
 

 

 

 

Faculty of Humanities, Social Sciences and Education 

Teaching agreement through grammar instruction in the lower 

secondary school 

A comparison between implicit and explicit grammar instruction in L1 Norwegian learners 

of L2 English 

Eirik Skaug 

Master thesis in English language and education, ENG-3982, May 2022 



 

 II 

Table of Contents 

List of tables ............................................................................................................................... 5 

List of figures ............................................................................................................................. 7 

1 Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 1 

2 Background ........................................................................................................................ 5 

2.1 Empirical background .................................................................................................. 5 

2.1.1 Subject-verb agreement in adults ......................................................................... 6 

2.1.2 Studies on acquisition of English agreement in Norwegian adolescents ............. 6 

2.1.3 Subject-verb agreement ........................................................................................ 8 

2.2 Theoretical framework: GenSLA ................................................................................ 9 

2.2.1 Generative linguistics ........................................................................................... 9 

2.2.2 Generative linguistics in second language acquisition ......................................... 9 

2.2.3 Crosslinguistic influence .................................................................................... 10 

2.2.4 Syntax-before-morphology ................................................................................ 11 

2.2.5 The bottleneck hypothesis .................................................................................. 12 

2.3 Theoretical framework: Instructional second language acquisition .......................... 13 

2.3.1 Language instruction – a historical perspective ................................................. 13 

2.3.2 Implicit and explicit knowledge ......................................................................... 13 

2.3.3 The interface models of interaction between explicit and implicit learning ...... 15 

2.3.4 Corrective feedback in ISLA .............................................................................. 16 

2.3.5 Negotiation of meaning ...................................................................................... 16 

2.3.6 Language teaching methods used in this study .................................................. 17 

2.3.7 Task based language teaching ............................................................................ 17 

2.3.8 Presentation-practice-production ....................................................................... 18 

2.4 To summarize ............................................................................................................ 19 

3 Research questions and predictions .................................................................................. 21 

3.1 Research questions .................................................................................................... 21 



 

 III 

3.2 Predictions ................................................................................................................. 22 

4 Methodology .................................................................................................................... 25 

4.1 Participants ................................................................................................................ 26 

4.2 Tests ........................................................................................................................... 27 

4.2.1 Language background, questionnaire and Oxford Proficiency Test .................. 28 

4.2.2 Acceptability judgement tasks ........................................................................... 29 

4.3 The intervention ......................................................................................................... 31 

4.3.1 Intervention group 1: PPP .................................................................................. 32 

4.3.2 Intervention group 2: TBLT ............................................................................... 33 

5 Results .............................................................................................................................. 35 

5.1 Standardized Oxford Proficiency test ........................................................................ 35 

5.2 Acceptability judgement task scores ......................................................................... 36 

5.2.1 Pre-test ................................................................................................................ 36 

5.2.2 Post-test .............................................................................................................. 38 

5.2.3 Delayed post-test ................................................................................................ 41 

5.2.4 Summary: All tests ............................................................................................. 43 

5.3 Comparing proficiency test and acceptability judgement task scores. ...................... 43 

5.3.1 PPP group results ............................................................................................... 44 

5.3.2 TBLT group results ............................................................................................ 45 

5.4 Test scores and intervention effects ........................................................................... 47 

5.4.1 Comparing the test scores .................................................................................. 47 

5.4.2 Long-term development ..................................................................................... 48 

5.5 The interventions – sequence of events ..................................................................... 48 

5.5.1 Presentation Practice Production ........................................................................ 48 

5.5.2 Task Based Language Teaching ......................................................................... 49 

6 Limitations ....................................................................................................................... 51 

6.1 Timing ....................................................................................................................... 51 



 

 IV 

6.2 Participants ................................................................................................................ 51 

6.3 Why these problems occur and possible countermeasures ........................................ 51 

6.4 Naturalistic setting ..................................................................................................... 52 

7 Discussion ........................................................................................................................ 53 

7.1 The predictions .......................................................................................................... 54 

7.1.1 Subject-verb agreement will be problematic for both groups in the pre-test. .... 54 

7.1.2 Plural and Long-distance agreement is more challenging than local singular 

agreement. ........................................................................................................................ 54 

7.1.3 Low proficiency and test score improvement .................................................... 54 

7.1.4 Short-term improvements in accuracy ............................................................... 55 

7.1.5 Long-term improvements in accuracy ................................................................ 55 

7.2 The research questions ............................................................................................... 55 

7.2.1 Do Norwegians have little knowledge of the third person singular “-s”? .......... 55 

7.2.2 Variations in accuracy on the sub-conditions .................................................... 56 

7.2.3 The effects of language instruction .................................................................... 57 

7.3 Pedagogical implications ........................................................................................... 59 

8 Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 61 

Work cited ................................................................................................................................ 63 

Appendix 1: Approval from NSD to conduct the study ........................................................... 67 

Appendix 2: Consent form ....................................................................................................... 69 

Appendix 3: Oxford Proficiency Test ...................................................................................... 72 

Appendix 4: Score Sheet .......................................................................................................... 77 

Appendix 5: Agreement sentence pairs .................................................................................... 78 

Appendix 6: Filler sentence pairs ............................................................................................. 80 

Appendix 7: List of subjects and verbs used in the practice part of the PPP session .............. 81 

Appendix 8: Questionnaire ....................................................................................................... 82 

 



 

 V 

List of tables 

Table 1: Regular conjugation of English lexical verbs in the present tense .............................. 8 

Table 2: Conjugation of Norwegian lexical verbs in the present tense, represented by "walk" 

(gå). ............................................................................................................................................ 8 

Table 3:  An overview of the participants that have contributed to the study’s dataset ........... 27 

Table 4: An example from each sub-condition, both grammatical and ungrammatical .......... 30 

Table 5: An overview of the PPP instructional session ........................................................... 31 

Table 6: An overview of the TBLT instructional session ........................................................ 31 

Table 7: Oxford proficiency test scores from both groups ....................................................... 35 

Table 8: Pre-test scores from the PPP group and the TBLT group .......................................... 36 

Table 9: Pre-test scores from both groups in the local singular agreement sub-condition ...... 37 

Table 10: Pre-test scores from both groups in the local plural agreement sub-condition ........ 37 

Table 11: Pre-test scores from both groups in the long-distance singular agreement sub-

condition ................................................................................................................................... 37 

Table 12: Pre-test scores from both groups in the long-distance plural agreement sub-

condition ................................................................................................................................... 38 

Table 13: Post-test scores from the PPP group and the TBLT group ...................................... 39 

Table 14: Post-test scores from both groups in the local singular agreement sub-condition ... 39 

Table 15: Post-test scores from both groups in the local plural agreement sub-condition ...... 39 

Table 16: Post-test scores from both groups in the long-distance singular agreement sub-

condition ................................................................................................................................... 40 

Table 17: Post-test scores from both groups in the long-distance plural agreement sub-

condition ................................................................................................................................... 40 

Table 18: Delayed post-test scores from the PPP group and the TBLT group ........................ 41 

Table 19: Delayed post-test scores from both groups in the local singular agreement sub-

condition ................................................................................................................................... 41 

Table 20: Delayed post-test scores from both groups in the local plural agreement sub-

condition ................................................................................................................................... 42 

Table 21: Delayed post-test scores from both groups in the long-distance singular agreement 

sub-condition ............................................................................................................................ 42 

Table 22: Delayed post-test scores from both groups in the long-distance plural agreement 

sub-condition ............................................................................................................................ 42 

Table 23: Data from the PPP group’s proficiency test and acceptability judgement tasks ...... 44 

https://universitetetitromso-my.sharepoint.com/personal/esk057_uit_no/Documents/Master%20final%20draft.docx#_Toc103070489
https://universitetetitromso-my.sharepoint.com/personal/esk057_uit_no/Documents/Master%20final%20draft.docx#_Toc103070489
https://universitetetitromso-my.sharepoint.com/personal/esk057_uit_no/Documents/Master%20final%20draft.docx#_Toc103070495


 

 VI 

Table 24: Data from the TBLT group’s proficiency test and acceptability judgement tasks .. 45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 VII 

List of figures 

Figure 1: Showing five of the 48 identical rows in the original sheet ..................................... 31 

Figure 2: Screenshot from PowerPoint lecture ........................................................................ 32 

Figure 3: Screenshot from PowerPoint lecture ........................................................................ 32 

Figure 4: Accuracy development for both groups, across all three tests.................................. 47 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://universitetetitromso-my.sharepoint.com/personal/esk057_uit_no/Documents/Master%20final%20draft.docx#_Toc103070618


 

 VIII 

Acknowledgements 

First, I would like to express my most heartfelt gratitude to my supervisors, Natalia 

Mitrofanova and Christopher Loe Olsen, for providing essential insights and guidance during 

my writing process.  

I would also like to thank my family for supporting me and always being there when I needed 

motivation and advice. 

Lastly, my sincerest thanks to the people I have gotten to know through my five years of 

study at the Lektor program in Tromsø. The last few months would not have been as tolerable 

without you.  

 

 



 

Page 1 of 83 

1 Introduction 

This thesis investigates L1 Norwegian’s knowledge of L2 English subject-verb agreement in 

the lower secondary school. More specifically, the groups examined in the present study are 

tested using acceptability judgement tasks to assess their accuracy in judging correct and 

incorrect sentences containing subject-verb agreement. Furthermore, the study will explore the 

effects of grammar instruction through two different interventions, where the effects of the 

interventions are measured through two post-tests. The post-tests are conducted after the 

intervention, the first is used to measure the short-term effects and the second, the delayed post-

test, is used to measure long-term effects.     

Unlike Norwegian, English agreement uses the third person singular “-s” as an agreement 

marker in subject-verb agreement. Norwegian has no overt agreement marker, a contrast which 

might be part of the reason as to why L1 Norwegians find this grammatical construction 

challenging. Consequently, the problem might be related to crosslinguistic influence between 

the two languages, with L1 Norwegian causing negative transfer.    

The third person singular “-s” construction is a part of English functional morphology, which 

makes up a language’s formal grammatical features. Functional morphology is hypothesized as 

being a locus of difficulty for language learners, as this is where much of the differences 

between languages are located (Jensen et al., 2020, 4). Theories like the Bottleneck Hypothesis 

(Slabakova, 2008) and Syntax-Before-Morphology (White, 2003) maintain this view, 

considering morphology a challenging part of language acquisition. Studies investigating 

Norwegian acquisition of English subject-verb agreement include Jensen et al. (2019), which 

examined the bottleneck hypothesis, and Garshol (2018). These studies will be discussed 

throughout this thesis.    

The present study compares two teaching methods to measure their effects on subject-verb 

agreement acquisition in instructional settings. The teaching methods, Presentation Practice 

Production (PPP) and Task Based Language Teaching (TBLT) use explicit and implicit 

instruction, respectively.   

Limited research has been conducted on the effects of instruction on English subject-verb 

agreement, so this study can shed light on possible effects this might have on acquisition. 

Furthermore, no study has specifically compared the effects of these teaching methods (PPP 

and TBLT) on L1 Norwegian L2 English subject-verb agreement acquisition. The study 
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emphasizes the pedagogical dimension of language acquisition by including the instructional 

intervention; thus, the findings are also discussed in a classroom context.     

The study’s design was motivated by a perceived lack of applied second language research in 

Norwegian classrooms. There seems to be a divide between instructional practitioners and 

researchers that makes communication and application more complicated than necessary (Toth 

& Moranski, 2018, 74). Research should be available for practitioners to provide the most 

effective language instruction. The problem is likely a two-way street, and both academia, 

instructors and educational institutions are to blame for the limited communication. 

Nevertheless, studies like the present one, where both linguistic phenomena and instructional 

methods are explored, might make L2 research more available for instruction.   

This thesis will seek to answer four research questions: 

RQ 1: Do Norwegian L1 learners of English have little knowledge of the third person 

singular “-s”? 

RQ 2: Is there any variation in accuracy on the sub-categories; local singular agreement, 

local plural agreement, long-distance singular agreement and long-distance plural 

agreement among L1 Norwegian L2 English learners? 

RQ 3: Does instruction affect learner’s knowledge of subject verb agreement? 

RQ 4: Do different types of instruction affect learner’s knowledge of subject-verb 

agreement differently?        

The study employed three acceptability judgment tasks to answer these questions: A pre-test 

before the pedagogical intervention, a post-test one day after the intervention, and a delayed 

post-test two months after the intervention. The intervention was different for the two groups, 

one using explicit grammar teaching (PPP) and one using implicit grammar teaching (TBLT). 

Each intervention lasted 60 minutes. Additionally, the study used a subset of the Oxford 

Proficiency test to assess the participant's English proficiency and a background questionnaire.  

The acceptability judgement tasks were also used to measure the student’s accuracy on specific 

sub-conditions of subject-verb agreement: 

1. Local singular agreement 
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2. Local plural agreement 

3. Long-distance singular agreement 

4. Long-distance plural agreement 

The thesis is divided into the following sections: 2 describes the background, which in turn is 

divided into three parts; Empirical background (2.1), theoretical framework: GenSLA (2.2) and 

theoretical framework: ISLA (2.3). 3 further describes the research questions and predictions, 

4 describes the methodology, 5 display the results, 6 presents some of the limitations of the 

study, 7 discusses the findings and tries to answer the research questions and, finally, 8 provides 

a conclusion to the thesis. 
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2 Background 

This section, describing the background used in this thesis, is split into three sub-sections. The 

first part (2.1) showcases empirical studies on subject-verb agreement acquisition in L2 English 

learners and explains this linguistic phenomenon in detail. The following two sub-sections (2.2 

and 2.3) explore the two theoretical frameworks that are used; generative second language 

acquisition (GenSLA) and instructional second language acquisition (ISLA). The two are 

distinct, mainly because the former is a purely theoretical linguistic field, while the latter 

discusses applied linguistic and didactic theory. 

 

2.1 Empirical background 

Research on L2 acquisition has shown that some properties of languages are more complicated 

to acquire than others (Jensen et al., 2019, 4). For L1 Norwegian learners of English, one of 

these properties is subject-verb agreement, especially the use of the third person singular "-s". 

Firstly, this section will provide data on L2 English agreement marking in general, and then, 

more specifically examine agreement marking in L1 Norwegian learners of L2 English. 

Following this, the differences between agreement marking in Norwegian and English are 

highlighted in 2.1.3.  

