
 

 

Implicit and explicit knowledge in second language acquisition 

Second language researchers have acknowledged implicit and explicit knowledge as one of the 

ongoing discussions in second language research (Elli et all, 2009). This paper tries to 

comprehend whether there is a difference in L2 Learners’ performance on tests of implicit and 

explicit knowledge.  

 The adverb placement in English and French differs. In French, lexical verbs raise from 

V to T, due to a strong uninterpretable tense feature (Pollock 1989). However, in English, the 

uninterpretable tense feature is weak and lexical verbs do not raise. Due to verb raising in 

French, an adverb may be placed between the verb and its direct object, allowing S-V-Adv-O 

order. However, lack of verb movement prohibits S-V-Adv-O order in English. This parametric 

difference causes learnability problems for L2 learners.  

 The two different acceptability judgement tasks (AJTs) were used to test implicit and 

explicit knowledge. An audio AJT was utilized to tap on the learners’ implicit knowledge. 

Explicit knowledge was measured by an untimed written AJT. The two AJTs investigated 

knowledge of the grammaticality contrast between S-V-Adv-O and *S-Adv-V-O orders. The 

audio AJT involved listening to audio recorded two-person short dialogues in French. The 

learners were instructed to judge the answers given by the second person in the dialogue. The 

judgments of the participants were measured on a seven-point Likert scale. The audio AJT and 

the untimed written AJT employed the same tokens. However, the order of tokens in the audio 

AJT was reversed in the untimed written AJT. The data derived from a group of L1-English L2 

learners of French (n=18) and a native French group (n=8).  

  As expected, in the audio AJT, the native French group demonstrated clear acceptance of 

S-V-Adv-O order (M=6.99, SD= 0.24) and rejection of *S-Adv-V-O order (M=1.13, SD= 

0.16). The paired sample t-test was conducted for the two conditions. The result was statistically 

significant (t(7)=100.02, p=0.00).  In contrast to the native French group, the L2 learners did 

not differentiate between the two conditions. They had low mean ratings for both conditions: 

S-V-Adv-O (M=5.52, SD= 0.48) and *S-Adv-V-O (M=5.20, SD= 0.72). Concerning within-

group comparison, the paired sample t-test result was not significant (t(14)=1.89, p=0.78). 

 The native French group differentiate between the two conditions in the untimed written 

AJT. They had a high mean rating for S-V-Adv-O order (M=6.99, SD=1.02) and a low mean 

rating for *S-Adv-V-O order (M=1.13, SD=1.07). The paired sample t-test was conducted for 

the two conditions. The result was statistically significant (t(7)=176.77, p=0.00). The L2 group 

did not significantly differentiate between the two conditions.  They had low mean ratings for 

both conditions: S-V-Adv-O (M=5.44, SD= 0.60) and *S-Adv-V-O (M=4.38, SD=1.71). 

However, concerning within-group comparison, the paired sample t-test result was significant 

(t(14)=2.34, p=0.34). 

 Overall, the results reveal that the performance of the L2 learners on the two AJTs differs. 

In the untimed written AJT, they differentiate between the conditions. Therefore, the results 

suggest there is a difference in L2 Learners’ performance on tests of implicit and explicit 

knowledge. 

  

Elder, C., & Ellis, R. (2009). Implicit and explicit knowledge of L2 and language proficiency. 

In R. Ellis, S. Loewen, C. Elder, R. Erlam, J. Philp, & H. Reinders, Implicit and explicit 

knowledge in second language learning, testing and teaching (pp. 167- 193). Bristol, UK: 

Multilingual Matters 

Pollock, J. (1989). Verb movement, Universal Grammar and the structure of IP. Linguistic 

Inquiry, 20: 365-425 


