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1. Introduction 

In a global world of communication across borders and cultures with an in-
creasing number of speakers who have to use foreign languages on an everyday 
basis, successful second language (L2) learning is more important than ever. 
There is, therefore, an urgent need for the advancement of second language 
acquisition (SLA) models providing implications for L2 teaching and learning 
policies and practices. As pointed out by the editors of the volume devoted to 
the OECD’s project on ‘Globalisation, Languages and Cultures’, “the rise of 
globalisation makes language competencies more valuable, both at individual 
and societal levels” (della Chiesa et al. 2012: 30). Research in language ac-
quisition and pedagogy aiming at the examination of the processes underlying 
foreign languages learning and the influence of specific didactic approaches on 
these learning processes is not only of an exceptional scientific importance, but 
it holds a great practical and social significance, as well. Despite a growing in-
terest in the initial acquisition of natural languages, the precise role of numer-
ous factors influencing L2 processing, including the ‘parsing’ of morphological 
cues, is still far from being known (e.g. Clahsen, Felser 2006; Gor 2010; Gull-
berg et al. 2010).

The current project faces these research challenges by proposing to study 
specific characteristics of L2 teaching and learning processes and their impact 
on SLA. More specifically, it addresses the acquisition of morphosyntactic prop-
erties (verbal inflection) of the target language (TL), i.e. Polish, by L2 learners 
exposed at the early stages of their learning to two distinct input and instruction 
types, i.e. meaning-based (MB) vs. form-based (FB). Our aim is to find whether 
a form-focused instruction translates into a faster or more proficient grammar 
learning and might, thus, result beneficial for initial learners. We will provide 
and compare empirical data concerning the impact of two controlled input types 
on the learning of TL verbal inflection by L1 French learners. The learners’ per-
formance will be measured by their grammaticality judgments on subject-verb 
agreement in Polish L2 expressed in an offline test. The study is based on the data 
gathered during two sessions of Polish course taught by the same teacher in Paris 
within the VILLA project (“Varieties of Initial Learners in Language Acquisition: 

1 This research was funded by a grant from the Open Research Area in Europe 
for the Social Sciences (ANR, DFG, NWO) from France, Germany, and the Netherlands 
for the period 2011-2014.
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controlled classroom input and elementary forms of linguistic organisation”2), 
coordinated by the CNRS-UMR 7023 centre in Paris (for a detailed description 
see Dimroth et al. 2013). The theoretical starting point of this study are the re-
search assumptions about the driving role of input in SLA and the possibility of 
its empirical control and observation as well as the previous results suggesting 
a supportive role of form-focused instruction and negative evidence in form of 
corrective feedback in the learning of a second language. 

The study is organised as follows. Some theoretical assumptions relevant 
to the current project and a short description of the verbal inflectional system of 
Polish are presented in Section 2. The design of the study, including the descrip-
tion of experimental learning sessions, project participants, input, hypotheses, 
variables, and testing conditions, are described in Section 3. Section 4 illustrates 
the overall results of the empirical study. Finally, the last section (Section 5) 
discusses the project findings and their implications for further research on the 
teaching and learning of L2 morphology. 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1. The role of input in SLA

Input is one of an essential aspect of acquisitional process. In SLA research, 
this term denotes any language data that the learner is exposed to in a learning 
situation (cf. Carroll 1999). It is necessary to distinguish between the term ‘in-
put’ and the term ‘intake’ which generally refers to a retained part of the input 
‘noticed’ and somehow ‘elaborated’ by the learner. In spite of numerous scientif-
ic attempts to trace a clear-cut distinction between these two formal constructs, 
theoretical problems regarding the diversification between input and intake per-
sist. Following Sharwood Smith’s definition, in our study input is considered as 
a “potentially processible language data which are made available, by chance 
or by design, to the language learner” (1993: 167), whereas intake is seen as the 
language data which have been ‘incorporated’, processed, and eventually ‘taken 
in’ by the learner (cf. VanPatten 2000: 295). 

Regardless of one’s theoretical approach, today there seems to be a general 
agreement among researchers that exposure to input is necessary for language 
learning. Yet, for a quite long time the role of this presumably most important 
construct in SLA (cf. Piske, Young-Sholten 2008) has been neglected by lan-
guage acquisition researchers (cf. Zyzik 2009), also because of a strong genera-
tive theory-based hypothesis that the L2 initial state is the equivalent of an in-
dividual’s L1 final state. This view has been recently challenged by researchers 

2 The Villa project website: <http://www.lili.uni-osnabrueck.de/villa/Main/
HomePage>. 
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from usage-based approaches (cf. Ellis 2008), where input assumes a driving 
role of acquisitional processes. As discussed in a number of works (i.e. Ellis 
2008; Tomasello 2003), L2 language learners are strongly influenced by the 
statistical distribution of surface properties in the TL input. Therefore, studying 
a complex relationship between TL input properties and language learning is of 
vital importance today. Such a research framework can contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the input impact on SLA, particularly at its initial stages, which 
have not been extensively examined yet. It may also support the development 
of more efficient L2 didactic curricula. In Rast’s (2008) view, an intensive ex-
posure to the input is crucial especially at the early stages of L2 development. 
Discussing the need for first exposure studies, she argues that controlling and 
measuring the input received by learners may represent a point of departure for 
the research on second language processing and acquisition: “Input can be mea-
sured and controlled. Intake, on the other hand, is more problematic, which is 
why controlling and measuring input seems a more logical point to start” (Rast 
2008: 235). The present study attempts to follow the above research lines. 