 

In the following study, the group under investigation is adolescents (15-16 years); however, 

most of the data that has been collected on subject-verb agreement marking is from adult 

learners (Garshol, 2019, 40). Therefore, some of the studies that have been chosen for 

comparison are mainly from adult learners. On the other hand, these can be considered viable 

for contrast because of the typical English proficiency for Norwegian 15-16-year-olds. The 

reasoning behind this is that obligatory English instruction ends in the first year of upper 

secondary school in the Norwegian school system, and the participants of this study were 

halfway through their last year of lower secondary school when the tests were conducted. In 

this respect, they can be viewed as almost finished with their formal English education and, 

therefore close to the proficiency level of a typical Norwegian adult. Their proficiency is also 

reflected in test scores, which are discussed more closely in section 4. Furthermore, proficiency 

can vary significantly in the same age group; therefore, using age as the sole measurement of 

proficiency may be inaccurate. 
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According to theories on L2 acquisition, like The Bottleneck Hypothesis (Slabakova, 2008, 

2016) and Syntax Before Morphology (Lardiere, 1998a; Lardiere, 1998b; White, 2003), which 

will be discussed later in this section, functional morphology is especially challenging to 

acquire for L2 learners. To further highlight this, the following studies which have examined 

the acquisition of functional morphology in L2 English learners are discussed. 

2.1.1 Subject-verb agreement in adults 

Jackson et al. (2018) focus on the effects of the language learner's L1 on production of subject-

verb agreement in the L2. The study contrasted L1 Chinese L2 English learners and L1 Swedish 

L2 English learners, specifically comparing how L2 English proficiency and L1 morphosyntax 

affected English subject-verb agreement. The study problematizes that noun phrases (NP) often 

have ambiguous grammatical and conceptual functions, like the NP "scissors", which are 

conceptually singular, yet grammatically plural. According to this paper, this ambiguousness is 

a source of error in the L2 learner. In the study, the Chinese and Swedish participants had 

similar amounts of subject-verb agreement errors. The study also found that despite the 

participant's native-like performance in the English proficiency test, they still produced more 

subject-verb agreement errors than the English L1 baseline. 

  

These results show that the same underlying mechanisms for acquiring subject-verb agreement 

are present, regardless of the learner's L1 base (Jackson, 2018, 917). Furthermore, the results 

show that subject-verb agreement is challenging to acquire relative to other linguistic features 

 

2.1.2 Studies on acquisition of English agreement in Norwegian 
adolescents 

In Jensen et al. (2019), 60 students aged between 11 and 18 years were tested using an 

acceptability judgement test. Like the present study, this study tested four sub-conditions: 1) 

Local agreement with a singular subject, 2) Local agreement with a plural subject, 3) Long-

distance agreement with a plural subject and 4) Long-distance agreement with a plural subject, 

all in present subject-initial declarative clauses. As opposed to the acceptability judgement task 

used in the present study, this study measured the participant's accuracy using a Likert scale (1-

4). However, 1 and 2 both represent grammatical judgement and 3 and 4 both represent 

ungrammatical judgement, making the scoring of the participant's judgement binary, like in this 

study. The study used a general English proficiency test as a reference point to see the relative 

difficulty of subject-verb agreement. Furthermore, the study also tested knowledge of V2-word 



 

Page 7 of 83 

order to compare the difficulty between phenomena related to functional morphology and 

phenomena pertaining to core syntax.  

 

The results in Jensen et al. (2019, 16-21) showed that accuracy was significantly higher in both 

sub-conditions testing for knowledge on V2-word order compared to all four sub-conditions 

testing for knowledge on subject-verb agreement. Among the four agreement sub-conditions, 

accuracy in local singular, long-distance singular and local plural were clustered together. At 

the same time, the participants had scored even lower on the sub-condition targeting long-

distance plural agreement. The researchers confirm that the results support their hypothesis, 

stating that subject-verb agreement is a more persistent problem than V2-word movement in 

L2 acquisition of English. Based on the differences in scores on the four morphological sub-

conditions, the researchers also conclude that plurality and additional lexical items between the 

subject and the verb (distance) cause difficulty in L2 learners. Furthermore, the study found 

that the participants tended to prefer sentences that contained the suffix third person singular “-

s”, a finding that the researchers account to overgeneralization.  

 

Garshol (2018) performed a longitudinal case study using corpus data. The data was collected 

over a year, following two groups of upper-secondary students. One intervention group with 64 

students was measured in the study, and one control group with 69 students. Their data was 

collected through texts the students admitted throughout the year during their English course; 

however, they accumulated at three intervention points (fall, midterm and spring). 

  

The accumulated corpus only checked for general agreement errors and did not analyze specific 

sub-types. Nevertheless, this data is viable as it underscores the difficulty of acquiring English 

morphology by L1 Norwegians. The results showed no significant improvement in the 

intervention group over the year; however, the author prescribes this to the execution of the 

intervention and not to the design itself. Nevertheless, the results did show that the groups had 

higher error rates related to agreement than L2 English learners with other L1's (Garshol, 2018, 

198). The data from both Jensen et al. (2019) and Garshol (2018) points toward difficulties 

acquiring agreement in L2 English on the part of L1 Norwegians, both specifically related to 

the third person singular ”-s” (Jensen, 2019) and agreement in general (Garshol, 2018), showing 

that functional morphology might be a stumbling block for Norwegian learners. The following 

subsections will describe and compare the third-person singular ”-s” construction in English to 

the Norwegian agreement construction and then present the theories mentioned above, the 
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bottleneck hypothesis (Slabakova, 2008) and syntax-before-morphology (White, 2003) that 

explain why acquiring this construction seems particularly challenging. 

 

2.1.3 Subject-verb agreement 

Subject-verb agreement in Norwegian and English differs concerning morphology. There are 

no overt morphemes marking for agreement between subject and verb in Norwegian, while 

English marks agreement overtly, however, only in the 3rd person singular, represented by 

adding the suffix ”-s”. These differences are further highlighted in the two following sub-

sections.  

2.1.3.1 Subject-verb agreement in English and Norwegian lexical verbs 

Lexical verbs in English only have overt agreement marking in the third person singular ”-s” 

(Jensen et al., 2019, 7). The following table (1) shows how the morphological marking in third 

person singular varies from other conjugations of lexical verbs in the singular in the present 

tense: 

 

Table 1: Regular conjugation of English lexical verbs in the present tense, represented by ”walk” 

 

In contrast to table 1, there are no overt agreement markers in Norwegian (Jensen et al., 2019, 

7), as illustrated by the following table (2): 

 Singular Plural 

1st person I walk We walk 

2nd person You walk You walk 

3rd person He/she/it walks They walk 

 

 Singular Plural 

1st person Jeg går Vi går 

2nd person Du går Dere går 

3rd person Han/hun/det går De går 

 

Table 2: Conjugation of Norwegian lexical verbs in the present tense, represented by ”walk” (gå). 
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Looking at the two tables (1, 2), conjugation of lexical verbs in English and Norwegian is 

similar but not identical. This may be a cause for errors in language learners, which will be 

discussed further in section 2.2.3. 

2.2 Theoretical framework: GenSLA  

2.2.1 Generative linguistics 

The theoretical framework for language acquisition used in this thesis is generative linguistics, 

which is an approach that stems from the Universal Grammar (UG) based understanding of 

language acquisition (Slabakova, 2016, 7). This school of thought sees language acquisition as 

an innate trait in humans, with UG filling the gaps between what can and cannot be taught 

through input (Rothman & Slabakova, 2018, 419). More specifically, people are born with 

mental structures that allow for language acquisition, and these are universal in all humans and 

allow for the learning of all languages. The rationale behind generative linguistics is a principle 

called the poverty of the stimulus argument (Garshol, 2019, 11). This principle describes the 

paradox of why people can produce an infinite amount of grammatical word combinations 

while only being exposed to a finite number of utterances. Also, children learning the same 

language are exposed to variable language input. Nevertheless, in most cases, they end up 

acquiring the same grammar. Accordingly, humans must have a biological predisposition to 

develop language through linguistic input.  

 

More exact, grammar is seen as a set of principles in generative linguistics, universal to all 

languages. However, these principles can vary across different parameters (Garshol, 2019, 11). 

Thus, when children learn a language, they will acquire these grammatical principles differently 

depending on the parameters present in the given language to which they are exposed. 

Therefore, input plays a significant role in acquisition even though the structures for acquiring 

language are present from birth. 

2.2.2 Generative linguistics in second language acquisition  

GenSLA assumes that L2 acquisition follows the same UG-based rules as L1 acquisition does, 

based on what White (2003) calls the logical problem (22). The logical problem is, in essence, 

the same for SLA as what the poverty of the stimulus is for first language acquisition (FLA); 

the L2 learner acquires subtle grammatical properties that exceed the input they receive, and in 

this way, L2 learners draw rules from UG. However, some considerable differences must be 

factored in. One of these differences is the presence of a native language in the mind of the L2 
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learner, which results in the languages affecting each other. Therefore, understanding the 

interplay that occurs between all languages is one of the central undertakings of GenSLA 

research (Rothman & Slabakova, 2018, 419). This interplay can be observed in what has been 

called the L2 learner's interlanguage – an interim state of a target language (TL) (Hummel, 

2014, 65), which can be described as both being constrained by UG (White, 2003, 22) and being 

affected by the learner's native language. The effects the native language has upon the L2 or 

TL and vice versa is called crosslinguistic influence (CLI) or transfer. This phenomenon is 

explained further in the following subsection.  

2.2.3 Crosslinguistic influence 

Crosslinguistic influence describes how an individual's knowledge of one language affects 

knowledge of another language (Lipner et al., 2021, 2). As mentioned above, transfer occurs 

between all languages possessed by a person, not only from the native language toward the L2 

or other acquired languages (Ln). In practice, CLI can be observed when a linguistic 

phenomenon is produced in one of the bilingual's languages that cannot be observed in a 

monolingual's production of the same language. Furthermore, CLI may be in effect when there 

are quantitative differences in monolingual and bilingual speakers of a language that can be 

attributed to another language possessed by the bilingual (Serratrice, 2013, 4). In this sense, 

differences between a learner's possessed languages may be a source of error, while similarities 

in these languages may facilitate acquisition.  

 

Much of CLI research focuses on investigating which linguistic domains are more susceptible 

to transfer, recognizing frequent transfer patterns within specific combinations of languages, 

and which external and internal factors reinforce or limit CLI. An example is Malcom's (2021) 

study that investigated CLI in bilinguals speaking Jamaican-creole and Jamaican-English, 

explicitly focusing on verb-tense, agreement, and copula use, while also exploring how this 

transfer was affected by factors like motivation and age of arrival (19). Analyzing CLI is made 

challenging by the overwhelming number of variables that must be accounted for during 

research; however, some models attempt to illustrate general principles of transfer. These 

usually discuss whether transfer happens wholesale from one language to another or whether 

transfer takes effect feature-by-feature, i.e., from one specific linguistic feature to another 

(Lorenz et al., 2019, 1412). 
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Transfer can elicit or inhibit target-like language production in the language learner, 

respectively, known as positive transfer or facilitation and negative transfer or interference. If 

one assumes that an L2 language learner's L1 is the basis or initial stages of their L2 acquisition 

– a model proposed in Schwartz & Sprouse (1996) called Full Transfer/Full Access (Schwartz 

& Sprouse, 1996, 41), these transfer phenomena are bound to occur. According to this model, 

the learner's interlanguage is constrained by the L1 (Garshol, 2018, 12) and subsequently the 

source for facilitation or interference in L2 production. Using this model, linguistic phenomena 

that are dissimilar in the two languages result in interference, while similar linguistic 

phenomena result in facilitation. CLI can predict some difficulties for L2 learners based on their 

L1 and L2. There are, however, other factors that play into L2 acquisition. The following two 

sub-sections will discuss two specific theories explaining why functional morphology is 

especially hard for L2 learners.  

2.2.4 Syntax-before-morphology 

Syntax-before-morphology (White, 2003) is a theory arguing that acquisition of syntax drives 

acquisition of morphology in language learners. A different approach called morphology-

before-syntax, arguing that acquisition of morphology drives acquisition of syntax has also 

been proposed; however, this study adopts the former view.  

 

For a language learner to learn certain linguistic phenomena, like the third person singular "-s", 

knowledge of several linguistic features must be present. Slabakova (2016, 183) Uses the third 

person singular ”-s” in an example (1), showcasing the complexities of a tense phrase, which is 

comprised of morphophonological, semantic and syntactic information:  

 

(1) He often takes the bus 

 

The suffix "-s" carries information about person, tense and aspect. It implicates that the subject 

is in the third person singular, that the tense is present, and that the aspect is habitual. All these 

features must be acquired for the learner to use the morpheme reliably correctly; however, that 

does not mean that these features are obtained at the same time (Slabakova, 2016, 186).  

 

White (2003) argues that L2 English learners acquire abstract knowledge of syntactic structures 

while still not being stable in their production of inflectional morphology when explaining the 

Syntax-Before-Morphology theory. This has also been shown in studies. Jensen et al. (2019) 
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found that L1 Norwegian learners of L2 English had a significantly higher accuracy when 

judging the grammaticality of sentences by testing knowledge of non-V2 syntax versus 

knowledge of agreement. In Lardiere (1998a), The test-subject, a Hokkien-Mandarin bilingual 

learning English, was also found to have far fewer syntactic structure errors than morphological 

structures, respectively 90 % -100 % correctness and 4.5 % - 34.5 % correctness. This 

discrepancy indicates that knowledge of syntax is acquired at an earlier stage of language 

acquisition than functional morphology.  

2.2.5 The bottleneck hypothesis   

According to The Bottleneck Hypothesis (Slabakova, 2008), functional morphology is 

challenging to acquire in L2 and Ln acquisition. The hypothesis holds that differences in 

languages are located in the functional categories, which is also where most language’s 

functional morphology is found (Jensen et al., 2019, 2; Slabakova, 2016, 391). Functional 

morphology holds much linguistic information and the fact that this aspect is highly varied 

across languages, makes it a probable source for errors in the language learner. This is in 

contrast to other linguistic domains, like core syntax, which presumptively is universal in all 

languages, in the sense that movement obeys the same restrictions (Jensen, 2019, 2). The effects 

are that functional morphology acts as a bottleneck for L2 production because it affects the 

acceptability and meaning of the whole sentence (Slabakova, 2021, 321). 

