
 
 
 
 
 

In the Name of God 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Tarbiat Modares University 

Faculty of Humanities 

 

The Effect of Form-focused Instruction on the Iranian EFL 

Learners' Acquisition and Development of Wh-questions 

 
Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

Master of Arts in Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) 

 

By: 

Sara Kablehsouri 

 

Supervisor: 

Dr. Reza Ghafar Samar 

 

Advisor: 

Dr. Gholam Reza Kiany 

 

February 2010 

  



 



 

 

 
 

This thesis is dedicated to my family without whose patience, encouragement 

and love the completion of this thesis would not have been possible 

 

 

 

  



 
   



 
 



Acknowledgement 

     I would like to express my thanks to the people without whose help the completion of this 

thesis would not be possible. I must first of all express my deepest gratitude to my supervisor Dr. 

Ghafar Samar for spending his precious time to read my thesis several times and providing 

elaborate and insightful comments. I am also deeply indebted to my advisor Dr. kiany. His 

suggestions and warm encouragement always inspired me with energy and strong motivation to 

move forward. I also wish to thank sincerely Dr. Akbari for his warm support and 

encouragement throughout my graduate study. His critical comments and suggestion always 

sharpened my ideas. My gratitude also goes to my family who supported and motivated me a lot 

through the writing of this thesis. 

 

 

  



Abstract 
Grammar instruction has been one of the most important areas in language teaching. This study 

tries to investigate the effect of form-focused instruction on the acquisition and development of 

three types of wh-questions in an EFL setting (i.e. inversion, do- support, and embedded wh-

questions). In the present study, the participants were 60 Iranian EFL intermediate learners 

between the ages of 12 and 14. Right after the pre-test, they were divided into two groups of 30; 

an experimental group (EG) and a control group (CG). They participated in the present study for 

six weeks. In each week a two-hour session was hold.Learners in EG received the implicit focus 

on form instruction (i.e. input enhancement) while the CG received no special instruction in the 

same way. They were just exposed to the input provided by some texts containing the target 

forms. Just after the treatment period both groups were post-tested. The results of this study 

indicate that while form-focused instruction was effective for Iranian EFL learners’ acquisition 

of wh-questions, its effect on the development of three types of the wh-questions was not the 

same. It was mostly effective regarding the development of the simple inversion wh-questions, 

but it was less effective in relation to two other types (do-support and embedded questions). 

Considering the results of data analysis and comparing to the developmental stages of wh-

question in both first language acquisition and ESL,Iranian EFL learner’s developmental stages 

were in a rather different order. That is, the learners showed the most development in inversion 

questions, and then embedded questions were influenced by the form-focused instructions. At 

last, learners showed the least development in do-support questions. The results of the study also 

offer some evidence that while UG plays an important role in first language acquisition or early 

SLA, it may have no crucial role in FL learning. 
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1. Introduction 

Looking back into the history of language teaching in the past decades, we find that many 

developments in foreign language syllabus design, course book compiling methodology, and 

testing reflect the tension between the desirability of communicative use of the target language in 

the classroom and the need for a focus on linguistic form in language learning (Long, 2001). In 

the 1970s, Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) began to hold in the language classroom. 

The Communicative Approach to language learning has its theoretical support from Hallidays' 

functional account of language use and Chomsky's theory of "Universal Grammar" which is 

accepted by some linguists as the best perspective from which to understand SLA 

(Lightbown&Spada, 1999). According to Chomsky, much of human language use is not imitated 

behavior but it is created a new from underlying knowledge of abstract rules (cited in Richards & 

Rodgers, 1986. p.59). 

Equally influential in supporting CLT has been Krashen's "monitor model" (1982, cited in 

Lightbown&Spada, 1999; Richards & Rodgers, 1986). According to Krashen, there are two ways 

for adult second language learners to develop their knowledge of the second language acquisition 

and learning. Language learners acquire the target language (TL) as they are exposed to samples 

of the language without conscious attention to language forms whereas they learn via a conscious 

process of study and attention to form and rules. The learner's language system would 

automatically develop without language–focused instruction (1985, cited in Skehan, 1996) and 

an error correction is a "serious mistake" (1985, cited in Ellis, 1994). Thus, in the 1980s the 

SLA/FLT profession experienced the anti –grammar movement (Hedge, 2002).Van Patten 

(1990) claims that in second language processing, meaning will take priority, with the result that 

fewer resources will be available to attend to form (cited in Skehan, 1998). Nunan, a strong 
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advocate of task-based instruction, states that communicative tasks involve learners in 

comprehending, manipulating, producing or interaction in the TL while their attention is 

principally focused on meaning rather than form (1989).  

However, Long (1988) argues that form needs to be important in the instructional materials 

and in the learner's mind, and without these conditions, fossilization and slower progress might 

be found. Skehan (1996, 1998) states that learners tend to gain fluency at the expense of 

accuracy and second language use in itself does not reliably lead to change in inter-language 

system, and so they must pay attention to form. 