2.2. Focus on form instruction and input enhancement in the SLA of 
grammar

Learning TL grammar, and in particular inflectional morphology, is con-
sidered one of the major challenges for L2 adult learners (cf. Larsen-Freeman 
2010; for recent studies on adult learners’ difficulty in acquiring L2 inflection 
see also Ellis, Sagarra 2010; Jiang 2004; Sato, Felser 2010). However, there has 
been recently a considerable debate concerning the role of grammar instruction 
in SLA research and language education. While the communicative approach 
to language teaching, focusing mainly on communicative situations (‘speech 
acts’), has discarded the idea of direct grammar teaching (see Puren 1995 for 
recent criticism), the role of grammar instruction is now being revisited in SLA 
theory, principally in the studies dealing with implicit and explicit learning (cf. 
Hulstijn 2005; Ellis 2008), focus on form instruction, and input enhancement 
(cf. Sharwood Smith 1993). 

Although the formal distinction between implicit and explicit knowledge 
is still a matter of a scientific debate involving diverse research fields, in lan-
guage pedagogy implicit and explicit learning are firmly acknowledged as dis-
tinct types of language learning involving different types of representation and 
processing (cf. Ellis 1994). The differentiation between implicit and explicit 
learning is at the basis of numerous works that further elaborate the idea of 
explicitness and implicitness in language teaching, contributing to a more bal-
anced learning curriculum that provides opportunities for meaning-focused in-
put, meaning-focused output, form-focused learning, and fluency development 
(cf. McGroarty 2004). Most researchers working in SLA usage-based or form-
focused models agree today that a certain amount of ‘focus on linguistic form’ 
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is needed in order to acquire the L2, as it encourages noticing of forms and their 
learning. Several techniques for making input more explicit and salient, such as 
explicit instruction or typographical input enhancement, were used or suggest-
ed by researchers. In a number of recent works, explicit instruction (de Graaf 
1997; Ellis 2001; Bowles, Montrul 2008; Ziemer Andrews 2007), pre-exposure 
and typographical input enhancement (Dimroth et al. 2006; Ellis, Sagarra 2010; 
Rast 2008), token frequency (Dąbrowska 2004; Ellis 2002; Rast 2010; Hinz et 
al. 2013), and explicit corrective feedback (Russell, Spada 2006; Song 2007) 
have been proven to have a beneficial impact on TL grammar learning. 

As described in details in Section 3, our study investigates the influence of 
two distinct types of input presenting, i.e. meaning-based vs. form-based, on 
the learning of TL verbal inflectional morphology. The communicative mean-
ing-based input does not contain any focus on linguistic form. On the contrary, 
in the form-based classroom session, TL chosen formal properties of the same 
meaning-based input are presented to the learner as more salient. This distinc-
tion results from a deliberate input and instruction manipulation by using vari-
ous techniques of input enhancement, and thanks to the intensification of learn-
ers’ error focalisation by means of more frequent teacher’s explicit corrections.

Besides the above input and instructional related aspects, other factors affect 
the acquisition of TL grammar, for example: learners’ prior linguistic knowledge 
and experience, in particular their L1 and the perceived psychological distance 
between SL and TL (Ellis, Sagarra 2010; Kellerman 1979), linguistic characteris-
tics of TL cues such as saliency, reliability, redundancy, complexity (Ellis, Sagar-
ra 2010; Ziemer Andrews 2007), longer or intensive periods of exposure to the 
input (Rast 2008, 2010; Muñoz 2012 for a recent overview), and finally, learners’ 
individual differences (Brooks et al. 2006; Roberts 2012 for a recent overview). 
Therefore, only a multi-factor analysis involving different acquisitional aspects 
may allow for a full and complete analysis of complex relationships between 
numerous factors playing a role in language acquisition. Although the main con-
tribution of the current study consists in a preliminary examination of the role 
of form-based input and instruction type in SLA, other factors, such as token 
type and frequency, are also controlled. Furthermore, the study presupposes that 
learners’ variability can have a potential explanatory force, as well. 

2.3. Verbal inflectional morphology and subject-verb agreement in Polish

Polish, target language of the present study, has a highly complex mor-
phosyntactic system. Its rich verbal morphology presents, according to diverse 
categorisations, from 3 to 4 different conjugation patterns (cf. Grzegorczykowa 
et al. 1998) and up to 20 verbal stem types and subtypes (cf. Laskowski 1999). 
Therefore, the verbal inflectional system might create a serious challenge to L2 
learners of Polish (cf. Dąbrowska 2004). The basic principle of the Polish ver-
bal system is that a single stem can be used as the representative of any regular 
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verb to predict its entire verbal paradigm. Having two number classes (singular 
vs. plural) and three persons for each number class, Polish requires a subject-
verb agreement which is based for the present-tense verbal forms on person (six 
distinct forms) and for the past-tense verbal forms on person and gender (twelve 
distinct forms). The conjugation operation consists, thus, in adding grammatical 
endings to a basic stem according to a given person and gender. 

The conjugation paradigm of Polish is generally described as based on two 
main patterns: present-tense pattern and past-tense pattern. The present-tense 
paradigm, relative to our study, has the most complex system of endings. Below, 
we present the patterns of verb conjugation based on the present tense, as pro-
posed by Szober (1962). In addition to regular verbal forms, Polish has also irreg-
ular verbs, e.g. być ‘to be’, which present unsystematic patterns of conjugation. 

