 learners of English at high school in 

Rasht participated in this study. Having being homogenized by an Oxford Placement Test (OPT), 40 

learners were selected and they were randomly assigned into two groups of 20, control and experimental. 

Then both groups sat for a pre-test, which was a conditional sentences test. The purpose of this test was to 
measure the learners’ initial subject knowledge of conditional sentences. Then one group received 

treatment based on explicit instruction of conditional sentences. However, the other group received 

treatment based on implicit instruction of conditional sentences. The treatment procedure took 10 
sessions. Finally, at the end of the course both groups sat for the posttest of conditional sentences. Then 

the statistical analysis was run through ANCOVA. It was explored from the study that learners’ 

knowledge of conditional sentences improves more when they are provided with explicit teaching. 

However, this study provides a significant contribution in curriculum innovation and policy with respect 
to the learners’ knowledge of conditional sentences development. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Not all grammatical forms are acquired with ease in a second language (L2). Structures such as English 
articles are non-salient or fragile features (N. Ellis, 2006) that are not readily perceived by mere exposure 

to the language alone. As early as 1967, Corder (1967) pointed out that a defining concern of L2 research 

is that there are some aspects of language for which L2 users fail to make input become 'intake'; that is, to 

acquire implicit language knowledge that may be used for comprehension or production purposes. 
Frequently, non-salient features such as English articles may not easily be 'noticed' at the stage of input 

(VanPatten, 1996). Noticing is argued as being a necessary step prior to acquisition taking place 

(Schmidt, 2001). The difficulty of noticing non-salient forms has led researchers to approach theories on 
grammar teaching in various ways (Hinkel and Fotos, 2002), with the assumption that 'hard to acquire' 

structures may require explicit intervention. Instruction is considered to be explicit if rule explanation 

comprises any part of the instruction (the direct rule-giving approach), or if attention is drawn to 
underlying rules in the input for those 'hard to acquire' structures, various forms of intervention have been 

researched. A decade after Norris and Ortega's (2000) meta-analysis of studies investigating the effects of 

instruction on L2 learning, studies dealing with L2 acquisition  through some means of intervention 

remain extensive. But the fundamental issue regarding the role of instruction in developing non-salient L2 
forms continues to be debated (DeKeyser, 2005; Ellis, 2002, 2008; Krashen, 2003). Some evidence 

suggests that a number of grammatical forms of the L2 seem to resist intervention (e.g. Macaro and 

Masterman, 2006). 
In part, the uncertainty over the efficacy of explicit instruction is due to the difficulty of operationalizing 

implicit language knowledge. Implicit language knowledge refers to knowledge of a language that may be 

accessed instantaneously during spontaneous comprehension or production. It differs from explicit 
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language knowledge, which is knowledge about language and how the language can be used. There is a 

paucity of work directly evaluating the acquisition of communicative ability, such as the capacity for 

fluent speech, considered to be evidence of implicit language knowledge (Ellis, 2008). 
Much of the research evaluating L2 acquisition has employed measures of language ability that assess 

explicit knowledge rather than implicit knowledge (Ellis, 2009; Norris and Ortega, 2000). The latter tends 

to require more labour intensive measures, such as freely constructed responses, that involve more 
subjective scoring. This measurement problem has been pointed out as having added to the controversy 

regarding the efficacy of explicit instruction (Hulstijn, 2005). Until recently, few studies had addressed 

this issue, largely due to methodological difficulties in differentiating between implicit and explicit 

knowledge. 
Recent work by Ellis et al., (Ellis, 2005; Ellis et al., 2009; Han and Ellis, 1998) suggest that it is possible 

to provide a relatively separate measure of both knowledge types. Unplanned language use under speeded 

conditions that require a primary focus on meaning is said to tap implicit knowledge. Language use with a 
primary focus on form, conducted without time pressure, is said to tap explicit knowledge (Ellis, 2005). 

While pure measures of either implicit or explicit knowledge are non-existent, these empirical 

developments in assessing language knowledge allow the possibility of investigating whether explicit 
instruction impacts on implicit knowledge. Within a cognitive approach to L2 acquisition, improving the 

ability to communicate fluently and confidently in an L2 is considered to be the ultimate goal of 

instruction, so it is appropriate for L2 pedagogy to focus on developing implicit knowledge in addition to 

explicit knowledge (Ellis, 2008). 