 

Studies on the bottleneck hypothesis have shown that L2 learners do in fact have less accuracy 

when judging grammaticality related to functional morphology than core syntax. One of these 

studies is highlighted in Jensen et al. (2019) described earlier in this section. In Slabakova 

(2019), the author argues that semantics and core syntax are acquired through little effort contra 

functional morphology, which requires more effort. The author concludes by stating that 

difficulties in L2 acquisition mainly stem from language architecture and crosslinguistic 

variation, while frequency, redundancy, and saliency do have an effect, however, it is not 

crucial.   
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2.3 Theoretical framework: Instructional second language 
acquisition 

 

2.3.1 Language instruction – a historical perspective 

Explicit grammar instruction has been problematized ever since the naturalistic wave of L2 

acquisition gained traction, stating that L2 acquisition followed similar acquisitional patterns 

to that found in L1 acquisition (Ellis, 2006, 85). The sequences through which L1 learners went 

when acquiring their first language could, in other words, be detected when observing L2 

learners. The natural approach thus became influential, arguing against the use of formal 

instruction and corrective feedback while preferring the use of methods like comprehensible 

input. Comprehensible input is based on the view that language learners acquire language when 

it is understood by the learner (Rodrigo et al., 2003, 54). Corrective feedback, on the other hand, 

is based on giving explicit, corrective responses on incorrect language production, discussed 

more closely in 2.3.4. Later evidence has, on the other hand, suggested that instruction and 

corrective feedback are necessary parts of L2 learning (Spada, 2015, 71). Therefore, the 

following sub-sections explore implicit language instruction and explicit language instruction. 

2.3.2 Implicit and explicit knowledge 

The nature of implicit and explicit knowledge and the interplay between these two phenomena 

are vital when discussing L2 acquisition. The distinction between these two types of knowledge 

is also significant in language instruction as it inspires teaching methods based on how people 

process and store information. In theory, understanding these internal mechanisms will help 

instructors design more effective strategies for language learning. Historically, however, there 

has been much discussion within the research community, primarily concerning the issue of 

their dynamic – or rigid – nature, questioning if implicit knowledge can be converted into 

explicit knowledge and vice versa. In VanPatten (2016), for example, the author claims that 

explicit knowledge cannot transition into implicit knowledge, or more specifically: "it is 

difficult to see how explicit knowledge and practice could "guide,” "shape,” "aid," or in any 

real sense "support" the growth of implicit knowledge" (655). The following briefly explains 

what characterizes these two types of knowledge and how the interaction between implicit and 

explicit knowledge is considered in modern research. 

 

In cognitive psychology, the research field from where the terms explicit and implicit 

knowledge were coined, the most crucial distinction is whether the knowledge is processed 
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consciously or unconsciously. In this sense, explicit learning can, for example, take the form of 

learning the exact grammatical rules of a language. In contrast, implicit learning can take the 

form of simply being able to understand language input and produce language output without 

knowing the exact grammar that governs the language. Respectively, the learner can verbalize 

what they have learned, or they cannot verbalize what they have learned (Ellis et al., 2009, 3). 

The question of whether these two types of knowledge and learning can transition from one to 

the other is, in this respect, significant when discussing language learning. It would, for 

example, answer the question of whether teaching specific grammar will help a language 

learner towards being fluent in the person’s target language, as this would require explicitly 

taught rules to become automated, implicit knowledge. 

 

Umeda et al. (2019) sought to answer this question through testing L1 Japanese learners of L2 

English on their knowledge of English article use. Several acceptability judgement tests were 

performed, a pre-test and four post-tests, one post-test during the intervention, and three after 

the intervention (nine 60 minutes lessons over nine weeks). The three post-tests that were 

performed after the intervention was done one week after the intervention, twelve weeks after 

post-test 2, and one year after post-test 3. Improvements were found up to post-test 2, however, 

post-test 4 showed a decrease in retention of the targeted structures, leading the authors to 

conclude that explicit knowledge of articles is unlikely to be retained after instruction subsides.  

 

Hirakawa, Shibuya & Endo (2019), is a study on two groups of L1 Japanese L2 English 

students, with a mean age of 19,54 years and 19,15 years. Respectively, the two groups were 

subjected to explicit instruction and natural exposure. The study sought to compare how the 

groups responded to these separate types of input when tested on their knowledge of adjective 

ordering restrictions. The explicit instruction group received 90 minutes of instruction for three 

weeks, while the natural exposure group were enrolled in three or five-week intense study-

abroad programs. The study found that there were no improvements in adjective ordering 

restrictions in the group receiving natural exposure, while the group that received explicit 

instruction did show improvement. 
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2.3.3 The interface models of interaction between explicit and implicit 
learning 

The interface models highlight three different theories on the interplay between explicit and 

implicit knowledge and try to answer whether conversion between the two is possible. In this 

sub-section, the interface/non-interface contrast framework is discussed alongside their 

corresponding pedagogical approaches, focus-on-forms and focus-on-meaning (Dalili, 2011, 

2118). According to the non-interface position, implicit knowledge develops through 

naturally occurring input and interaction, and conversely, implicit knowledge develops 

through deliberate learning. Primarily, the non-interface-position argues that implicit and 

explicit knowledge are categorically separate and that the one cannot be converted into the 

other. (Spada, 2015, 76). The interface position is now often split into two, or rather, the 

interface position is called the strong interface position, distinguishing it from the related 

weak interface position (Dalili, 2011, 2118-2119).  

Conversely, the non-interface-position claims that implicit and explicit knowledge are not 

categorically distinct; instead, they are part of a spectrum. Explicit knowledge is converted 

into implicit knowledge through practice. The weak interface position is more nuanced, 

arguing that the two can influence and interact with each other, however, not directly convert 

into each other (Spada, 2015, 76); therefore, the one can affect how the other is acquired or 

developed. These ways of viewing knowledge and knowledge processing have influenced 

several methods of language instruction in L2 pedagogy. The first two methods, focus-on-

forms and focus-on-meaning, reflect the interface positions in practice (Dalili, 2017, 2118). 

Focus-on-meaning reflects the non-interface position, and focus-on-forms reflects the strong 

interface position. The weak interface position is also represented in the focus-on-form 

instructional approach. Like its counterpart, the weak interface position considers teaching 

language through explicit and implicit instruction valuable, as both implicit and explicit 

knowledge can affect the other. The non-interface position and focus on forms framework 

imply that explicit or declarative knowledge has little effect on L2 instruction. For example, 

teaching grammar explicitly is unproductive (Spada, 2015, 71-72). On the contrary, the role 

of explicit, metalinguistic knowledge can help learners be consciously aware of what they 

learn, which may play an essential part in the language learning process (Toth & Moranski, 

2017, 78) 

In modern research, it seems that both implicit and explicit knowledge are considered vital 

factors in L2 acquisition. Metalinguistic knowledge, however, is seemingly relegated to a 
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supporting role or a "guiding light" for developing implicit knowledge and communicative 

language skills (Toth & Moranski, 2018, 78). The weak interface position is the view backed 

by the largest body of evidence (Dalili, 2011, 2120). In this respect, the polarized opinions of 

the strong- and non-interface-positions seem to have fallen out of favor in modern discourse. 

This breakthrough is represented in current SLA research (Dalili, 2011, 2121). Accordingly, 

focus-on-form seems to be the more appropriate framework for L2 instruction. Thus, the weak 

interface position is adopted in this thesis, and therefore, both a focus on form and meaning are 

considered to be effective in L2 instruction. The following sub-sections go more into detail on 

specific instructional technics that follow this framework.  

2.3.4 Corrective feedback in ISLA 

Corrective feedback in L2 instruction are corrective responses, both explicit and implicit, to an 

L2 learner's non-target-like production (Li, 2010, 309; Hummel, 2014, 124). Corrective 

feedback is an essential part of the focus-on-form approach; therefore, figuring out what types 

of corrective feedback is the most effective. Corrective feedback can be divided into two 

categories, positive and negative evidence. Positive evidence informs the learner of what 

correct production sounds or looks like, while negative evidence makes the learner aware of 

what in their output is incorrect (Li, 2010, 310). In Li (2010), a meta-analysis was conducted 

to explore different contexts, task types, outcome measures, treatment length, age group and 

mode of delivery that have been recorded in studies on corrective feedback. There were two 

factors that were described in the analysis as significant. The first one is that explicit corrective 

feedback is more effective in the short term. The second one is that implicit corrective feedback 

was salient long term and that the effects might even increase over time.  

2.3.5 Negotiation of meaning  

Negotiation of meaning is considered an integral part of task-based language teaching. It is 

defined in Ellis (2003) as "the process by which two or more interlocutors identify and then 

attempt to resolve a communication breakdown" (346). It is a teaching method that focuses on 

communication and is typical for focus-on-meaning based language learning; However, it is 

also used in focus-on-form based language learning. In an instructional or natural setting, this 

takes the form of mediation between the teacher and the learner. When input is incomplete or 

considered unaccepted input, negotiation exchanges take place to make the conversation flow 

better (Wang, 2019, 83).  
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Wang (2019) is a data analysis that examined the relevance of creative task engagement, and 

through this, the author tries to illustrate the importance of meaning negotiation in L2 

development. The participants that contributed to the data were 36 English majors (21-22 

years). These participants then went through four tasks, two controlled and two creative. The 

author found that, among adult L2 learners, creative assignments lead to more meaningful 

negotiation. In particular, were assignments that relied on group cooperation and idea 

convergence (92).  

 

2.3.6 Language teaching methods used in this study 

This study uses two language teaching methods through an intervention in two separate groups 

to compare their short-term and long-term effects on third-person singular "-s" acquisition. The 

two language teaching methods are Task Based Language Teaching (TBLT) and Presentation, 

Practice, Production (PPP). These two methods were chosen because they represent different 

language learning frameworks. TBLT represents the previously discussed focus on form school 

of learning, where explicit and implicit learning is used in teaching, however, focusing on 

implicit learning. On the other hand, PPP represents the focus on forms paradigm of learning, 

where explicit learning is used. The next two subsections will describe the two teaching 

methods in more detail.  

 

2.3.7 Task based language teaching 

The use of Task based language teaching has seen an increase of interest in the research and 

educator communities over the last decades (Revesz, 2019, 374). It is an approach to teaching 

that challenge mainstream ideas, and it has met both resistance and support within academia 

(East, 2017, 413; Ellis, 2009, 222). TBLT centres around the idea of learning through a focus 

on meaning, which is achieved using constructions called "tasks". In the TBLT context, a task 

is a specific definition for a type of instructional activity, and it must follow certain criteria to 

qualify as a task: 

 

"1. The primary focus should be on 'meaning' (by which is meant that learners should be mainly 

concerned with processing the semantic and pragmatic meaning of utterances). 

2. There should be some kind of 'gap' (i.e. a need to convey information, to express an opinion 

or to infer meaning). 
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3. Learners should largely have to rely on their own resources (linguistic and non-linguistic) in 

order to complete the activity. 

4. There is a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language (i.e. the language serves as 

the means for achieving the outcome, not as an end in its own right)." (Ellis, 2009, 223) 

 

Based on these criteria, teaching grammar using tasks entails not explicitly focusing on the 

targeted grammatical structures. 

  

Teaching specific grammatical constructions through tasks is done by using what Ellis (2009, 

223-224) calls "focused tasks", this is opposed to "unfocused tasks" which are used to teach 

general language communication. Thus, in a focused task, what is being taught must be 

undisclosed to the learner to satisfy criteria "1.", as opposed to unfocused tasks where the 

teaching objective is acknowledged. Thus, a focused task is distinguished from situational 

grammar exercises because these, in contrast, disclose what the objective grammatical 

phenomenon is. The task used in this study's intervention is categorized as a focused task and 

will be explained further in the next section.  

  

2.3.8 Presentation-practice-production 

Presentation-practice-production is a teaching method that, as its name suggests, follows three 

stages that are used throughout a teaching session (Shintani, 2016, 3). The presentation part 

provides the learners with the linguistic feature that will be this lesson's focus point, which may 

be done with the goal of making the learners acquire the knowledge inductively or deductively. 

The second part, practice, makes the learners do exercises with the given language feature, 

reflecting a high level of teacher control. Checking the learners' production with accuracy is the 

end goal. Lastly, in the production stage, the learners are given tasks that prompt them to 

produce the grammatical feature in a less controlled fashion than in the practice part of the 

lesson. At this stage, the objective is fluency with the linguistic feature through use in 

autonomous and creative activities (Criado, 2013, 99-100). Thus, in contrast to TBLT, PPP 

focuses on explicitly teaching the chosen material. Nevertheless, the production phase is similar 

to an uncontrolled task in the TBLT fashion, with the target linguistic feature being disclosed.  

  

PPP has, in recent years, been criticised for rejecting meaning in favour of forms, especially 

when keeping in mind that it is based on behaviourist models of teaching. However, some 
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scholars would still hold that the modern use of PPP still has a place in language teaching as 

one among several techniques ready for use (Criado, 2013, 111-112). Some scholars also hold 

that explicit knowledge of forms, or so-called metalinguistic knowledge, may help learners 

process these features and facilitate development of linguistic competency (Smith & Truscott, 

2014, 20) Accordingly, testing the effects of teaching methods like PPP and TBLT should be a 

priority as the issue is still debated. 

 

2.4 To summarize 

Jensen et al. (2019) and Garshol (2018) show that L1 Norwegian learners of L2 English find 

subject-verb agreement challenging. The findings from these studies are further discussed and 

compared to the results from the present study (see 5) in section 7.2. Subjet-verb agreement 

might be challenging for languages learners for several reasons. First, CLI might lead to 

overgeneralization or negative transfer of certain linguistic features (see 2.2.3). Also, according 

to white (2003) and the syntax-before-morphology view, knowledge of morphological features 

is acquired late compared to other linguistic features (see 2.2.4). finally, the bottleneck 

hypothesis (Slabakova, 2008) argues that variations between languages are located in the 

functional morphology domain, making this domain a locus of difficulty for language learners 

(see 2.2.5).  

The two instructional approaches used in the present study, PPP and TBLT, represent explicit 

and implicit learning, respectively. Throughout the history of language instruction, the 

exclusive use of either explicit or implicit instruction has been scrutinized. Research on modern 

language instruction seem to favor a more nuanced view, where both explicit and implicit 

language teaching is applied in instruction – often referred to as a focus on form approach (see 

2.3.3). However, the findings in Hirakawa, Shibuya & Endo (2019) and Umeda et al. (2019) 

contradict each other regarding the effects of explicit grammar instruction. These findings are 

further discussed in relation to the intervention effects found in the present study in section 

7.2.3. 
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3 Research questions and predictions  

This section describes the research questions and subsequent predictions based on this thesis. 