Having cited the recent research findings by some researchers, Lightbown and Spada (1999) 

conclude that second language learners benefit from form–focused instruction and corrective 

feedback provided within communicative contexts. According to Long (1998 cited in Long, 

2001) there have been some beneficial effects of focus on language form. He states that although 

form-focused instruction is not likely to alter sequences of development, it appears to accelerate 

the rate of learning, help learner in their language processes, and raise the ultimate level of 

attainment. 

The rapid social and economical development has promoted learning English in Iran. 

Iranian English Language Teaching (ELT) professionals' dissatisfaction with the traditional 

Grammar-translation Method caused them to pay more attention to the interactive nature of 

language and giving plenty of opportunities to language learners for language use to achieve 

communicative objectives. Thus communicative Approach to language teaching has been 

adopted and practiced in ELT in Iran. 

Brown (1994) points out that communicative language teaching tends to be student-centered 

and meaning–based. Teachers working within the communicative context try to implement "real 
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life" communication in the language classroom in order to get learners to develop linguistic 

fluency, not just accuracy. However, there are some misconceptions about form–focused 

instruction among many teachers and students. Activities focused on the language forms are 

called traditional or uncommunicative. Dai (2002) points out that fluency without 

appropriateness is more dangerous as it would cause serious misunderstandings in 

communication. 

1.2. Statement of the problem 

A number of research studies on second language acquisition (SLA) have shown that form-

focused instruction can result in faster and more successful language learning. (Fotos, 1993; 

Spada&Lightbown, 1993; VanPatten, 1996; Yip, 1994).  But the findings of these studies 

conflict with some language learning hypotheses. For example, Krashen (1992) claims that 

unlike the instruction of grammatical structures, comprehensible input plays an important role in 

language learning. This study aims to get a clear-cut answer in this respect through investigating 

the effect of form-focused instruction on the Iranian EFL learners' acquisition and development 

of wh- questions. 

There are a few researches that have investigated how the adult learners acquire wh-

questions in an EFL setting where the learners are exposed to a small amount of natural input. In 

addition, Robinson (1996) citing Krashen (1982), notes that "wh-question formation, requiring 

extensive permutations of word order, is a formally complex rule, in contrast to the supply of the 

morpheme for third person agreement, which is formally simple" (p.32). The production of 

ungrammatical examples of wh-questions implies that many EFL learners are not fully 

developed in the acquisition of wh-questions. Meanwhile, many Iranian EFL learners have often 

experienced difficulties in acquiring different kinds of wh questions. One hypothesis might be 
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that English wh-questions are difficult for the Iranian EFL learners to acquire because of the 

different linguistic features of wh-question formation in the two languages. The word order 

variation in English and Persian seems to play a significant role in the non-acquisition of English 

wh questions by Iranian EFL learners. Form–focused instruction might be effective to change the 

way TL forms are taught. 

1.3.Significance of the Study 

Brown (2002) claims that  grammar teaching  has been and continues to be an area of some 

controversy and debate which  have led to the emergence of a new classroom option for language 

teachers: that of focus on form (as opposed to focus on meaning or focus on forms). Iranian EFL 

learners are learning English in a non-acquisition environment. Natural acquisition is impossible 

for them as they do not have many chances for interaction with the native speakers. They mainly 

rely on language classroom for exposure to the target language. So, the methods and approaches 

chosen by the teachers can affect their performance and proficiency in different skills and sub 

skills at a high degree. Whatever methods and approaches the teachers choose, they should keep 

in their mind that their role is to enable the students to learn effectively. They should consider a 

balance between meaning-based and form-focused classroom activities which are to be adjusted 

according to the characteristics of the learners. 

The present study is an attempt to investigate the effectiveness of form-focused instruction 

on the Iranian EFL learners. It seems that the results of the study can help the field of language 

teaching especially grammar teaching both practically and theoretically. 

The practical value of this study is obvious: the question of how to integrate grammar 

instruction into SL learning is still very important. Knowledge about how L2 learners put 

knowledge of the second language to use can be of most importance to curriculum design and the 
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development of instructional materials. The findings of this research can be useful and effective 

for English teachers as well as those who are involved in materials development. English 

teachers can help those Iranian EFL learners who often experienced difficulties in acquiring 

different kinds of wh-questions to decide what and how to teach grammar in EFL especially 

Persian settings. Material developers can benefit the findings of this study to design course books 

and to present their contents. 

Also, this study may provide us an opportunity to look into the theoretical models of SLA. 

If the results of the study approve the effectiveness of the form-focused instruction on the Iranian 

EFL learners, it can contribute to the SLA theories and controversies regarding the grammar 

instruction, and it can contribute to the SLA theories and controversies by shedding light on 

developmental patterns, natural order hypothesis, and similarities between L1 and L2. 

1.4. Research questions 

According to what has been said so far, the following research questions are posed: 

1- What is the effect of form-focused instruction on the Iranian EFL learners' acquisition of 

English wh- questions? 

2-What is the effect of form-focused instruction on the developmental sequences of wh- 

questions? (i.e. inversion, do- support, and embedded questions) 

 

 

 