Conjugation	
type 1 2 3 4

Singular/
Plural endings

1. -ę/-emy
2. -esz/-ecie

3. -e/-ą

1. -ę /-imy, -ymy
2. -isz, -ysz/-icie, -ycie

3. -i, -y/ -(j)ą

1. -am/-amy
2. -asz/-acie

3. -a/-ają

1. -em/-emy
2. -esz /-ecie
3. -e, ø/-(ej)ą

Examples pić, pisać widzieć, robić znać, mieć umieć, wiedzieć

Table 1. Polish conjugation patterns: present tense

3. Methodology of the study

3.1. Course 

The Polish course was conducted in a communication-based classroom set-
ting. The teaching method excluded the use of meta-language and explicit gram-
mar explanation. Each lesson lasted 90 minutes with a fifteen-minute break. 
The teacher, native speaker of Polish, did not use the learners’ L1 during the 
course. As a support for oral instruction, the teacher used visual input consisting 
of Power Point slides (see Section 3.3.). From the second lesson on, the slides 
contained also some Polish text, but learners were instructed not to take notes 
or to write during the lessons, nor to use any outside input, such as dictionaries 
or grammar books, during the course period. The learners participating at the 
experimental MB or FB sessions were exposed to the total of approximately 14 
hours of Polish course. They were recorded and filmed during the class. Subse-
quently, their oral productions were transcribed in the CHAT format. At various 
intervals of the course, the participants completed 24 different linguistic and 
psychometric tests (see Appendix A for details on the distribution of the Polish 
input and VM task). 
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3.2. L2 learners 

The project participants were French L1 monolingual speakers with no 
prior knowledge of Polish or any other Slavic language. This important pre-
requisite was tested by means of a language background questionnaire and 
the Language Sensitivity test during individual interviews conducted before 
the course (for more details see Dimroth et al. 2013). All learners were uni-
versity students with specialization courses in various scientific areas, e.g., 
law, management and commerce, marketing, cinema, mathematics, architec-
ture, arts, medicine, sociology, history, and geography. Students specializing 
in modern languages, linguistics, and psychology were excluded from the 
experiment. 

The recruited experiment participants were divided into two learner 
groups. Both groups of adult learners attended a two-week intensive Polish 
course in Paris, their home city. The language instruction given to the learners 
was based on meaning and consisted in 10 daily learning sessions conducted in 
accordance with the same syllabus. The meaning-based instruction received by 
the learners from the first group contained no direct focus on formal TL prop-
erties (MB classroom session). In contrast, chosen TL form-related properties 
were overtly shown to the learners exposed to the same input in the second ses-
sion (FB classroom session). The MB group consisted of 17 participants aged 
between 18 and 29, while the FB group was composed of 19 learners aged 
between 19 and 24. 

Among other known or previously studied foreign languages, all experi-
ment participants had knowledge of English and Spanish with diverse degrees 
of L2 linguistic competence ranging from intermediate to proficiency level. An 
elementary knowledge of Latin or Greek appeared, though rarely, in the learn-
ers’ linguistic profiles, as well. The participants’ L1, i.e. French, as well as other 
known L2s show marked difference with respect to verbal properties of Polish. 
In addition to regular conjugation patterns, French verbal inflectional morphol-
ogy presents many irregularities due to certain stem orthographic changes. In 
spite of such irregularities, the verbal morphosyntactic system of the learners’ 
main source language is less complex than the inflectional organization of the 
target language (see Section 2.3.).

3.3. Input: meaning-based versus form-based input types

As already discussed in Section 2.1., input that learners receive in the learn-
ing process plays a very important role in SLA. The instruction received by L2 
learners in the current study was differentiated according to two different ap-
proaches to presenting the same input, i.e. meaning-based (MB) vs. form-based 
(FB). These two instruction types represent the main variable of the study. Both 
learning sessions were taught in a communicative way by the same teacher. The 
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learners were exposed to a predominantly oral and exclusively monolingual in-
put based on meaning. As a support to the oral instruction during the classroom 
sessions, the teacher constantly used the visual input consisting of Power Point 
slides containing illustrations, symbols, TL words, sentences, and very short 
texts as well as previously recorded short dialogs, placed on the slides in form 
of audio files. Each ninety-minute course session was conducted following ex-
actly the same didactic sequence based on a detailed course syllabus, which 
was composed of similar linguistic contents realized in form of building blocks. 
Thanks to the employment of the identical course syllabus, the input amount 
and distribution as well as its main features (i.e. predominantly oral, monolin-
gual, communication-based), and its grammatical and lexical content remained 
invariable in both teaching sessions. 

The TL input used in the experimental classroom sessions differed only in 
the degree of meta-linguistic explicitness. The MB input, based exclusively on 
meaning, did not contain any overt focus on TL formal properties. Addition-
ally, the instruction in the MB classroom session implied a strong limitation of 
explicit corrective feedback and the preference for using other, more ‘indirect’, 
forms of teacher’s correction such as reformulations or clarification requests. In 
contrast, in the same meaning-based input used by the teacher in the FB class-
room session some chosen TL form-related properties were overtly shown to the 
learners. The focus on linguistic form was obtained in different ways depend-
ing on treated linguistic materials and teaching objectives. To enhance noticing 
of TL inflectional paradigms and morphological endings, various techniques of 
typographic input enhancement, such as bolding, underlining or colour high-
lighting, and a minimal structuring of grammatical content in form of simplified 
paradigms and patterns, were used (for some input slide samples differentiated 
between the MB and FB session see Appendix C). In addition to the typographic 
enhancement and grammatical structuring of the input, the teacher in the FB 
session tended to privilege explicit corrective feedback such as explicit correc-
tions or repetitions. The whole teacher’s oral production was recorded and tran-
scribed in the CHAT format. Those files were used to count token frequencies in 
the input in the post-data collection period (for details see Section 4.2.)