Section 3.1 overviews the research questions and their rationale, and section 3.2 provides the 

resulting predictions.  

3.1 Research questions 

The following RQs will be examined as they include questions that are relevant from both a 

didactic and a linguistic perspective: 

RQ 1: Do Norwegian L1 learners of English have little knowledge of the third person 

singular "-s"? 

RQ 2: Is there any variation in accuracy on the sub-categories; local singular 

agreement, local plural agreement, long-distance singular agreement and long-

distance plural agreement among L1 Norwegian L2 English learners? 

RQ 3: Does instruction affect learner’s knowledge of the third person singular “-s”? 

RQ 4: Do different types of instruction affect learner’s knowledge of the third person 

singular “-s” differently? 

Research question 1 is raised because it is of interest to see if the scores from the participants 

in this study support the data from studies by Jensen (2016), Jensen et al. (2019) and Garshol 

(2018), that L1 Norwegian learners of English L2 have seemingly disappropriate knowledge of 

the third person singular ”-s” construction. If this is the case, as the above-mentioned studies 

suggest, then RQs 3 and 4 (and other studies that investigate teaching L1 Norwegians English 

agreement), are consequential for the Norwegian education system’s English instruction.  

Research question 2 concerns the sub-conditions in the sentences with subject-verb agreement 

used in this study. Mainly, whether third person singular "-s" is more challenging to acquire 

when the subject is plural or when several other lexical items separate the subject and verb. 

Gathering data on the sub-conditions might highlight what is more or less problematic for L1 

Norwegian L2 English learners. Subsequently, this awareness might help to guide instructors 

trying to teach agreement.  
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Research question 3 Asks whether there are any changes in accuracy scores between the PPP 

and TBLT groups in the post-tests. This question is two-sided, as the study tests immediate and 

long-term effects. Additionally, the two post-tests may reveal discrepancies related to the four 

sub-conditions. The results may be indicative on whether or not grammar instruction is effective 

in the short or long-term.  

Research question 4 is also concerned with the intervention’s short- and long-term effects; 

however, this question pertains to the contrasts in effect between the two teaching methods. 

The results may be guiding in when it comes to which teaching method is more effective in 

teaching grammar. If the results do show any significant differences, the effectiveness of using 

PPP versus TBLT on teaching agreement should be investigated further. 

3.2 Predictions 

The RQs will be examined by testing the following predictions: 

Theories like the Bottleneck Hypothesis (Slabakova, 2008) and Syntax-before-morphology 

(White, 2003) hypothesize that functional morphology is hard to acquire for language learners. 

The literature on functional morphology showcases this difficulty (Slabakova, 2016). Also, data 

from studies like Jensen (2016), Jensen et al. (2019) and Garshol (2018) support this view. 

Accordingly, prediction 1 reflects this perspective because the two groups used in this study 

are comparable to those that were used in the studies mentioned above.  

Prediction 1: Subject-verb agreement will be problematic for both groups in the pre-test. 

Jensen et al. (2019) showed that the sub-conditions, local plural agreement and long-distance 

singular agreement, were more challenging to acquire than local singular agreement. 

Furthermore, the study found that long-distance plural agreement was the most difficult to 

acquire of the four sub-conditions. The participants of this study were L1 Norwegian L2 English 

students of 11-12 and 15-18 years and are thus comparable to the participants in this study. 

Prediction 2 reflects the findings in Jensen et al. (2019).  

Prediction 2: The sub-conditions local plural agreement and long-distance singular agreement 

will be more challenging for the participants than local singular agreement. Long-distance 

plural agreement will be the most difficult. 
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In Jensen (2016), there was a correlation between low proficiency test scores and low accuracy 

on the acceptability judgement task. This data might indicate that some participants, likely those 

with low proficiency scores, have little knowledge of agreement rules. Therefore, these 

participants have more room for improvement and have more to gain from instruction.  

Prediction 3: Participants with low proficiency test scores will improve more in the post-test 

and delayed post-test than those with high proficiency test scores. 

The groups were subjected to different interventions, one using explicit, forms-focused 

grammar instruction and one using implicit, form-focused grammar instruction. Umeda et al. 

(2019) showed immediate improvement through explicit grammar instruction; this was also the 

case in Hirakawa, Shibuya & Endo (2019). However, the literature favors form-focused 

instruction for L2 instruction (Dalili, 2011).  

Prediction 4: The post-test will show improvement in test scores for both groups. 

Prediction 5: Improvements in the PPP group will subside in the delayed post-test, while the 

improvements will remain in the TBLT group. Alternatively, the improvements in the TBLT 

group subside less than the improvements in the PPP group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Page 24 of 83 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Page 25 of 83 

4 Methodology 

The present study uses acceptability judgment tasks with grammatical and ungrammatical 

sentences and a pedagogical intervention to test L2 English subject verb agreement knowledge 

in two groups of L1 Norwegian lower secondary school students. The acceptability judgement 

task in the present study is inspired by Jensen (2016). It uses the same sentences as the author 

to test for accuracy in judging sentences with subject-verb agreement. By using a quantitative 

method, such as an acceptability judgement task, numeric data can be gathered statistically and 

analyzed, with the purpose of determining relationships between the relevant variables (Mackey 

& Gass, 2005, 137). The study was performed through a pre-test, a post-test (two days after the 

intervention) and a delayed post-test (two months after the intervention). Having a pre-test and 

a post-test will ensure the measurement of immediate effects (Mackey & Gass, 2005, 149). 

Furthermore, the decision to perform the pre-test, intervention and post-test in close succession 

(four days from pre-test to post-test) was made to ensure that the results from the post-test were 

immediate. However, a point can be made that the post-test should have been performed 

immediately, in its literal sense, to eliminate variables like sleep quality and other factors that 

might make individual differences in the participant's retention and post-test scores. 

Improvements and limitations will be discussed further in section 5. 

  

As this study compares the effects of L2 instructional methods, measuring long-term effects is 

essential. A delayed post-test in addition to the post-test was used for this purpose. One 

drawback of using a delayed post-test is that extra-experimental exposure will be more 

significant, and, additionally, there is also a risk of losing participants (Mackey & Gass, 2005, 

149). Nevertheless, using test scores from a delayed post-test is vital for determining the long-

term effects of the intervention in this study.  

 

The groups that were used are not randomly assigned; hence, the intervention is a quasi-

experiment. (Mackey & Gass, 2005, 146). The quasi-experiment was performed through a 

classroom intervention. This means that the test subjects are exposed to manipulated input to 

measure the effects of the chosen teaching methods, TBLT and PPP. The core of a quasi-

experiment design is the intervention itself. Therefore, the intervention will take place after the 

pre-test to ensure that the participant's test scores in the post-test and delayed post-test have a 

baseline that can be used to measure the effects of the intervention. 
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Increased control is one of the strengths of using an intervention, as it makes it easier to control 

variables and tailor tasks to the relevant grammatical phenomenon (Loewen & Philip, 2012, 

61). Weaknesses of using an intervention-based approach include the artificial nature of 

manipulating input and other variables, and mapping and controlling all variables in a 

classroom is impossible (Loewen & Philip, 2012, 61-62). However, the teaching methods used 

in this experiment (TBLT and PPP) are commonly used in classroom instruction. This similarity 

may mask the artificial aspect of the experiment to a certain degree, hopefully making the 

intervention seem more like a natural part of the participant's education. Also, having the 

intervention take place in a naturalistic context (elaborated upon in section 6.4) like a lower 

secondary school classroom, with intact classes, may strengthen the face validity of this study's 

findings because it may genuinely reflect authentic settings that L1 Norwegian L2 English 

learners find themselves in throughout their education (Mackey & Gass, 2005, 143).  

 

The pedagogical intervention uses one contrasting teaching session for each of the two groups 

(the choice of which class underwent which intervention was arbitrarily chosen). The goal is to 

test the effects of the distinctive teaching sessions in the post-test and delayed post-test and 

compare them to the results from the pre-test. Group 1 was subjected to a PPP-based teaching 

session, and group 2 was subjected to a TBLT-based teaching session. The groups also went 

through a sub-set of the Standardized Oxford Proficiency Test to check their general English 

proficiency level and a language background questionnaire. All information surrounding the 

tests and intervention was given in Norwegian to avoid any misunderstandings. The participants 

were not explicitly informed that they were being tested on their knowledge of English subject-

verb agreement. Further descriptions of the intervention are presented in 4.3. 

 

4.1 Participants 

All participants used in this study gave their informed consent (see appendix 1) to participate 

in this study. Approval was given through correspondence with NSD (see appendix 2), and 

measures have been taken to ensure the participants anonymity.  

 

The participants in the study are L1 Norwegian lower secondary school students. The 

participants were going through their final year of lower secondary school. The study was 

conducted between early December and into early February. The participants were between 14 

and 16 years old and enrolled in 10th grade. The intervention used intact groups where the 
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pupils were assigned to group conditions based on their respective classes. Accordingly, the 

two groups were parallel school classes, going through the same curriculum simultaneously. 

Group 1 consists of 16 participants (n = 16), 6 females and 10 males, and group 2 consists of 

20 participants (n = 20), 8 females and 12 males. The PPP-group had a mean age of acquisition 

(AoA) of 6.076 and the TBLT group had mean AoA of 6,73. 

 

Due to logistical difficulties, not every participant went through all three of the acceptability 

judgement tasks. In group 1, 16 participants participated in the pre-test, 11 in the post-test and 

11 in the delayed post-test. In group 2, 20 participants participated in the pre-test, 15 in the post-

test and 13 in the delayed post-test. In fact, only half (p = 8) of group 1, the PPP group, were 

measured at all points, and only (p = 11) out of group 2, the TBLT group were measured at all 

points. Also, 1 participant in group 1 and 1 participant in group 2 did not have Norwegian as 

their L1, meaning that their data is not included in the results. Therefore, the actual number of 

participants used is 15 for the PPP-group (n=15) and 19 for the TBLT-group (n=19). The 

following table (3) is an overview of the participants that have contributed to the dataset in this 

study: 

 

Table 3:  An overview of the participants that have contributed to the study’s dataset 

 

4.2 Tests 

A total of four tests were conducted: The pre-test, proficiency test and post-test were performed 

in the same week. First, the pre-test (acceptability judgement test) and the proficiency test were 

conducted during the same school hour (one school hour = 60 minutes, approximately 20 

minutes, separately, for both the proficiency test and the acceptability judgement task). Then, 

the following school hour was used to conduct the intervention. The third school hour was used 

for the post-test, two days after the intervention for both groups. The delayed post-test was 

conducted two months after the intervention.  

The Oxford Proficiency Test is described in section 4.2.1, and the acceptability judgement task 

is explained in 4.2.2, which also showcases some of the sentences used in the acceptability 
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judgment task, with examples from the four sub-conditions tested for; local singular, local 

plural, long-distance singular, and long-distance plural agreement.  

 

4.2.1 Language background, questionnaire and Oxford Proficiency Test 

4.2.1.1 Language background questionnaire 

The language background questionnaire asked the participants about gender, birth year, what 

language they used at home and when the participant entered the Norwegian school system, 

first and foremost to map their age-group. The participants age of onset of acquisition (AoA) 

and home language also provide additional information to be used in the discussion. The 

participants were also asked what other languages they have learned/are learning, if they use 

other languages in their daily lives, what they use them for, and, finally, what year the 

participant started learning English. This was primarily done to check for age and language 

discrepancies and isolate participants who do not have Norwegian as their first language. The 

questionnaire can be viewed in appendix 8.  

4.2.1.2 The standard Oxford Proficiency test 

A subset of a standard Oxford Proficiency test was used to check the participant's general 

knowledge of English (Appendix 1.) so that it may be compared to the participants accuracy 

scores in the acceptability judgement task pre-test (see RQ 1). The same proficiency test has 

been used in other studies alongside acceptability judgement tests (Jensen, 2016; 2019). The 

test is a multiple-choice task where the goal is for the participants to mark the word that fits in 

the corresponding sentence to make it grammatically correct. See example (2)  

  

(2) Very ________ people can travel abroad. 

□ less 

□ little 

□ few 
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There was a total of 40 multiple-choice questions following the same formula in the proficiency 

test, including example (2). The test is split into two parts, with the latter 20 questions forming 

a continuous story. The rest of the proficiency test can be viewed in appendix 3. 

 

4.2.2 Acceptability judgement tasks 

The test used to measure the participant's knowledge of the third person singular “-s” was an 

acceptability judgement task. This method was chosen because it makes it possible to 

systematize quantitatively which sentences the participants find acceptable as grammatical or 

ungrammatical. In an acceptability judgement task, the participants judge the grammaticality 

of a presented sentence (Mackey & Gass, 2005, 49) or, more precisely, their acceptance of the 

sentence as grammatical. The answers were scored in a binary system as grammatical or 

ungrammatical. The score sheet given to the participants is shown in figure 1. There is a total 

of 48 sentences, 24 of which relate to subject-verb agreement; the rest were fillers (see appendix 

5 and 6). Fillers were used to draw the participant's attention away from the actual sentences 

they were being tested on to prevent them from realizing the test's purpose. The sentences with 

subject-verb agreement were divided into four categories, representing the four sub-conditions. 

There were six sentences per category:  

1) Main clauses with local agreement, singular subjects 

2) Main clauses with local agreement, plural subjects 

3) Main clauses with long distance agreement, singular subjects 

4) Main clauses with long distance agreement, plural subjects 

Table 4 shows an example from each of the four sub-conditions: 
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Table 4: An example from each sub-condition, both grammatical and ungrammatical 

 

 

Table 4 shows the words used in the sentences, which were taken from a word frequency list 

(Jensen, 2016). The sentences also follow rules that account for extragrammatical factors like 

length, lexical content and processing difficulty (Dabrowska, 2010, 5) by keeping the sentences 

short (8-10 words) and the words familiar.  

 

4.2.2.1 Acceptability judgement task: Sequence of events 

The test was presented to the participants using a PowerPoint presentation. Each participant 

was given a scoring sheet and told approximately how long (20 minutes) the test would take. 

The presentation itself had instructions and examples, showing the participants how and when 

to use their scoring sheet. The scoring sheet had a number corresponding to each sentence, as 

can be seen in figure 1. The entire sheet can be viewed in appendix 4. The students had ten 

seconds per sentence to judge whether they found it grammatically acceptable or unacceptable. 