Purpose of the Study 

As it is said earlier, the present study is an attempt to ameliorate the pedagogical and practical implication 

and application of the effect of explicit vs. implicit teaching on Iranian EFL learners' knowledge of 
conditional sentences. However, the study tries to answer the following question that might yield message 

to curriculum innovation and policy. 

1. Does explicit vs. implicit instruction have any effect on Iranian intermediate EFL high school students’ 

Knowledge of Conditional Sentences? 

Research Question 

In order to tackle the problem of the research in a very consolidated way, the following research question 

has been formulated as follows:   
RQ: Does explicit vs. implicit instruction have any effect on Iranian intermediate EFL high school 

students’ knowledge of conditional sentences? 

Research Hypothesis 
In order to answer the research question, the following null hypothesis has been formulated as follows: 

H0: Explicit vs. implicit instruction does not have any effect on Iranian intermediate EFL high school 

students’ knowledge of conditional sentences 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Introduction 

The present study sought to investigate effect of implicit and explicit teaching of conditional sentences on 
EFL learners in high schools in Iran. This part describes the participants of the study, the materials and 

instruments used for data collection, the procedures, and statistical procedures 

Design of the study 
The design of this study is quasi- experimental which is the pretest and posttest design. Descriptive 

statistics was performed to report the mean scores of the participants on OPT test. In order to answer the 

research question of the study, the following statistical analyses were employed. To find out the 

differences between the learners’ knowledge of conditionals of the experimental and the control groups, 
ANCOVA was used to compare their pretest scores. Also, an ANCOVA was run to investigate whether 

any significant difference existed between the experimental and the control group with regard to the 

posttest scores of learners’ knowledge of conditionals. 
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Participants  

The participants of the study were 100 intermediate students both male and female. After administration 

of OPT test, 40 intermediate students whose scores were between 32 and 79 were selected. They were 
divided into two groups. 20 EFL learners’ were randomly assigned to the control group and 20 learners 

were assigned to the experimental group. 

Materials  
Three instruments were used in this study. To determine the students’ language proficiency and to 

homogenize them, an OPT test was administered to the students.  

In addition, before providing the treatment, in order to check the performance of both the experimental 

and control groups in conditionals, a pretest of grammar was administered.  
Then, the learners in the experimental group were presented with 10 sessions of treatment on different 

types of teaching conditionals including explicit and implicit. After the treatment stage, a posttest of 

grammar was administered to both groups to check whether there was any significant difference between 
the performances of the two groups. 

Procedure  

The ongoing study will investigate the possible effect of implicit and explicit teaching of conditional 
sentences on EFL learners in high schools in Iran. There were 100 high school students in first grade who 

are learning English as a foreign language. For homogenizing the subjects, the OPT proficiency test were 

assigned. This test was divided into 3 parts, cloze test, structure, and vocabulary proficiency.  Part one 

begins with questions 1 to 40, Part two from questions 41 to 60, and part three is a writing section. For 
questions, 1 to 5 students are supposed to mark one letter A, B or C on their answer sheet. From 

questions, 6 to 10 students must choose the word, which best fits each space in the text. From questions, 

11 to 20 students are supposed to choose the word in the space provided in the passage. From questions 
21 to 40 students must choose the word or phrase which best completes each sentence. From questions, 

41 to 50 students are given a passage to fill in by choosing the best word or phrase. From questions, 51 to 

60 students are supposed to mark one letter A, B, C, or D, which best complete each sentence.  

After the OPT test, 40 student were randomly divided in two group (experimental and control). A 
grammar pretest, including 20 multiple choice questions was administered to check the subjects' 

knowledge of conditionals. The conditionals were taught explicitly (by means of students mother tongue 

and direct explanation of grammatical points and forms of conditionals) in the experimental group and 
implicitly (by means of exposing the subject to authentic materials like sentences from books, 

newspapers, films without any direct explanation of the construction of conditionals) in the control group. 

After ten-session treatment, a posttest was administered to see the student’s progress.   