3.4. Test 

To measure the learners’ gains with respect to the target verbal inflectional 
forms of Polish, a grammaticality judgment type test, called Verbal Morphol-
ogy (VM), was used. This offline test was administrated only once at the end 
of each teaching session, i.e. after approximately fourteen hours of input (see 
Appendix A). The test, containing the total of 72 Polish sentences, was com-
posed of two types of TL structures: stimuli sentences focusing on subject-verb 
agreement (36 sentences) and filler sentences concerning diverse word orders 
with the placement of TL negation mark nie in pre- or in post-verbal position 



Agnieszka Latos398

(36 sentences) (see Appendix C for a detailed linguistic content of the entire 
VM test). The stimuli sentences were three or four words in length depending 
on the syntactic pattern: “Subject (personal pronoun) + verb + object” (e.g. She 
smokes cigarettes) or “Subject (personal pronoun) + verb + prepositional phrase 
(preposition + noun)” (e.g. She lives in Cracow). 

Of the 72 experimental sentences, 40 constructions contained Polish verbs 
that were present in the input, whereas the remaining 32 sentences were formed 
by using TL verbs that were absent from the teaching materials (as discussed in 
Section 4.2., the count of occurrences of target verbal forms in the transcribed 
input allows for a subtler categorisation of their frequencies with respect to 
those planned in the test design). The composition of the VM test is schemati-
cally illustrated in taBle 2.

The test procedure was as follows. The learners were shown a Polish sen-
tence written on the Power Point slide, and contemporaneously to each visu-
alisation, they heard a corresponding sentence pronounced by a Polish native 
speaker and placed as an audio file on the slide (see figure 1). The test session 
with target stimuli and filler sentences was preceded by a short warm-up con-
sisting of two Polish sentences (see Appendix C). In order to signal their lin-
guistic judgment on the correctness of a just seen and heard TL sentence, the 
participants were asked to tick the corresponding box (correct vs. incorrect) on 
the response grid they were given at the beginning of the testing session (see 
Appendix D). 

TL verbal forms Stimuli Fillers Total sentence types

Present in the input 10 correct
10 incorrect

10 correct
10 incorrect

Total 20 20 40

Absent from the input 8 correct
8 incorrect

8 correct
8 incorrect

Total 16 16 32

Total sentences 36 36 72

Table 2. Structure of the Verbal Morphology test

The present study takes into account and analyses exclusively the partici-
pants’ evaluations of the TL stimuli sentences. In the stimuli part of the test, 
the learners from both groups were asked to judge subject-verb agreements 
based on present-tense verbal inflectional forms: 1sg vs. 3sg. Verbs used in the 
stimuli sentences follow three conjugation patterns: (i) regular 1sg -am/3sg -a 
(present verbs: mieszkać ‘to live’, znać ‘to know’; absent verbs: grać ‘to play’, 
biegać ’to run’), (ii) regular 1sg -ę /3sg -i (present verbs: lubić ‘to like’, mówić 
‘to speak’; absent verbs: palić ‘to smoke’, gubić ‘to lose’), and (iii) irregular 
(present verb: być ‘to be’). Each inflectional form was presented twice to the 
learners in a random sequence: once with a correct subject-verb agreement 
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(e.g. Ona lubi sport ‘She likes.3sg sport’; Ja lubię sport ‘I like.1sg sport’) and 
once with a violated subject-verb agreement (e.g. Ona lubię sport ‘She like.1sg 
sport’; Ja lubi sport ‘I likes.3sg sport’). Of the 36 stimuli sentences, 18 sen-
tences were grammatical, incorporating a correct subject-verb agreement, and 
18 ungrammatical, showing an incorrect subject-verb agreement. Two sample 
slides presenting correct and incorrect subject-verb agreements for the verb 
lubić ‘to like’ are shown below in figure 1. 

1sg correct 3sg incorrect

Ja lubię sport.

  

1

Ona lubię sport.

  

4

Figure	1.	VM sample slides

3.5. Hypotheses 

As previously discussed (see Section 3.3.), the main variable of the present 
study is the instruction type which implies two different ways of input present-
ing (meaning-based vs. form-based) and a preferential choice of corrective feed-
back (explicit corrections vs. more ‘indirect’ corrections). Among the dependent 
variables of the experiment, we can include: token frequency (absent vs. present 
in the input) and token type with two subcategories, i.e. conjugation type (ir-
regular inflection type, regular inflection Type 1, regular inflection Type 2) and 
person (1sg vs. 3sg). The invariable factors of the study are the following: TL 
language (Polish), teacher, main L1 source language (French), and the linguistic 
content, quantity and distribution of TL input (see taBle 3). Our main hypoth-
eses are as follows: 

1. Influence of input type: 
 The overall test accuracy of the learners exposed to the FB input will be 

higher with respect to the overall test accuracy of the learners exposed to 
the MB input. 
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2. Influence of token frequency:
 In both input sessions, the overall accuracy for the TL verbal forms present 

in the input will be higher than the overall accuracy for the TL verbal forms 
absent from the input. 