Ten seconds was chosen as a time limit because the task's purpose is to check for knowledge of 

the subject's grammar, i.e., what would be used in their communication, as opposed to whether 

the person remembers the formal rule and can rationalize their way to an answer (Mackey & 

Gass, 2005, 51). Every sentence was read aloud by the instructor so that the participants could 

decide based on two modalities. 

Category: Sentence 

Local singular agreement The student loves to read books about football 

*The student love to read books about football 

Local plural agreement The teachers give their students a lot of homework 

*The teachers gives their students a lot of homework 

Long-distance singular 

agreement 

The girl with golden earrings takes the bus to school 

*The girl with golden earrings take the bus to school 

Long-distance plural agreement The parents with the nice car talk to their kids 

*The parents with the nice car talks to their kids. 
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Each of the 48 sentences had an ungrammatical version to choose from to ensure that there 

were an equal number of grammatical and ungrammatical sentences. Because the test was 

performed three times, as a pre-test, post-test and delayed post-test, the order and 

grammaticality of the sentences had to be changed for each test so that none of the students 

could anticipate the correct judgments. The changes were done pseudo-randomly. 

4.3 The intervention 

In this sub-section, the course of the interventions is explained. Firstly, the PPP instruction in 

4.3.1 and then the TBLT instruction in 4.3.2. The following tables (5) and (6) are overviews of 

the two sessions. 

Table 5: An overview of the PPP instructional session 

 

Table 6: An overview of the TBLT instructional session 

 

Activity Approximated time span 

Part 1: Presentation 15 minutes 

Part 2: Practice 20 minutes 

Part 3: Production 20 minutes 

 

Figure 1: Showing five of the 48 identical rows in the original sheet 

Activity Approximated time span 

Priming activity 5 minutes 

Main task 40 minutes 

Post-task 10 minutes 
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4.3.1 Intervention group 1: PPP 

This session lasted 60 minutes. The first five minutes were spent on getting started, waiting for 

all the students to arrive and noting absentees, leaving a total of 55 minutes for the planned 

teaching session, which was split into three parts.  

Part 1: Presentation 

The students were presented with examples and explanations of the target grammatical structure 

through a slide show (examples of the slides are shown in figures 2 and 3). Next, they were 

given contexts and "everyday use" examples and were asked about the general rule of the 

structure, i.e., what does agreement mean in a grammar context. Students had opportunities to 

learn deductively (see 2.3.8), as examples of the general rules were presented before the 

instructor explained the rules explicitly. This part took approximately 15 minutes. 

 

Figure 2: Screenshot from PowerPoint lecture 

 

 

Figure 3: Screenshot from PowerPoint lecture 

Part 2: Practice 
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The Practice part of the session is usually a teacher-controlled activity that seeks to raise the 

student's fluency in the targeted structure to be used more freely in the production stage (Criado, 

2013, 99) (see 2.3.8). In this part, the students were first given situational grammar exercises 

that targeted both long and short distance agreement. Then, the instructor went through the 

answers in a plenary session.  

Afterwards, the students were divided into pairs and given bits of paper with text (see appendix 

7). These bits of paper had a subject or a verb written on them. The task is for the pairs to put 

together subjects and verbs that agree, where the couple that finishes the task correctly, the 

fastest, wins a small price. These two activities combined took approximately 20 minutes.  

Part 3: Production 

A "production activity" should make the students use the targeted construction more freely and 

creatively than in the practice part of the session (Criado, 2013, 100) (see 2.3.8). In the last part 

of the session, the students were divided into new groups of three. Here, all groups were given 

three pictures, each member a different one. Firstly, they wrote down descriptions of what 

actions are happening in the picture - in at least five sentences. When everyone was done writing 

down their descriptions, they discussed their descriptions of the pictures and commented on 

aspects the others in the group might have missed. This activity was designed to elicit 

production of sentences containing subject-verb agreement. The activity took approximately 20 

minutes.  

 

4.3.2 Intervention group 2: TBLT 

Similarly to the PPP class, this session lasted 60 minutes. The first five minutes were spent on 

getting started, waiting for all the students to arrive and noting absentees, leaving 55 minutes 

for the planned teaching session, which was also split into three parts. 

Part 1: priming activity 

The session started with a priming activity. Priming activities are not necessary for the activity 

to qualify as a task, and it is not supposed to touch upon the actual teaching objective. Instead, 

the priming activity is supposed to create expectation and arouse the students by, for example, 

telling them how the task may relate to their real life. The goal is to elicit motivation and 

counteract negative expectations in the students. Other functions of a pre-task include preparing 
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the students for the task ahead, allowing them to be adequately equipped with knowledge about 

the task and resources for completion (Ellis et al., 2019, 210). 

The group and the instructor discussed the concept of "philanthropy". The instructor asked the 

students what they associated with philanthropy. Then, the students and the instructor 

concluded what the concept meant together. This activity took five minutes.  

Part 2: Main task 

During the main task, where students were prompted to produce sentences containing the third 

person singular "-s", corrective feedback (CF) (see 2.3.4) was used to guide the students' output 

during the task completion. This type of correction is called "reactive focus on form, " which 

mainly provides feedback on errors during task performance (Ellis et al., 2019, 222-223). In 

other words, the participants performed the task in written form while the instructor assessed 

their production (see 2.3.7) and gave CF on the targeted grammatical feature.  

The students were divided into groups of three. Each member of a group chose a celebrity that 

they were going to research. The theme was "philanthropy", and the goal was for the students 

to write a short essay (1-2 small paragraphs at about 5-10 lines each) on what good their chosen 

celebrity does for society. When they had completed their essay, they read and revised each 

other's essays. Lastly, the students summed up their essays for the class, which segued into the 

post-task. The participants were given 40 minutes for this task.  

Part 3: Post-task 

finally, through a post-task, the target grammatical structure was addressed. This activity 

contained a plenary repetition of "observed" grammatical errors during their task completion. 

The instructor told the students what grammatical errors seemed to be recurring in their texts 

and focused on the third person singular “-s” in a plenary session. Other errors were also 

addressed so as not to disclose the tasks' purpose. This part took approximately ten minutes. 
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5 Results 

This section will showcase the results from the proficiency test and the acceptability judgement 

tasks. First, 5.1 displays the proficiency test scores, and then the sub-conditions from each 

acceptability judgement task are displayed in consecutive order in 5.2. Next, 5.3 shows the 

correlation between the proficiency test scores and the acceptability judgement task pre-test, 

post-test and delayed post-test. Section 5.4 compares the overall results from the acceptability 

judgment tasks related to the interventions.  

5.1 Standardized Oxford Proficiency test 

A standardized Oxford proficiency test containing 40 multiple-choice questions was used. The 

participant must choose an answer based on what word is grammatically correct in the given 

sentence (see example 2). The test scores ranged from 17 to 36 in the PPP group and from 16 

to 35 in the TBLT group. The results for the PPP and TBLT groups are displayed in table 7. 

One participant from the PPP group and two participants from the TBLT group did not attend 

the proficiency test. Also, the results from the two participants with other L1s than Norwegian 

have been excluded. 

Table 7: Oxford proficiency test scores from both groups 

 

 

Table 7 shows that the mean score from the PPP group was 29,5, and the mean score from the 

TBLT group was 30,1176. Thus, with a mean difference of 0,6176, the groups are comparable. 

These results are linked to the acceptability judgement task scores in 5.3. 
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5.2 Acceptability judgement task scores 

The acceptability judgment task consists of 48 sentences, 24 of which are sentences that relate 

du subject-verb agreement. Four sub-conditions are represented among these 24 sentences: 

Local singular agreement, local plural agreement, long-distance singular agreement and long-

distance plural agreement. The rest of the sentences are fillers. In this sub-section, the 

acceptability judgement task test scores are displayed in consecutive order, detailing each sub-

condition. The results from the tests are presented in the tables below. The tables containing 

the scores from the four sub-conditions show the number of correct answers per sentence and 

accuracy percentage. The accuracy percentage display how many per cent of the total answers 

were correct per sub-condition. 

5.2.1 Pre-test 

The pre-test scores from both groups are shown in table 8. A closer analysis is displayed in 

tables 9, 10, 11 and 12, showing the scores in the four sub-conditions.  

 

Table 8 shows the pre-test scores from both groups. In the pre-test, there were 15 participants 

(P=15) from the PPP group and 19 participants (P=19) from the TBLT group. The pre-test 

scores show an average of 14 (58,33 %) in the PPP group and 15,368 (64,47 %) in the TBLT 

group, revealing a difference of 1,368. According to Brown (1974), 90 % accuracy can be 

categorized as target-like. Consequently, both groups seem to find subject-verb agreement 

challenging, per prediction 1. The following, table 9 shows the scores from the sub-condition 

targeting local singular agreement. 

Table 8: Pre-test scores from the PPP group and the TBLT group 
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Table 9: Pre-test scores from both groups in the local singular agreement sub-condition 

 

When examining the scores on the sentences related to the local singular agreement sub-

condition in table 9, the data reveals an accuracy percentage of 64,44 for the PPP group and 

72,81 for the TBLT-group, a difference of 8,37 %. The table also shows the participant’s 

accuracy in individual sentences. For example, 4 of the 15 participants in the PPP group 

answered correctly on the local singular agreement sentence 1. Next, table 10 shows the scores 

from the sub-condition targeting local plural agreement. 

Table 10: Pre-test scores from both groups in the local plural agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 10 shows that the scores on the sentences related to local plural agreement reveal an 

accuracy percentage of 56,67 for the PPP group and 62,28 for the TBLT-group, a difference 

of 5,61 %. The data also displays that accuracy on local plural agreement trials was lower for 

both groups (7,77 % for the PPP group and 10,53 % for the TBLT group) than on trials 

targeting local singular agreement. The next table (11), displays the results from the sub-

condition targeting long-distance singular agreement. 

Table 11: Pre-test scores from both groups in the long-distance singular agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 11 shows that the scores on the sentences related to long-distance singular agreement 

reveal an accuracy percentage of 62,20 for the PPP group and 78,95 for the TBLT group. This 

variance makes up a difference of 16,75 %, which is the greatest among the four sub-

conditions in the pre-test. In this sub-condition, both groups have higher accuracy than in the 

local plural sub-condition, with an increase of 5,54 % and 16,67 % in the PPP and TBLT 

groups, respectively. The following table (12) shows the scores from the sub-condition 

targeting long-distance plural agreement. 
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Table 12: Pre-test scores from both groups in the long-distance plural agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 12 shows that the scores on the sentences related to long-distance plural agreement reveal 

an accuracy percentage of 50 for the PPP group and 42,11 for the TBLT-group, which makes a 

difference of 7,89 %. Accuracy decreases for both groups from the long-distance singular sub-

condition to the long-distance plural sub-condition by 12,20 % and 36,84 % for the PPP and 

TBLT groups, the most significant difference among all categories in the pre-test. Long-

distance plural is the only sub-condition in the pre-test where the PPP group outperforms the 

TBLT-group. 

5.2.1.1 Pre-test summary 

The results are in line with prediction 2 (see 3.2). The pre-test scores reveal that local singular 

agreement was the least challenging sub-condition for the PPP group and the second least 

challenging sub-condition for the TBLT group. However, the differences between the three 

sub-conditions: Local singular, local plural and long-distance singular agreement were not 

substantial. Thus, no conclusions can be drawn based on the results from these three sub-

conditions in the pre-test. Conversely, the sub-condition that tested for long-distance plural 

agreement was clearly the most challenging, as per prediction.  

5.2.2 Post-test 

The post-test scores from both groups are shown in table 13. A closer analysis is displayed in 

tables 14, 15, 16 and 17, showing the scores in the four sub-conditions. 
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Table 13: Post-test scores from the PPP group and the TBLT group 

 

In the post-test, there were 11 participants (P=11) from the PPP group and 15 participants 

(P=15) from the TBLT group. The post-test scores show an average score of 15,27 in the PPP 

group and 13 in the TBLT group, revealing a difference of 2,27. The following are the tables 

displaying the results from the four sub-conditions. First, table 14 shows the results from the 

sub-condition targeting local agreement. 

Table 14: Post-test scores from both groups in the local singular agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 14 shows that the accuracy percentage of the PPP-group in the local singular agreement 

sub-condition in the post-test was 69,70, while the accuracy percentage of the TBLT group was 

63,33, revealing a difference of 6,37 %. As opposed to the pre-test, the PPP group had the 

highest accuracy percentage in the local singular sub-condition in the post-test. The following 

table (15) displays the scores from the sub-condition targeting local plural agreement. 

Table 15: Post-test scores from both groups in the local plural agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 15 shows that the accuracy percentage of the PPP-group in the local plural agreement 

sub-condition in the post-test was 68,18, while the accuracy percentage of the TBLT group was 

45,56, revealing a difference of 22,62 %. The variance in accuracy from the local singular sub-
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condition is at 1,52 % and 17,77 % for the PPP group and TBLT group, respectively. Again, as 

opposed to the pre-test, the PPP group outperforms the TBLT group in this sub-condition. Next, 

table 16 shows the results from the sub-condition targeting long-distance singular agreement. 

Table 16: Post-test scores from both groups in the long-distance singular agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 16 shows that the accuracy percentage of the PPP-group in the long-distance singular 

agreement sub-condition in the post-test was 59,09, while the accuracy percentage of the TBLT-

group was 58,89, revealing a difference of 0,2 %. The difference from the local plural sub-

condition is 9,09 % and 13,33 % for the PPP and TBLT groups, respectively. Like in the pre-

test, the TBLT group performed better at the long-distance singular sub-condition than in the 

local plural sub-condition. The trend also continues, with the PPP group outperforming the 

TBLT group in this condition, unlike in the pre-test. The next table (17) displays the scores 

from the sub-condition targeting long-distance plural agreement. 

Table 17: Post-test scores from both groups in the long-distance plural agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 17 shows that the accuracy percentage of the PPP-group in the long-distance plural 

agreement sub-condition in the post-test was 57,58, while the accuracy percentage of the TBLT-

group was 34,44, revealing a difference of 23,14 %. The variance from the long-distance 

singular sub-condition is 1,51 % and 24,45 % for the PPP group and the TBLT group, 

respectively. Similarly to the pre-test results, the PPP group find the Long-distance plural 

condition less challenging than the TBLT group. 

