
Using explicit/implicit tasks to measure explicit/implicit learning  

 

The distinction between explicit/implicit learning is important in L2 acquisition research 

from a theoretical perspective but it also has implications for pedagogy in terms of using 

language teaching practices that can facilitate explicit or implicit learning.  

In my talk I will approach the explicit/implicit learning issue from the perspective of the 

phenomena and tasks we use to measure whether learners have explicit or implicit knowledge 

of grammatical phenomena. I will pull together the data from four studies to compare groups 

of learners who acquire their L2 in a naturalistic setting (implicit learning) to learners who 

acquire their L2 in a classroom setting (explicit learning). 

The first two studies address the acquisition of passives and definite articles in child L2 

learners of English growing up in the UK and acquiring English in a naturalistic environment 

– implicit learning group (Marinis & Saddy, 2013; Chondrogianni, Vasic, Marinis, & Blom, 

2015). The acquisition of passives was tested using a self-paced listening with picture 

verification task that measures the children’s implicit knowledge (reaction times) and also 

their explicit knowledge (comprehension accuracy). The acquisition of articles was tested 

using a self-paced listening and a production task, both of which measure the children’s 

implicit knowledge of articles.  

The second two studies address the acquisition of past tense morphology and successive 

cyclic movement in two groups of adult L2 learners of English who have acquired English is 

a classroom environment - explicit learning groups -, but one of the two groups now lives in 

the UK and has had a lengthy exposure to English in a naturalistic environment (Pliatsikas & 

Marinis, 2013a; 2013b). Past tense morphology and successive cyclic movement were 

measured using self-paced reading tasks that measure the learners’ implicit knowledge, but 

the comparison is between groups with different types of input (only classroom vs. classroom 

and naturalistic). 

The results from these four studies demonstrate that the learners’ performance depends on the 

nature of the task (measuring explicit vs. implicit knowledge and comprehension vs. 

production), the phenomenon tested (past tense vs. successive cyclic movement), and the 

learners’ acquisition type (naturalistic vs. classroom exposure).  
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