3. Influence of token type:
 In both input sessions, the overall accuracy for more productive and reliable 

TL target forms will be higher than the overall accuracy for less productive 
and reliable TL target forms. 

4. Influence of other factors:
 Both groups will show an internal variability of individual results due to 

other factors such as, for example, individual differences. 

Factors

Main Variable Instruction type = input presentation + corrective feedback

Sub-variables
Token frequency

Token type: Conjunction type &
Grammatical person

Invariable
Input content, quantity and distribution

Source L1 and target language
Teacher

Table 3. Variable and invariable factors of the study

4. Results

4.1. Overall results for VM stimuli sentences

The overall accuracy in judging the grammaticality of the VM stimuli sen-
tences is relatively high in both learner groups, as it amounts to 69.66% and 
77.60% in the MB and FB sessions, respectively (see figure 2). The compari-
son between the global results obtained for the stimuli sentences by the learners 
trained in the two teaching sessions reveals that the learners from the FB input 
session show a greater accuracy in the VM task, and thus, are more successful 
with the processing of TL inflectional endings than the learners from the MB 
input session: 77.60% in the FB session vs. 69.66% in the MB session, with the 
difference amounting to around 8%. However, as illustrated in figure 2, show-
ing in percentage the correctness of the learners’ grammaticality judgments in 
both sessions, the quantitative difference is not extensive.
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Figure	2.	Overall results for stimuli sentences: MB vs. FB performance

4.2. Token frequency

The whole teacher’s oral production was recorded in both classroom ses-
sions. In the post-data collection period, the recorded data were transcribed in 
the CHAT format and used to count token frequencies in the MB and FB input. 
The frequency calculation of the target verbal forms in the transcribed inputs 
reveals some differences between the planned token frequency, i.e. used for the 
VM test design, and the actual token frequency in the input. As illustrated in ta-
Ble 4, the planned frequency distinguishing between present (from1 occurrence 
on) and absent verbal forms (no occurrence) was not always respected in the 
classroom sessions (consider third-person singular verbal forms pali and gra). 
Moreover, the frequency of the target verbal forms present in the input varies 
significantly between 5168 and 2 occurrences. The count of actual word occur-
rences in the input enables us to classify TL token frequencies in a subtler way. 

Accordingly, we have categorised target verbal forms in two different ways. 
The first categorisation is based on the following three frequency ranges: ab-
sent (no occurrence), infrequent (from 1 to 9 occurrences), and frequent (more 
than 10 occurrences). The analysis of the learners’ correct responses against the 
three-class input frequency variable is illustrated in figure 3. In both groups, 
the learners are more successful in judging the grammaticality of the sentences 
containing absent or frequent verbal forms and noticeably less successful with 
the sentences incorporating infrequent verbs. 

Regarding the items frequently used in the input, the FB learners’ accuracy 
is greater than the accuracy achieved by the MB learners’, but the percentage 
difference between the two sessions (7.96%), comparable to the global differ-
ence calculated for all stimuli sentences (see Section 4.1.), is not very high. 
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TL item Inflection	type Planned 
frequency

MB
input frequency

FB
input frequency

jest irregular Present 5168 4887

jestem irregular Present 154 116

lubi TYP -I Present 997 850

lubię TYP -Ę Present 64 95

mieszka TYP -A Present 430 450

mieszkam TYP -AM Present 14 26

zna TYP -A Present 156 148

znam TYP -AM Present 10 16

mówi TYP -I Present 25 2

mówię TYP -Ę Present 2 7

pali TYP -I Absent 1 11

palę TYP -Ę Absent 0 0

gra TYP -A Absent 2 0

gram TYP -AM Absent 0 0

biega TYP -A Absent 0 0

biegam TYP -AM Absent 0 0

gubi TYP -I Absent 0 0

gubię TYP -Ę Absent 0 0

Table 4. Planned token frequency vs. input token frequency

Figure	3.	Variable 3-class Input Frequency: MB vs. FB performance
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Similarly, for the items absent from the input, the overall performance of the 
learners in the FB session is higher (+4.02%) than the overall performance of 
the learners exposed to the MB input. As for the infrequent TL forms, the ac-
curacy levels are almost identical in both learner groups, with a small increase 
(+0.62%) of response correctness in the MB teaching session. 

In general, the learners’ grammaticality judgments against the three-class 
frequency variable present the same pattern of correctness evolution in both 
groups: the smallest (and relatively poor) gains on infrequent tokens, consider-
ably bigger gains on frequent and absent forms with, however, the biggest gains 
on absent verbs (see taBle 5). 

Session Infrequent Frequent Absent

MB 55.8% 69,93% 75.98%

Increase - +14.13% (respect to 
infrequent items)

+6.05% (respect to 
frequent items)

FB 55.26% 77.89% 80.00%

Increase - +22.63% (respect to 
infrequent items)

+2.11% (respect to 
frequent items)

Table 5. Correctness values for 3 frequency classes in MB and FB session

Except for the almost identical results obtained in the category of infre-
quent forms, the FB learners performed better than the MB learners in other two 
frequency categories: frequent tokens (+7.96 %) and absent tokens (+4.02%). 
Comparing the correctness of the MB and FB learners’ grammaticality judg-
ments expressed for only two out of three categories: TL absent versus TL fre-
quent forms, we can observe a positive evolution for TL absent verbs in both 
participant groups. Still, the improvement of correctness for absent forms in the 
MB learner group appears to be higher than the accuracy gains on absent forms 
obtained by the learners from the FB session (+6.5% in the MB session vs. + 
2.11% in the FB session).