5.2.2.1 Post-test: Summary 

Both groups found the local singular sub-condition the least challenging in the post-test, and 

both groups found the long-distance plural sub-condition to be the most challenging. 

Accordingly, the results from the post-test follow prediction 2, as opposed to the results from 

the pre-test. Unlike the results from the pre-test, the PPP group had the highest accuracy 

percentage in all sub-conditions. One explanation might be the short-term effects of the 

intervention. On the other hand, both groups had fewer participating students; thus, it is 
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impossible to interpret the results as representative of the group’s knowledge of English 

agreement making. 

5.2.3 Delayed post-test 

The post-test scores from both groups are shown in table 18. A closer analysis is displayed in 

tables 19, 20, 21 and 22, showing the scores in the four sub-conditions. 

Table 18: Delayed post-test scores from the PPP group and the TBLT group 

 

As shown in table 18, There were 10 participants (P=10) from the PPP group and 11 participants 

(P=11) from the TBLT group in the delayed post-test. The delayed post-test scores reveal an 

average of 14,6 in the PPP group and 15,091 in the TBLT group. The following tables show 

the results from the sub-conditions in the delayed post-test. First, table 19 displays the results 

from the sub-condition targeting local singular agreement. 

Table 19: Delayed post-test scores from both groups in the local singular agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 19 shows that the accuracy percentage of the PPP-group in the local singular agreement 

sub-condition in the delayed post-test was 61,70, while the accuracy percentage of the TBLT-

group was 72,73, revealing a difference of 11,03 %. The TBLT group has the highest accuracy 

percentage in this sub-condition, like in the pre-test. Table 20 shows the results from the sub-

condition targeting local plural agreement. 
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Table 20: Delayed post-test scores from both groups in the local plural agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 20 shows that the accuracy percentage of the PPP-group in the local plural agreement 

sub-condition in the delayed post-test was 65,00, while the accuracy percentage of the TBLT-

group was 65,15, revealing a difference of 0,15 %. The variance from the local singular sub-

condition is 3,3 % and 7,58 % for the PPP group and the TBLT group, respectively; however, 

the former group has a higher accuracy percentage than in the local singular sub-condition, as 

opposed to the latter group. Similarly to the pre-test results, the TBLT group find the local 

plural condition less challenging than the PPP group. Next, table 21 displays the scores from 

the sub-condition targeting long-distance singular agreement. 

Table 21: Delayed post-test scores from both groups in the long-distance singular agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 21 shows that the accuracy percentage of the PPP-group in the local plural agreement 

sub-condition in the delayed post-test was 70,00, while the accuracy percentage of the TBLT-

group was 66,67, revealing a difference of 3,33 %. Both groups have higher scores than in the 

local plural sub-condition, with a difference of 5 % and 1,52 % for the PPP group and the TBLT 

group, respectively. Similarly to the pre-test, both groups find long-distance singular agreement 

easier than local plural agreement. The last table (22) displaying the sub-conditions from the 

acceptability judgement tasks shows the sub-condition targeting long-distance plural 

agreement.  

Table 22: Delayed post-test scores from both groups in the long-distance plural agreement sub-condition 

 

Table 22 shows that the accuracy percentage of the PPP-group in the local plural agreement 

sub-condition in the delayed post-test was 46,67, while the accuracy percentage of the TBLT-

group was 54,55, revealing a difference of 7,88 %. The data reveals an accuracy discrepancy 

between the long-distance singular and the long-distance plural sub-conditions of 23,33 % and 
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12,12 % for the PPP and TBLT groups, respectively. Like in the pre-test and post-test, the long-

distance plural sub-condition appears to be the most challenging for both groups.  

5.2.3.1 Delayed post-test: Summary 

Analogously with the post-test results, both groups found the long-distance plural sub-condition 

to be the most challenging in the delayed post-test, following prediction 2. On the other hand, 

the PPP group found the local plural and long-distance singular sub-conditions less challenging 

than the local singular sub-condition, contradicting prediction 2. The TBLT group had the 

highest accuracy percentage in all sub-conditions except for the local plural sub-condition, 

unlike the results from the pre-test and post-test.  

Only one of the groups improved its accuracy percentage from the pre-test overall. The scores 

went from 14 in the PPP group and 15,368 in the TBLT group to a mean score of 14,6 in the 

PPP group and 15,091 in the TBLT group. However, as fewer of the students participated in 

the delayed post-test than in the pre-test, it is impossible to assume that this improvement is a 

long-term effect of the intervention.  

5.2.4 Summary: All tests 

When examining the test results, there is one common observation in all three tests: Long-

distance plural agreement is the most challenging sub-condition for both groups. The accuracy 

percentage in the other sub-conditions varied greatly throughout the three tests, so no other 

common pattern seemed evident. This may be caused by the variability in number of students 

participating in each test, as the parts of the groups that participated in the post-test and delayed 

post-test are not representative of the group’s total number. Additionally, the group sizes were 

initially small, which may further explain the results. Despite this, the accuracy percentage in 

the long-distance plural sub-condition is relatively low compared to the other sub-conditions in 

all tests. If one considers the participants of each test as isolated groups, all six groups find 

long-distance plural agreement challenging. Thus, we can conclude that the second part of 

prediction 2 holds true for these groups.  

5.3 Comparing proficiency test and acceptability judgement 
task scores. 

This sub-section compares the participant’s proficiency score and accuracy percentage in the 

acceptability judgement tests. The results from the PPP group are discussed in 4.3.1, and the 

results from the TBLT group are discussed in 4.3.2. Table 23 is an overview of the results from 
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the PPP group, and table 24 presents the TBLT group’s results. In 4.3.3, prediction 3, which 

stated that participants with low proficiency scores would improve more after the intervention 

than the participants with high proficiency scores, is discussed. 

5.3.1 PPP group results 

The following table (23) shows the participant’s proficiency test scores on the left, with 

corresponding acceptability judgement task accuracy percentage on each test in the subsequent 

columns. The last two columns display differences in accuracy percentage from the pre-test to 

the post-test and delayed post-test. Empty cells represent non-participation. 

Table 23: Data from the PPP group’s proficiency test and acceptability judgement tasks 

 

Table 23 reveals some interesting findings. Firstly, the results show some correlation between 

proficiency score and accuracy percentage. Looking at the pre-test and proficiency score, one 

can see that only two participants had a near-target like accuracy percentage above 90 %. These 

participants had an accuracy percentage of 83,33 and 87,50, with proficiency scores of 33 and 

36, respectively. However, there seems to be little correlation between proficiency score and 

accuracy percentage for the rest of the participants. For example, one participant had a 17 

proficiency score, one of the two lowest scores in this group, and a 66,67 accuracy percentage, 

which is among the highest accuracy percentages in the pre-test for this group. Additionally, 

one participant had a proficiency score of 36, one of the two highest scores in the PPP group, 

however, with an accuracy percentage of 54,17, which is under the group’s mean at 58,33 % 

and far from target like. Only three participants have proficiency scores above the mean (29,5) 

with accuracy percentages above the mean. Accordingly, there seems to be no correlation 

between proficiency score and accuracy in the pre-test group. 
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When comparing the accuracy percentage of the pre-test and post-test, there is an increase in 

accuracy percentage in eight participants, no improvement in one participant and a decrease in 

accuracy in two participants. Four participants increase their accuracy by more than 10 %. 

These findings may indicate a short-term improvement effect for most participants after the 

intervention in the PPP group. There are, however, no clear correlations between proficiency 

score and accuracy percentage improvement or decrease.  

The results paint a different picture when comparing the delayed post-test results to the pre-test 

results. Five out of the ten participants experienced decreased accuracy percentage, while the 

other half improved from the pre-test to the delayed post-test. Two participants experienced a 

decrease in accuracy above 10 %, and four participants increased their accuracy by more than 

10 % in the delayed post-test. The increases and decreases in accuracy among the participants 

in the PPP group seem arbitrary, so there appears to be no long-term effect of the intervention. 

Additionally, there seems to be no correlation between proficiency score and accuracy 

percentage in the delayed post-test.  

5.3.2 TBLT group results 

The following table (24) shows the corresponding data to the former table (23) for the TBLT 

group. 

Table 24: Data from the TBLT group’s proficiency test and acceptability judgement tasks 
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Table 24 shows the results from the TBLT group. Four participants had a near-target-like 

accuracy percentage in the pre-test in this group. These participants had accuracy percentages 

of 87,50, 79,17, 87,50 and 79,17 with proficiency scores at 35, 30, 21 and 36, respectively. The 

mean proficiency test score for this group was 30,1176, meaning that three of the participants 

with high accuracy percentage also had proficiency scores near or above the mean, while one 

of these participants had a proficiency score far below the mean. Both participants with 

proficiency scores below and above the mean have accuracy percentages below or above the 

mean (64,47 %) in the pre-test. Consequently, similarly to the PPP group, there seems to be 

little correlation between proficiency test score and pre-test accuracy percentage for this group.  

Comparing the pre-test and post-test results reveal divergent results from the PPP group. Out 

of 14 participants in the post-test, only three have improved their accuracy from the pre-test, 

while the rest have decreased their accuracy percentage. In addition, seven participants 

decreased their score by over 10 %, two of these by over 20 %, and one participant decreased 

their accuracy by 33,33 %. These findings indicate a negative short-term effect from the 

intervention, as opposed to the results from the PPP group. Similarly, however, there appears 

to be no correlation between accuracy development from the pre-test to post-test and 

proficiency score to the PPP group.  

Five participants had improved their accuracy percentage in the delayed post-test, and five had 

decreased their accuracy percentage from the pre-test. In contrast, one participant maintained 

the same accuracy percentage. One participant improved their accuracy score in the delayed 

post-test by over 20 %, while one experienced an above 10 % decrease in accuracy. The most 

prominent number from the delayed post-test is from one participant whose accuracy decreased 

by 45,83 % from the pre-test to the delayed post-test. Accordingly, there are no apparent long-

term effects from the intervention, and the changes in accuracy seem arbitrary. Similarly to the 

PPP group results, there seems to be no correlation between proficiency score and pre-test to 

delayed post-test accuracy development.  

The changes in accuracy across the three tests seem arbitrary for both groups, so no short- or 

long-term effects are evident. Furthermore, no correlation was found between proficiency score 

and development in accuracy percentage across tests in either group. Consequently, prediction 

3 is not born out for these groups.  
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5.4 Test scores and intervention effects 

This section examines the intervention effects based on the test results from the pre-test, the 

post-test and the delayed post-test. The results are discussed concerning prediction 4 and 

prediction 5 in 5.4.1 and 5.4.2. 

- Prediction 4: The post-test will show improvement in test scores for both groups. 

- Prediction 5: Improvements in the PPP group will subside in the delayed post-test, 

while the improvements will remain in the TBLT group. Alternatively, the improvements in 

the TBLT group subside less than the improvements in the PPP group. 

5.4.1 Comparing the test scores 

Figure 4 shows the variation in accuracy percentage throughout all acceptability judgement 

tasks for both groups. 

 

Figure 4: Accuracy development for both groups, across all three tests 

Figure 4 shows that the group’s accuracy percentage development over time varies greatly. The 

PPP group’s accuracy percentage goes from 58,33 in the pre-test to 63,64 in the post-test and 

to 60,84 in the delayed post-test. By contrast, the TBLT group’s accuracy percentage goes from 

64,47 in the pre-test, 54,17 in the post-test, and 62,88 in the delayed post-test. Consequently, 

the PPP group increased their accuracy, short-term, by 5,31 % and long-term, by 2,51 %. 

Conversely, the TBLT group decreased their accuracy short-term, by 10,30 % and long-term, 

by 1,59 %. The following sub-sections will examine these findings concerning prediction 4 and 

prediction 5. 

Prediction 4 stated that both groups would improve test scores in the post-test. This was only 

true for the PPP group and opposite of the results from the TBLT group in the post-test, where 



 

Page 48 of 83 

the group experienced a decrease in accuracy percentage. As the two groups were subjected to 

different interventions – a PPP approach and a TBLT session, the former seems to have a more 

significant short-term effect in teaching subject-verb agreement (elaborated upon in section 

7.2.3). The difference is striking; however, when considering the discrepancy in participation 

across the acceptability judgement tasks, the results have little reliability in determining group 

performances. This discrepancy must also be considered when analyzing the results in relation 

to prediction 5.  

5.4.2 Long-term development 

The variation between the two groups is smaller when examining the delayed post-test results. 

The PPP group sees a decrease in accuracy from the post-test but an increase from the pre-test. 

This decrease may suggest that the short-term effects of the intervention have subsided to some 

degree. In contrast, the TBLT group’s accuracy increased from the post-test and is more akin 

to the group’s results from the pre-test. On the other hand, the delayed post-test results from the 

TBLT group are still lower than the results from the pre-test, indicating that the intervention 

had no long-term effects. Prediction 5 stated that the improvements made by the PPP group 

would subside or subside more than the improvements made by the TBLT group, in the delayed 

post-test. As can be seen in figure 4, this did not occur. Although the PPP group’s improvements 

did subside from the post-test to the delayed post-test, this was only a part of the prediction. 

Because the TBLT-group’s accuracy percentage decreased from the pre-test to the delayed 

post-test, prediction 5 was ultimately contradicted. This analysis must be considered with the 

participation discrepancy in mind, so the results are not representative of what might have been 

if all participants of both groups participated in each test.  

5.5 The interventions – sequence of events 

In this sub-section, the sequence of events for both interventions are presented. In contrast to 

the descriptions of the interventions, presented in 4.3.1 and 4.3.2, this sub-section presents how 

the two teaching sessions unfolded, from the perspective of the instructor and the participants.  

5.5.1 Presentation Practice Production 

The presentation of the grammatical constructions went well, and the students seemed to pay 

attention at first; however, they seemed to lose attention towards the end of the presentation. 

After the presentation, the students reported (prompted by the instructor) that they found the 

presentation tedious and difficult when the constructions became more complicated.  
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During the practice stage, the students seemed to find some of the situational grammar tasks 

challenging, especially those with long-distance agreement. The students also seemed to find 

this task a bit boring. The next task was, reportedly, more enjoyable, and the students seemed 

to like the competitive aspect. 

During the production stage of the session, the students were given pictures and asked to 

describe the actions present in the pictures, hoping to produce the targeted grammatical 

construction. Unfortunately, the participants produced fewer sentences containing the targeted 

structure than expected. However, all groups produced some sentences and managed to discuss 

them with each other. In sum, the session was mostly successful, and the students seemed to 

enjoy the assignments when they went beyond just grammar-related tasks or instruction. 