Statistical analysis 

A descriptive statistics was performed to report the mean scores of the participants on OPT test. In order 

to answer the research question of the study, the following statistical analyses were employed. To find out 

the differences between the grammar knowledge of conditionals of the experimental and the control 
groups, ANCOVA was used to compare their pretest scores. Also, an ANCOVA was run to investigate 

whether any significant difference existed between the experimental and the control group with regard to 

the posttest scores of grammar. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Introduction  
As it is noted in the previous chapter, the present research aimed at ameliorating the statues of the effect 

of explicit vs. implicit teaching on Iranian EFL Learners' knowledge of conditional sentences. So this 

section enjoys two types of statistics: descriptive and inferential statistics. Descriptive statistics are sets of 

brief descriptive coefficients that summarize a given data set, which can either be a representation of the 
entire population or a sample; besides the mean and standard deviation (SD).  

Inferential statistics are used to generalize from a sample to a population prone approach. Inferential 

statistics have two prone approaches. First sampling must be conducted to be representative of the 
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underlying population. Second the procedures must be capable of drawing correct conclusions about the 

population .  

Descriptive Statistics  
Before starting the treatment, an OPT Test was employed to establish the homogeneity of the subjects in 

terms of language proficiency. It consisted of three parts: structure, vocabulary and comprehension. 

Initially, 100 male and female students participated in the study. After administration of OPT tests  40 
intermediate students whose scores were between 32 and 79 were selected .Then they were randomly 

classified into two groups ,one of them was considered as the control group and the other one as 

experimental group.  

A descriptive statistical analysis was run on the collected data of OPT test. The results are shown in the 
Table  (4.1).  

Table 4.1: Descriptive statistics for the proficiency test 

N Mean SD 

100 42 1 

Table (4.2) shows the number of students participated in pretest and posttest. It should be noted that no 

one excluded.  

Table 4.2: Number of students participated in pre-test and post-test Cases 

Case       
 Included Excluded Total 

 N Percent N Percent N Percent 

Pretest*group             40 100% 0 0% 40 100% 
Pretest*group             40 100% 0 0% 40 100% 

 

The descriptive statistical analysis done on the collected data of pre-test and post- test is shown in table 

(4.3).  

Table 4.3: Descriptive statistics for the pre-test and post-test+ 

Group  Pre –test Post-test 

Explicit (Experimental group) Mean 53.15 71.06 

 N 20 20 
 SD 9.83 9.78 

Implicit (Control group) Mean 56.95 63.72 

 N 20 20 
 SD 9.7 9.63 

Total Mean 55.05 63.72 

 N 40 40 

 SD 11.52 12.46 

Inferential Statistics  
Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) is particularly appropriate when subjects in two or more groups are 

found to differ on a pretest or other initial variable. In this case the effects of the pretest and/or other 
relevant variables are partialed out, and the resulting adjusted means of the posttest scores are compared. 

Through ANCOVA differences in the initial status of the groups can be removed statistically so that they 

can be compared as though their initial status had been equated.  

In this study, in order to investigate the research hypothesis ―Explicit vs. implicit instruction does not 
have any effect on Iranian intermediate EFL high school students’ knowledge of conditional sentences―, 

the differences between mean scores of pretest and posttest of control and experimental group were 

calculated through ANCOVA. Before running ANCOVA, the following hypothesis were examined:  
 

1. Linear relationship between variables (pre-test and post-test)  

2. Equality of variances  
3. Homogenity of regression  
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1 .The linear relationship between pre-test and post-test was examined through spread plot, graph (4.1)  

 

 
Graph (4.1) knowledge of conditional performance in control and experimental group from pre-test 

to post-test 

 
As graph (4.1) shows, because the regression lines are parallel ,so there is a linear relationship between 

the two variables, pretest and post-test .It means that the relationship between the two variables in both 

groups is the same. 
2. In order to examine the quality of variances, Levin’s Test of Equality of Error Variances was run .It 

tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of the dependent variable is equal across groups.  