In order to better understand complex relations between token frequency 
and accuracy levels, we have restricted the comparison between the MB and FB 
learners’ correct answers to only two frequency categories: absent (no occur-
rence) vs. highly frequent (more than 50 occurrences), leaving aside the verbal 
forms occurring more rarely in the input (from 1 to 30 occurrences). The results 
indicated in in percentage in figure 4 show that the FB learners performed bet-
ter on both absent and very highly frequent verbs than the MB learners. Com-
paring the two accuracy scores in each teaching session, it can be observed that 
the learners from the MB session achieved slightly better results with TL absent 
forms (+ 3.44%) than with highly frequent forms, while the FB learners’ gains 
on TL absent and frequent verbs are almost identical, with a negligible increase 
(+0.68%) of response correctness for the absent verbs. 
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Figure	4.	Variable 2-class Input Frequency: absent vs. frequent forms

Interestingly, the learners exposed to both learning sessions performed con-
siderably better on absent and highly frequent verbal forms, whereas their gains 
on infrequent verbal forms were relatively low. This analogy suggests that the pro-
cessing of TL frequent and absent forms may involve more relying on the acquired 
knowledge and its overgeneralization (with a margin of error), while the processing 
of TL infrequent forms seems to be more challenging to L2 learners, and as a con-
sequence, more subject to guessing than to memorized representations. 

4.3. Token type

We have compared the correctness of the learners’ responses against the 
variable Token Type, as well. The first comparison is based on inflection type 
(see figure 5). As mentioned earlier, the verbal forms in the VM test are con-
jugated according to three different inflectional patterns: (i) irregular type (1sg 
jestem/3sg jest), (ii) regular type 1, i.e. -am/-a (1sg mieszkam/3sg mieszka), and 
(iii) regular type 2, i.e. -ę/-i (1sg lubię/3sg lubi). 

Both groups obtained the highest correctness scores for the TL verbs con-
jugated according to the regular inflectional pattern of type 1, but the overall FB 
learners’ performance on these verbal forms is considerably better (+12,58%) 
than the overall performance of the MB learners. The accuracy levels for highly 
frequent irregular forms are very similar in both learner groups, as they present 
only a small difference (+2.9%), signalling a slightly better performance of the 
FB learner group. With regard to the regular verbal forms of type 2, the overall 
correctness of the MB group represents the lowest global result (-2.2% with re-
spect to the gains on irregular verbal forms), while the overall accuracy reached 
by the FB learners is almost identical to their global gains on irregular verbs, with 
a negligible (+0.27%) correctness increase for regular verbs of type 2. In general, 
the FB group obtained better scores in all inflection types than the MB group. 
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Figure	5.	Variable Inflection Type: MB vs. FB session

The second comparison is based on grammatical person (1sg vs. 3sg). As 
illustrated in figure 6, the learners from both groups performed better on the 
third-person verbal forms than on the first-person verbal forms with the correct-
ness increase of 6.98% and 2.81% in the MB and FB session, respectively. This 
can be an effect of token frequency (see taBle 4). In both learning sessions, the 
frequency of verbal forms in the 3sg person (e.g. jest) is higher than the fre-
quency of verbal forms in the 1sg person (e.g. jestem). Depending on the verb 
and session, the difference in frequency varies between 5014 occurrences for the 
verb być in the MB session (the highest difference) and 20 occurrences for the 
verb mówić in the FB session (the lowest difference). 

The comparison between the MB and FB global accuracy for the verbal 
forms in the 1sg and 3sg person shows, again, that the FB learners performed 
slightly better than the MB learners: +2,9 for 3sg verbal forms and + 6,24% for 
1sg verbal forms. 

Figure	6.	Variable Grammatical Person: MB vs. FB session.
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4.4. Learners’ variability 

 As discussed in Section 2.2., individual differences may also play a role 
in the SLA of TL grammatical features. We examined the distribution of indi-
vidual results in both learner groups, proposing the tripartite categorisation of 
individual gains in the VM test with its maximum accuracy score amounting to 
72, i.e. 100% of correct responses: (i) low accuracy 0-49%, (ii) middle accuracy 
50-74%, and (iii) high accuracy 75-100%. The individual results varied from the 
lowest score, i.e. 24, to the highest score, i.e. 63. Both results were obtained by 
the learners in the FB session. 