5.5.2 Task Based Language Teaching 

The priming activity went according to plan. First, the instructor and the students discussed the 

term “philanthropy”, which lasted for about five minutes. The students mostly used YouTube 

related celebrities as examples, and the instructor prompted discussions on the positive and 

negative sides of philanthropy. 

The task received mixed receptions within the group. It was clear that about half of the students 

did not put much effort into their work. This may be described as one of the weaknesses of the 

intervention; the intervention is an isolated event with no actual impact on the students grading. 

Consequently, a substantial part of the students did not consider the task worth the effort. 

However, the task worked as intended for the students who did put in the effort. That means 

the instructor got to view the participant’s work while in progress and correct ungrammatical 

constructions of the targeted structure where it was needed. The post-task went as intended, and 

the group seemed to pay attention to the instruction. 
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6 Limitations 

This chapter discusses sources of error and possible ways to improve the study. In 6.1, problems 

related to timing are discussed, while 6.2 discusses participation deficits in the study. 6.3 

discusses why some of these problems occurred and ways these problems could have been 

avoided. Lastly, 6.4 discusses the limitations and strengths of doing the study in a naturalistic 

setting.  

6.1 Timing 

The quasi-experiment (see 4) was designed to last one month. During week one, the pre-test, 

intervention and the post-test were performed. The study intended to do the delayed post-test 

during week five. However, due to logistical problems, i.e. the lower secondary school where 

the study took place could not provide access to the groups as per the design, which led to the 

delayed post-test being performed in week eight. Having the delayed post-test three weeks after 

the intended time interval is not a problem. Measuring the effects on a long-term basis might 

even be an advantage. On the other hand, if the purpose were to measure the effects of the 

intervention through a larger time span, more post-tests would have been preferable, as more 

test-results could highlight patterns of diminishing or increasing effects.  

6.2 Participants 

Another problem faced during this study was participants not attending class at the times when 

the tests were performed. This led to far fewer participants having their knowledge measured 

in all tests. As stated earlier, only 8 out of 16 participants were measured at all points in the 

PPP group, and only 11 out of the 20 participants in the TBLT group were measured at all 

points. In other words, far fewer data was gathered than what was intended. Because of this, 

the representability of the data collected during the study is limited. To improve the 

representability of the study, a larger group should be used. In this case, that means using 

several classes, perhaps across several schools. 

6.3 Why these problems occur and possible countermeasures 

One of the risks of doing a study in one or more school classes is the unpredictability that 

follows. Regarding timing, the long delay in performing the delayed post-test according to plan 

was because of spontaneous issues that could not be pre-planned for. Having the students follow 

their curriculum is a priority, and if the agreed-upon appointments for test-taking stand in the 

way of this, motivation for study participation might be impaired. Low student participation 
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had several causes. Sometimes, a participant had other duties to attend to at the appointed hour. 

Other times; there was sickness. There were also times when some participants were 

unmotivated and refused to take the test. 

These are complex issues to prevent, as they are a natural part of everyday school. There are, 

however, measurements that could have been taken to limit participant dropout. Suppose the 

study had been organized as part of a more substantial cooperative venture. In that case, the 

school from which the participant data was collected might have been more inclined to take 

measures to facilitate a more fluid run of the study. In other words, closer cooperation between 

schools and universities might lay the groundwork for smoother operations.  

6.4 Naturalistic setting 

This study was conducted in a naturalistic setting, and therefore, it is affected by several 

uncontrolled variables (see 4). The groups were chosen based on the classes the participants 

were in, i.e., intact classes, so the instruction they received throughout their English education 

is diverse. Subsequently, this may factor into the two group’s English proficiency levels. There 

will also be differences in learning and social environment between the two groups. On the 

other hand, these factors are always a part of Norwegian’s formal education. Therefore, the 

study reflects the school setting realistically, increasing the face validity of the study (see 4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Page 53 of 83 

7 Discussion 

This section discusses the research questions and predictions considering the study’s results 

and the background presented in section 2. The research questions and predictions were the 

following: 

RQ 1: Do Norwegian L1 learners of English have little knowledge of the third person 

singular "-s"? 

RQ 2: Is there any variation in accuracy on the sub-categories; local singular 

agreement, local plural agreement, long-distance singular agreement and long-

distance plural agreement among L1 Norwegian L2 English learners? 

RQ 3: Does instruction affect learner’s knowledge of subject verb agreement? 

RQ 4: Do different types of instruction affect learner’s knowledge of subject-verb 

agreement differently?  

Prediction 1: Subject-verb agreement will be problematic for both groups in the pre-test. 

Prediction 2: The sub-conditions local plural agreement and long-distance singular agreement 

will be more challenging for the participants than local singular agreement. Long-distance 

plural agreement will be the most difficult. 

Prediction 3: Participants with low proficiency test scores will improve more in the post-test 

and delayed post-test than those with high proficiency test scores. 

Prediction 4: The post-test will show improvement in test scores for both groups. 

Prediction 5: Improvements in the PPP group will subside in the delayed post-test, while the 

improvements will remain in the TBLT group. Alternatively, the improvements in the TBLT 

group subside less than the improvements in the PPP group. 

In 7.1, the predictions are reviewed in a discussion of the results in section 5. The research 

questions are addressed in 7.2, connecting this study’s findings to the framework presented in 

the background section (2). Lastly, 7.3 discusses the possible pedagogical implications of the 

study.  

 



 

Page 54 of 83 

7.1 The predictions 

 

7.1.1 Subject-verb agreement will be problematic for both groups in the 
pre-test. 

Prediction 1 is corroborated because both groups had a lower than 90 % accuracy (see 5.4.1), 

which is considered target-like. Individually, only two participants scored above 90 % accuracy, 

one from the PPP group in the post-test (see table 23) and one from the TBLT group in the 

delayed post-test (see table 24). Additionally, none of the groups scored higher than 90 % in 

any of the sub-conditions throughout all three tests. This is in line with the previously discussed 

studies: Jensen (2016), Jensen et al. (2019) and Garshol (2018). Some participants achieved 

near-target like scores throughout the tests, however, most participants scored considerably 

lower. 

7.1.2 Plural and Long-distance agreement is more challenging than local 
singular agreement. 

The challenge posed by plural and long-distance agreement was formulated in prediction 2 and 

follows findings in Jensen et al. (2019). The participants in this study found long-distance plural 

agreement to be the most challenging sub-condition. This trend remained constant throughout 

all three tests. On the other hand, the data was not as concise about the remaining sub-

conditions. Local singular agreement usually had the highest accuracy in both groups, however, 

not consistently. For example, in the pre-test, the TBLT-group had higher accuracy in the long-

distance singular sub-condition than in the local singular sub-condition. Hence, prediction 2 

does not bear out completely. 

7.1.3 Low proficiency and test score improvement 

Participants with lower proficiency scores were predicted to improve more after the 

intervention in contrast to participants with higher proficiency scores (prediction 3). This 

tendency was predicted based on earlier research (Jensen, 2016), where there was found to be 

a correlation between low proficiency scores and low accuracy in acceptability judgement. This 

correlation might indicate that participant’s with low proficiency have little knowledge of 

agreement and might have the most to gain from instruction. 

 The changes in accuracy across the three tests seem arbitrary for both groups, so no short- or 

long-term effects are evident. Furthermore, no correlation was found between proficiency score 
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and development in accuracy percentage across tests in either group. Consequently, prediction 

3 is not born out for these groups.  

7.1.4 Short-term improvements in accuracy  

Prediction 4 stated that both groups would see improvements from the pre-test to the post-test. 

The results, however, show that the TBLT group did not experience any improvements in the 

post-test. On the contrary, the TBLT group’s accuracy decreased shortly after the intervention. 

Then again, the PPP group’s results did increases substantially in the post-test, indicating a 

short-term effect from the corresponding intervention (see 5.4.1; figure 4). Accordingly, 

prediction 4 is somewhat fulfilled as short-term effects from the intervention can be observed 

in the PPP group. 

7.1.5 Long-term improvements in accuracy 

Prediction 5 professed that improvements observed in the post-test would remain for the TBLT 

group and subside for the PPP group, or alternatively, that improvements would subside less 

for the TBLT group. Either way, the prediction implied that the TBLT intervention would have 

more robust long-term effects than the PPP intervention. The data revealed that there were no 

significant long-term effects for either group (see 5.4.1; figure 4). The TBLT group did increase 

their accuracy to near pre-test results, back up from the groups substantial decrease in the post-

test, however, the intervention is no apparent causal factor. Furthermore, the increase in 

accuracy observed in the post-test fell back to near-pre-test levels for the PPP group, thus the 

effects from the intervention do not seem to carry on long-term. Consequently, prediction 5 

was not corroborated. Note however, that the PPP group, which initially had a lower overall 

accuracy in the pre-test, ended up catching up to the TBLT group in the delayed post-test. 

7.2 The research questions 

This sub-section seeks to answer the abovementioned research questions by, firstly, discussing 

RQ 1 and RQ 2 through the findings from section 5 with empirical data and theory from the 

GenSLA research field, presented in section 2. The later research questions (RQ 3 and RQ 4) 

are discussed with theory on ISLA as its backdrop, also presented in section 2.  

7.2.1 Do Norwegians have little knowledge of the third person singular “-
s”? 

This study adopts the views presented in White (2003) and Slabakova (2008), known as 

“syntax-before-morphology” and “the bottleneck hypothesis”, respectively. Both see functional 
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morphology as more challenging to acquire than syntax and view functional morphology a 

stumbling block for English learners at more advanced levels. These views are supported in the 

data from Jackson et al. (2018) for Chinese learners, making the authors conclude that 

functional morphology is challenging regardless of the learner’s L1. The present study sought 

to test if L1 Norwegian learners of L2 English in the lower secondary school followed this 

pattern by testing their accuracy in judging sentences with subject-verb agreement.  

The accuracy scores found among the participants from this study are echoed in Jensen et al. 

(2019.) This study set out to test the bottleneck hypothesis and found that the third person 

singular “-s” seems harder to acquire than non-V2 syntax, which supports the hypothesis. 

Similar evidence was also found in Jensen (2016), however, only with respect to judging 

ungrammatical sentences. Garshol (2018) did not seek to test the bottleneck hypothesis, 

however, the study did find evidence from corpus data supporting the claim that L1 Norwegians 

find English agreement challenging. The bottleneck hypothesis was also adopted in this thesis, 

and accordingly, participants were predicted to find subject-verb agreement challenging, 

however, not by comparing it to verb movement like in Jensen et al. (2019). 

Throughout the present study, both groups scored, on average, substantially lower than what is 

described as target like, and there were only a few individual cases of target like accuracy. 

There was, however, no correlation between general proficiency level and acceptability 

judgement task score. Therefore, the participant’s acquisition of the third person singular “-s” 

cannot be categorized as relatively low in relation to their general English proficiency level. 

Nevertheless, the group’s accuracy scores are far from target like, making it likely that the 

participants have relatively limited knowledge of the third person singular “-s”. Consequently, 

this study maintains the bottleneck hypothesis claiming the participants did indeed find subject-

verb agreement challenging. 

7.2.2 Variations in accuracy on the sub-conditions 

In Jensen et al. (2019) the participants showed lower accuracy in some sub-conditions than 

others. As mentioned above, this was also predicted to occur in the present study. Looking at 

the data from 5.2, it is apparent that the long-distance plural sub-condition was the most 

challenging for the participants in this study. The other sub-conditions were less conclusive; 

however, local singular agreement was usually the easiest of the four sub-conditions. The cause 

for this tendency in Norwegian learners is explored in the following. 
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This discrepancy between accurately judging the different sub-conditions shows that subject-

verb agreement, a challenging concept to learn in the first place, can become even more difficult 

when presented in sentences with more “noise”. That means, when the subject and the verb are 

separated by longer distances, it seems that the participants find it harder to judge the sentence 

accurately. The long-distance plural sub-condition has been recorded in earlier research as the 

most difficult of the sub-conditions, and so plurality also appear to play a role. One reason as 

to why plurality may impact accuracy judgement is because plural agreement has no agreement 

marker, and so the singular, “-s”-marking, is overgeneralized.  Jensen et al. (2019, 21) 

hypothesize that this overgeneralization may be due to overlearning of the singular “-s”-marker. 

Furthermore, the authors also reason that processing difficulties make the long-distance plural 

sub-condition challenging, because it provides two elements of difficulty into the structure (22), 

as opposed to local plural and long-distance singular agreement, which only have one element 

of difficulty.  

7.2.3 The effects of language instruction 

This study used an intervention on two different groups to test the effects of instruction on the 

learner’s knowledge of subject-verb agreement. The study was used to answer RQ 3 and RQ 4. 

The former posed the question of whether instruction influences subject-verb agreement in L1 

Norwegian L2 English learners, and the latter asked whether different instructional methods 

have differing effects. The PPP group’s intervention was a teaching method called TBLT (see 

2.3.7). One of the principles of grammar teaching through tasks is to teach it implicitly. PPP, 

on the other hand (see 2.3.8), teaches grammar explicitly. To discuss the research questions, 

the results from the present study, empirical evidence and literature from the ISLA field of 

research is used.   

7.2.3.1 Does instruction affect learner’s knowledge of subject-verb agreement? 

The results in the present study display varied effects for each group (see 5.4.1). The post-test 

results show a short-term increase in accuracy in the PPP group, while the TBLT group 

experienced a substantial decrease. Conversely, in the delayed post-test, both groups exhibit 

similar results to the ones found in the pre-test, showing no convincing long-term effects from 

the intervention. This means that for these two groups, the instruction did not affect the learner’s 

knowledge of subject-verb agreement in the long-term. It should, however, be noted that the 

PPP-group did catch up to the TBLT group. 
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Based on these findings, the two groups responded somewhat differently to the two 

interventions used. In Hirakawa, Shibuya & Endo (2019) (see 2.3.2) two groups of Japanese 

students were either exposed to explicit input or naturalistic input. Here, the group that received 

explicit instruction did show improvement on the targeted structure, first in the post-test, then, 

further development in the delayed post-test. The group receiving natural exposure did not show 

significant improvement in the post-test or delayed post-test. This result echoes the results from 

the post-test in the present study (see 5.4.1), where the group receiving explicit grammar 

instruction was the only group showing improvement. On the other hand, while natural 

exposure and TBLT both provide implicit grammar input, TBLT can still focus its tasks on 

specific grammatical constructions in a way that is impossible through natural exposure alone. 