 

Table 4.4: Levine’s Test of Equality of Error Variances 

F Df1 Df2 Sig 

2,38 1 38 0.13 

According to table (4.4) the calculated F is not meaningful. So there is equality of variances and 

ANCOVA can be run.  
3. The data in table (4.5) are related to test of homogeneity of regression. Before running covariance, 

between subjects effects of pre-test-group should be investigated.  

 

Table 4.5: Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source Type III Sum of squares Df Mean squares F Sig 

Correct model 4853.610 3 1617.87 48.2 .00 

Group (a) 2.94 1 2.94 .09 .77 
Pretest (b) 2134.25 1 2134.25 63.58 .00 

Group* Pretest(a*b)             90.75 1 90.75 2.7 .11 

Error 1208.36 36 33.56   
Total   168497 40    

 

As table (4.5), shows between —subjects effect (a’b) is not significance (F= .09, sig=.76). It shows that 

the data supports homogeneity of regression .Therefore, covariance should be run just for between-
subjects effect of post-test and group to show whether mean scores of two groups are the same or not. The 

results of this analysis are demonstrated in table  (4.4).  

 

Table 4.6: Mean and corrected Mean of conditional performance  

Source Post-test Corrected Mean 

 E SD M SE 

Experimental 85.55 9.63 55.520a 1.32 
Control 71.6 9.78 71.930a 1.32 
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Table (4.6) shows the corrected means of dependent variable students’ knowledge of conditional 

sentences. The data demonstrate that the means of experimental group are upper than control group.  

Sum of analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) of knowledge of conditional sentences in experimental and 
control group after eliminating between-subjects effect is demonstrated in table (4.7). 

 

Table 4.7: Sum of Analysis of covariance 

Source Type III Sum of Square Df Mean Square F Sig Partial Eta Squared 

Correct Model 4762.860a 2 2381.43 67.82 .00 .78 

Pre-test 2282.23 1 2282.23 65 .00 .63 

Group 2687.44 1 2687.44 76.54 .00 .67 
Error 1299.11 37 35.11    

Total 168497 40     

 

As it can be seen, the corrected model (f .00, F—67.82) is statistically significant.  The results (F76.54, 
f.000, Eta=.67) show that there is a difference between two groups .It means that there is a significant 

difference between experimental and control group. As a result, the null hypothesis Explicit vs. implicit 

instruction does not have any effect on Iranian intermediate EFL high school students’ knowledge of 
conditional sentences was rejected, so it can be concluded that explicit instruction has an effect on Iranian 

intermediate EFL high school students’ knowledge of conditional sentences. To clarify the result, the data 

will be demonstrated in graph (4.2).The vertical axis represents the post-test and the horizontal axis 

represents experimental and control group. 
 

 
Graph (4.2) Means of post-test of experimental and control group 

 
The graph shows that there is a significant difference between knowledge of conditional sentences of 

experimental and control group. It clearly shows that the experimental group who received treatment on 

the basis of explicit instruction had better scores on post-test.  

Conclusion 

Explicit grammar instruction supplies the declarative knowledge of grammar whereas implicit grammar 

instruction supplies procedural knowledge of grammar. Explicit grammar instruction creates awareness 

and leads to conscious learning and noticing (Schimidt's noticing hypothesis, 1990), implicit grammar 
instruction on the other hand converts input into intake similar to L1 acquisition. Both explicit and 

implicit grammar instruction ends up with automatization. Therefore the pendulum needs to swing 

sensibly and the type of instruction must be chosen according to the types of stakeholders in hand. 
Grammar treated as only a set of rules might be good for students who try to hold on to something in their 

L2 learning struggle and some others might be willing to understand the logic of the system in their 

learning process. Freeman (2003) believes that' thinking of grammar as a skill or dynamic process rather 

than as a static area of knowledge is good both for explicit and implicit grammar acquisition. However, 
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the question whether grammar acquisition leads to L2 acquisition is still under investigation. Therefore, as 

Rothstein states, language teachers need to think "How do we make grammar fun to learn, really, really 

fun, and memorable and meaningful?" 
In conclusion, our suggestions for language teachers can be summed up as; being sensible and using both 

implicit and explicit techniques in their L2 instruction, but at the same time being a good researcher by 

doing action research and evaluating the new ideas put forward by the  scholars. 
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