Score range 0-35
0%-49%

36-53
50%-74%

54-72
75%-100% Total

MB individual 
scores 31

39, 41, 43 (x2), 44 
(x2), 46, 47, 50, 51, 

52, 53 (x2)
55, 58, 62

Total 1 13 3 17

% 6 % 76% 18% 100%

FB	Individual	
scores

24, 31 41, 45, 46 (x2), 49 
(x2), 48, 53

54, 55, 57, 58, 59, 
60, 61 (x2), 63

Total 2 8 9 19

% 10% 42% 47% 100%

Table 6. Individual scores distribution: MB vs. FB session. 

taBle 6 shows the distribution of individual results in both learning ses-
sions. Although similar, the patterns of learners’ variability in the two sessions 
exhibit one remarkable difference. While the learners with the test scores be-
low 35 points, i.e. less than 50% of total correct responses, are relatively infre-
quent in both learner groups and constitute respectively 6% (MB session) and 
10% (FB session) of total experiment participants, the distribution of individ-
ual gains with the test scores above 50% of total correct responses consider-
ably differs between the two learning sessions. In the MB group, the majority 
of learners obtained test scores between 36 and 53, and thus, their accuracy 
results belong to the middle scores, ranging from 50% to 75%. Only 18% of 
the learners exposed to the MB input scored more than 53 points, i.e. more 
than 75% of total correct responses, obtaining the highest accuracy results. 
On the contrary, in the FB group the distribution of individual scores across 
the middle and highest accuracy ranges is more balanced: eight medium accu-
racy results and nine maximum ones, with a small increase (5%) of individual 
gains in the top scoring category.
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5. General discussion and future perspectives

The current study has provided an important opportunity to examine how 
initial learners exposed to two different types of input presenting process and ac-
quire a complex TL morphosyntactic system. Till today, research on inflectional 
morphology learning focusing on the acquisition of verbal morphological cues at 
the early stages of L2 development has been relatively rare. Also because of a tra-
ditional assumption that L2 learners do not pay attention to TL morphosyntactic 
properties at the initial phase of their learning (for an up-to-date review see Gor 
2010). In our input-controlled empirical investigation, we have demonstrated that 
the initial learners from both experimental groups show significant sensitivity to 
TL morphological forms, as their global accuracy gains on the delayed grammati-
cality judgment test focusing on subject-verb agreement in Polish are considerably 
high. The MB learner group performed at almost 70% accuracy and the FB learner 
group at almost 78% accuracy after only 14 hours of communication-based in-
struction. Assuming that three major components involved in the processing of 
input by L2 learners, i.e. perception, comprehension, and grammatical analysis, 
are the necessary conditions for the activation of an acquisitional process (cf. Rast 
2008), we can conclude that our experimental study provides a direct evidence of 
the acquisition of verbal inflectional cues by the learners exposed to the two types 
of monolingual and predominantly oral Polish input. 

A grammaticality judgement type test requires an extensive meta-linguistic 
activity on the part of L2 learners, but does not involve any free learners’ response 
construction. To evaluate a successful learning of TL verbal morphology, we need, 
however, to consider the (re)production of inflectional forms, too. Therefore, our 
findings on how learners process L2 inflectional system should be integrated with 
new insights into the L2 learners’ production and use of verbal inflectional end-
ings. Consequently, the first implication for the future development of the current 
research is to examine and compare the learners’ performance relative to TL ver-
bal inflections during spontaneous use, which was measured by means of the Rout 
Direction task (for more details on the task see Dimroth et al. 2013).

In order to respond to the main research question of the present study, i.e. 
“Does the teaching method count in the SLA of grammar, pushing L2 learners to 
engage in more effective input processing?”, we have compared the performances 
of the two learner groups, i.e. the MB and FB group, in the VM test. The FB 
learners, exposed to form-based input, showed higher accuracy on the linguistic 
task consisting in judging the grammaticality of subject-verb agreement in Polish. 
Therefore, our first hypothesis has been confirmed. However, the delayed accura-
cy gains of the FB group do not seem extensively greater than the accuracy gains 
achieved by the MB group. To verify whether the performance of the FB group is 
significantly better, statistical analyses of the experimental data will be necessary3. 

3 In this preliminary study quantitative data have not been subject to statistical 
analyses. 
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Although the difference in overall performance between the two learner groups 
might not be significant, closer and more detailed analyses revealed several inter-
actions between accuracy and other factors, which are discussed below. 

Regarding the impact of token frequency on the processing and acquisition 
of TL inflectional cues, the FB learners showed higher or similar accuracy levels 
with respect to the MB learners. Unexpectedly, in both learner groups there is a 
bigger increase of correct answers for the stimuli sentences with absent verbal 
forms than for the experimental sentences containing verbal forms present in the 
input, especially if the verbs occur less frequently in the input. This result does 
not fully confirm our prediction about the supportive role of token frequency.

A closer look at the frequency effects in both participant groups reveals that 
the relation between token frequency and grammatical accuracy is more com-
plex and probably not linear. Considering the almost identical patterns of cor-
rectness evolution in the two learning sessions: absent forms > frequent forms 
> infrequent forms, we can identify a general tendency to a better processing of 
both frequent and completely absent items, while infrequent verbal forms ap-
pear to be difficult for all learners. This observation suggests a great importance 
of future research on the frequency effects in terms of a distinction between low 
and high numbers of token occurrences and their impact on grammar learning. 

Besides these analogies, few minor differences between the two groups 
have also been observed. First, as compared to the correctness value for TL fre-
quent forms, the accuracy for absent forms is slightly bigger in the MB session 
than in the FB session. Second, confronted with the overall accuracy for infre-
quent verbs, the correctness value for frequent verbal forms increased more in 
the FB group than in the MB group. These differences may suggest that in rely-
ing on their acquired knowledge, the FB learners tend to stick more strongly to 
the learned and memorized representations, while the MB learners are more in-
clined to overgeneralize them. However, such tendencies need to be confirmed 
with larger and more diverse samples. 