Therefore, the comparison should be taken with a grain of salt. Nevertheless, teaching grammar 

through PPP, and explicit grammar instruction are comparable, and so the short-term effects 

that were measured in the PPP group may possibly support the findings in Hirakawa, Shibuya 

& Endo (2019).  

In contrast, the findings from Umeda et al. (2019) showed, through multiple post-tests that long-

term effects of explicit grammar instruction decreased after the instruction subsided. The 

improvements made by the participants subsided between post-test 2 (one week after the 

intervention) and post-test 3 (twelve weeks after the intervention). These results are more like 

those found in the present study (see 5.4.1), were the effects of the PPP-intervention subsided, 

between the post-test (one week after the intervention) and the delayed post-test (two months). 

However, the scores were still higher than in the pre-test (see figure 4, 5.4.2). This may be 

interpreted in two ways: Either the participants have retained some of their improved 

knowledge of subject-verb agreement or, the effects will continue to subside. Ideally, the study 

would have used more post-tests over a longer time-span to better examine the long-term effects 

of the intervention. 

It should also be noted that the metanalysis (Li, 2010), which focused on corrective feedback 

(see 2.3.4), found that explicit CF was more effective in the short-term, while implicit CF was 

more effective in the long-term. Again, these results are reflected in the post-test results from 

the PPP group in the present study, and the results from the post-tests in the abovementioned 

studies.  

Ultimately, the literature seems to favor both implicit and explicit grammar teaching along the 

lines of the focus on form view, however, with an emphasis on implicit learning (see 2.3.2). 
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Hirakawa, Shibuya & Endo (2019) and Umeda et al. (2019) come to diverging conclusions 

regarding the effects of explicit grammar instruction. On the other hand, they did not test the 

same construct, testing for adjective ordering restrictions and article use, respectively. The same 

can be said for using the present study in this discussion, which should be kept in mind.  

7.3 Pedagogical implications 

The results show that grammatical instruction might be effective in the short-term for learning 

subject-verb agreement; however, The PPP group was the only group that showed 

improvement. Accordingly, the finding may support explicit grammar teaching in English 

instruction. However, as mentioned in 5.5, the group subjected to the PPP intervention found 

the situational grammar task and the presentation explaining subject-verb agreement tedious. 

The students also found the presentation hard to follow. This may be because the participants 

found it tedious or because the participants had little explicit knowledge of subject-verb 

agreement; thus, the more complicated structures became a challenge for them. Nevertheless, 

explicit grammar teaching might be an effective way of teaching subject-verb agreement, 

however, instructors should be careful to design the tasks in ways that are engaging for the 

students. Creating engaging tasks may increase student motivation and involvement in the 

teaching session and, consequently, the effectiveness of instruction. 

The effects of the intervention effects on the TBLT group might have been more substantial if 

the teaching session had been more successful. In addition, during the intervention, the main 

task engaged fewer students than was intended. If the study was carried out as a part of the 

student’s curriculum and the main task was incorporated as part of their assessment basis, the 

task might have been more beneficial. Accordingly, the findings from the present study should 

be read with these shortcomings in mind. 

The results from the sub-conditions showed that local singular agreement was the least 

challenging for the participants and that the plural and long-distance conditions made the 

sentences more demanding. In Jensen et al. (2019, 18), the results show that the local singular 

agreement sub-condition develops in a steeper slope than the other sub-conditions as 

proficiency scores get higher. Unsurprisingly, the long-distance plural sub-condition develops 

in a gentler slope, showing that a higher proficiency score was less impactful for this sub-

condition. Therefore, language instruction might gain from more specific targeting of subject-

verb agreement constructions with plural nouns and long-distance agreement, as even proficient 

learners have difficulties with these sentences.  
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The present study used acceptability judgement testing to compare two different pedagogical 

interventions, a novel design that should be used in the future. Although the findings in the 

present study may be lacking in representativity, its design might be improved upon to make 

up for the shortcoming of the present study. Using a greater sample, with more groups and 

larger group sizes, a similar design might make discoveries that can be used in language 

instruction. The design can also be improved by employing more post-tests and increasing the 

duration of the study to capture the long-term effects of the interventions. 
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8 Conclusion 

The study in this thesis tested the acquisition of L2 English subject-verb agreement in two 

groups of L1 Norwegian lower secondary school students. Previous studies (Jensen et al., 2019; 

Garshol 2018) have shown that English subject-verb agreement is challenging for Norwegians. 

The findings from the former study also showed that plurality and long-distance make the 

subject-verb agreement harder to acquire for L1 Norwegians. However, few studies have 

investigated the effects of instruction on L1 Norwegian L2 English subject-verb acquisition. 

Therefore, the present study also tried to compare two pedagogical approaches to grammar 

instruction; Task Based Language Teaching and Presentation Practice Production.  

To achieve these goals, the present study used an acceptability judgement task in a pre-test, 

post-test and a delayed post-test. The intervention was carried out right after the pre-test and 

one day before the post-test, and was made up of two different, 60-minute teaching sessions – 

one for each group. Additionally, an English proficiency test and a questionnaire were used to 

examine whether proficiency score is linked to accuracy in the acceptability judgement tasks. 

The questionnaire was used mainly to determine the participants L1’s, gender and year of birth.  

The findings from the abovementioned studies make up the basis for two of the research 

questions (RQ 1 and RQ 2), developed for this thesis. RQ 3 and RQ 4 were formulated based 

on literature from the ISLA framework (see 2.3). Thus, the following research questions were 

conceived: RQ 1: Do Norwegian L1 learners of English have little knowledge of the third 

person singular "-s"? RQ 2: Is there any variation in accuracy on the sub-categories; local 

singular agreement, local plural agreement, long-distance singular agreement and long-distance 

plural agreement among L1 Norwegian L2 English learners? RQ 3: Does instruction affect 

learner’s knowledge of the third person singular “-s”? RQ 4: Do different types of instruction 

affect learner’s knowledge of the third person singular “-s” differently? 

The research questions were investigated through the acceptability judgement tasks. The results 

from the acceptability judgement varied substantially from pre-test to post-test and from post-

test to delayed post-test. The test scores show that the participants do indeed find subject-verb 

agreement challenging, all scoring below 90 % accuracy. This is in line with the previously 

described studies Jensen et al. (2019) and Garshol (2018). Jensen et al. (2019) also found that 

plural and long-distance agreement was more challenging than local singular agreement. This 
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is supported by the results in the present study, where the participants had the lowest accuracy 

when judging the condition that targeted long-distance plural agreement.  

Using the pre-test scores as a baseline, the TBLT group decreased in mean accuracy scores 

substantially in the post-test and slightly in the delayed post-test. The PPP group increased their 

accuracy substantially in the post-test and slightly in the delayed post-test. Accordingly, the 

PPP intervention may have had positive short-term effects on subject-verb agreement accuracy. 

There were no substantial long-term effects for either group. However, the results should be 

taken with a grain of salt because of the variation in participation for each test; additionally, the 

groups were initially small, so the representability of the study is limited.  

Subject-verb agreement is challenging for L1 Norwegians learning L2 English. Therefore, 

future investigations should explore effective ways of teaching this phenomenon. Combining 

acceptability judgement tasks and pedagogical interventions to measure the effects of language 

instruction is a promising design. Future research should use larger sample sizes and use longer 

studies, with additional post-tests. These improvements would increase the representability and 

better capture the long-term effects of the interventions. The present thesis sought to highlight 

challenges in acquiring subject-verb agreement and, additionally, to compare implicit and 

explicit grammar instruction. The results were not completely in line with the predictions. 

However, through the study’s design, these goals were ultimately reached.  
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Appendix 2: Consent form 
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Appendix 3: Oxford Proficiency Test 

Instructions: Please complete the sentences by selecting the best answer from theavailable 

answers below. You can select by underlining or making an X next to your choice. 

1) Water ________ at a temperature of 100° C. 

is to boil    is boiling     boils 

2) In some countries ________ very hot all the time. 

there is    is      it is 

3) In cold countries people wear thick clothes _________ warm. 

for keeping    to keep     for to keep 

4) In England people are always talking about _________. 

a weather    the weather     weather 

5) In some places __________ almost every day. 

it rains    there rains     it raining 

6) In deserts there isn't _________ grass. 

the     some      any 

7) Places near the Equator have ________ weather even in the cold season. 

a warm    the warm     warm 

8) In England ____________ time of year is usually from December to February. 

coldest    the coldest     colder 

9) ____________ people don't know what it's like in other countries. 

The most    most of     most 

10) Very ________ people can travel abroad. 
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less     little      few 

11) Mohammed Ali ___________ his first world title fight in 1960. 

has won    won      is winning 

12) After he ___________ an Olympic gold medal, he became a professional boxer. 

had won    have won     was winning 

13) His religious beliefs _____________ change his name when he became a champion. 

have made him   made him to     made him 

14) If he __________ lost his first fight with Sonny Liston, no one would have been 

surprised. 

has     would have     had 

15) He has traveled a lot ___________ as a boxer and as a world-famous personality. 

both     and      or 

16) He is very well known _____________ the world. 

all in     all over     in all 

17) Many people _______________ he was the greatest boxer of all time. 

is believing    are believing     believe 

18) To be the best ___________ the world is not easy. 

from     in      of 

19) Like any top sportsman, Ali ___________ train very hard. 

had to    must       should 
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20) Even though he has now lost his title, people _________ always remember him as a 

champion. 

would      will     did 

 

Part II:  

Read the following passage about the history of aviation and choose the best answer for 

each blank. Note that it is a continuous story. 

21) The history of _________________ is 

airplane    the airplane     an airplane 

22) _____________ short one. For many centuries men 

quite a     a quite      quite 

23) _________________ to fly, but with 

are trying    try      had tried 

24) ______________ success. In the 19th century a few people 

little     few      a little 

25) succeeded _________________ in balloons. But it wasn't until 

to fly     in flying     into flying 

26) the beginning of ________________ century that anybody 

last     next      that 

27) __________ able to fly in a machine 

were     is      was 

28) ________________ was heavier than air, in other words, in 
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who     which      what 

29) _______________ we now call a 'plane'. The first people to achieve 

who     which      what 

30) 'powered flight' were the Wright brothers. __________ was the machine 

his     their      theirs 

31) which was the forerunner of the Jumbo jets and supersonic airliners that are 

___________ common 

such     such a      some 

32) sight today. They ________________ hardly have imagined that in 1969, 

could     should      couldn't 

33) ____________________ more than half a century later, 

not much    not many     no much 

34) a man ___________________ landed on the moon. 

will be    had been     would have 

35) Already __________ is taking the first steps towards the stars. 

a man     man      the man 

36) Although space satellites have existed ____________ less 

since     during      for 

37) than forty years, we are now dependent __________ them for all 

from     of      on 

38) kinds of __________________. Not only 
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informations    information     an information 

39) ________________ being used for scientific research in 

are they    they are     there are 

40) space, but also to see what kind of weather ________________. 

is coming    comes      come 
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Appendix 4: Score Sheet 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Page 78 of 83 

Appendix 5: Agreement sentence pairs 

1) Main clauses with local agreement, singular subjects   
 

 

2) Main clauses with local agreement, plural subjects   

 

3) Main clauses with long distance agreement, singular subjects   

 

The girl drinks a lot of water every   

day  

*The girl drink a lot of water every   

day  

The boy likes to go swimming in the   

ocean  

*The boy like to go swimming in   

the ocean  

The girl drives to work every   

Wednesday morning  

*The girl drive to work every   

Wednesday morning  

The student loves to read books   

about football  

*The student love to read books   

about football  

The teacher eats fish for dinner every   

Friday  

*The teacher eat fish for dinner   

every Friday  

The brown dog plays with the yellow   

football  

*The brown dog play with the   

yellow football  

  

The kids like to play in the park every 

weekend  

*The kids likes to play in the park   

every weekend  

The teachers give their students a lot   

of homework  

The teachers gives their students a   

lot homework  

The cats play with the yellow and   

green ball  

*The cats plays with the yellow and   

green ball  

The students sit in the park after   

school  

*The students sits in the park after   

school  

The sisters love to run in the forest  *The sisters loves to run in the   

forest  

The brothers attend football practice   

every day  

The brothers attends football practice every 

day  

 

The house with yellow and white   

doors looks nice  

*The house with yellow and white   

doors look nice  

The teacher with black shoes walks   

to work every day  

*The teacher with black shoes walk   

to work every day  

The boy with blue eyes seems very   

happy  

*The boy with blue eyes seem very   

happy  

The girl with golden earrings takes   

the bus to school  

*The girl with golden earrings take   

the bus to school  

The boy with broken arms tries to   

read a book  

*The boy with broken arms try to   

read a book  

The book about fast cars makes the   

girl happy  

*The book about fast cars make the   

girl happy  
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4) Main clauses with long distance agreement, plural subjects   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The boys in the black car look very   

scary  

*The boys in the black car looks   

very scary  

The parents with the nice car talk to   

their kids  

*The parents with the nice car talks   

to their kids  

The girls with short blonde hair like   

to sit in the park  

* The girls with short blonde hair   

likes to sit in the park    

The cats with long white fur drink   

milk every day   

*The cats with long white fur   

drinks milk every day  

Those tourists with the heavy   

suitcase seem tired  

*Those tourists with the heavy   

suitcase seems tired  

The kids with the red bike play in the   

garden  

*The kids with the red bike plays in   

the garden   
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Appendix 6: Filler sentence pairs 
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Appendix 7: List of subjects and verbs used in the 
practice part of the PPP session 

 

 

 

The man Walks 

The girl Runs 

The boy Swims 

The woman Juggles 

The Clown Drives 

The dog Jumps 

The dragon Supports 

The cat Spends 

 

The player Demands 

The business man Kicks 

The bus driver Turns 

The chef Holds 

The tiger Drinks 

The wolf Sleeps 

The carpenter Greets 

The dentist Takes 

 

The men Walk 

The girls Run 

The boys Swim 

The women Juggle 

The clowns Drive 

The dogs Jump 

The dragons Support 

The cats Spend 

 

The players Demand 

The business men Kick 

The bus drivers Turn 

The chefs Hold 

The tigers Drink 

The wolves Sleep 

The carpenters Greet 

The dentists Take 
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Appendix 8: Questionnaire 
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