In relation to the role of token type, the analyses of the learners’ correct 
responses against a series of sub-variables, such as inflection or grammatical 
person, have shown some interesting differences and similarities in the process-
ing of inflectional forms by the learners exposed to the two experimental ses-
sions. The FB learners are considerably more successful with the processing of 
all inflection types, achieving the best scores for the regular verbs of type 1 and 
a lower and nearly identical accuracy for the regular verbs of type 2 and irregu-
lar verbs. The MB learners also had greater gains on the regular verbal forms of 
type 1 and smaller gains on the two remaining patterns of conjugation. In con-
trast to the FB learners, their response correctness for irregular verbal forms is 
slightly higher with respect to the accuracy performed on the regular inflectional 
cues of type 2. 

In spite of the above minor differences between the two groups, it is no-
ticeable that all learners are more successful with the verbal forms of the regu-
lar inflection type 1 (-am/-a) than with the regular forms of the inflection type 
2 (-i/-e) and irregular verbs. The morphological endings of the first inflection 
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type appear to be less difficult to all learners. The phenomenon might be ex-
plained by a bigger morphological regularity and phonological salience of this 
inflectional pattern: the vowel -a (/a/), phonologically salient in the word-final 
position, forms both the first-person singular ending (followed by the conso-
nant -m /m/) and the third-person singular ending (in isolation). Conversely, the 
regular inflectional pattern of type 2 includes two different vowels: the nasal 
vowel -ę /ɛ/̃ that forms the first-person singular ending and is phonologically 
less salient when occurring in the word-final position, and the vowel -i (/i/) 
forming the third-person singular ending. 

Token frequency seems, again, not to play a crucial role in the accuracy 
gains evaluated against the variable Inflection Type. In fact, in spite of a very 
high frequency of the two irregular forms in both inputs, their correctness values 
are similar and relatively not very high in the participant groups. As suggested 
by Ellis, Collins (2009), the regular type has high type frequency, whereas irreg-
ular forms have low type frequency, and thus, the productivity of morphological 
and syntactic patterns is a function of token type rather than of token frequency. 
To have a better evidence for the role of token types in terms of their reliability 
and productivity, a further calculation of the global frequencies of token types 
in the input for both regular inflection patterns is necessary4. 

In contrast, the variable Grammatical Person seems to be positively cor-
related with token frequency. The MB and FB learners’ gains on the 3sg verbal 
forms are greater than their accuracy gains on the 1sg verbal forms. Given that 
in both inputs the occurrences of all target ‘present’ verbs in the third-person 
are considerably higher than their occurrences in the first-person, it appears that 
a high frequency of occurences has a slighty supportive effect on learners’ ac-
curacy. However, as mentioned before, token frequency seems to be embedded 
in complex relations with other constraints. To better examine the role of token 
type and frequency, a more in-depth analysis focusing on the interdependencies 
between token productivity, frequency, and its physical and psychological sa-
lience should be undertaken. 

Finally, both groups show a considerable variability in learners’ perfor-
mances. A very interesting and noticeable fact is that in the FB session the num-
ber of highest individual results is considerably bigger than the number of mid-
dle scores, while in the MB session the highest and the middle scores are equally 
distributed. The research question to be answered is, thus, the following: “Is this 
quantitative and qualitative difference in the distribution of individual scores 
due to the impact of individual differences or rather a result of the influence of 
two different input and instruction types?”. To address such a question, we need 
to perform additional analyses of the individual results obtained by all learners 
in the battery of psychometric and motivational tasks (for a detailed description 
of psychometric tasks see Dimroth et al. 2013). 

4 Only the accomplishment of specific linguistic annotations (in progress) to the 
transcribed input will allow for such inquiries. 
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In conclusion, the above results provide an interesting, though preliminary, 
picture of how the learners exposed to two different types of input presenting 
process and acquire verbal inflectional cues in Polish. The learners who received 
the form-based input and instruction in Polish did show greater accuracy gains 
over the learners taught in the meaning-based session. Such a quantitative result 
confirms a beneficial role of focus on linguistic form in the acquisition of L2 
inflectional morphology. However, some interesting differences and similarities 
between the MB and FB learners’ performances also emerged, suggesting that 
the processing and learning of inflectional cues may be qualitatively influenced 
by the way in which the learner is exposed to the target language as well as by 
other factors such as, for example, token type or token frequency. To better elu-
cidate such complex interrelations, further multifactor study on the effects of 
input and instruction in the L2 grammar learning needs to be conducted. 
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Appendix A. Distribution of the Polish Input and VM Task

Class session Duration	 Task

1st week

1 (Mon) 1.30 h
2 (Tue) 1.30 h
3 (Wed) 1.30 h
4 (Thurs) 1.30 h

5 (Fri) 1.30 h

2nd week

1 (Mon) 1.30 h
2 (Tue) 1.30 h
3 (Wed) 1.30 h
4 (Thurs) 1.30 h

5 (Fri) 1.30 h Verbal Morphology
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Appendix B. Input Slide Sample: Didactic Sequences on Polish 
Verbs used in the Learning Sessions

Meaning-Based Session Focus	on	Form Form-Based	Session

1. Indication of written 
verbal forms

2. Colour highlighting 
of verbal morpho-
logical endings

3. Colour highlighting 
of verbal morpho-
logical endings

4. Structuring accord-
ing to simplified 3Sg 
verbal inflection pat-
terns: -E, -A, -I

5. Colour highlighting 
of question word 

6. Highlighting of ver-
bal 3sg morphologi-
cal ending in bold

7. Content structuring: 
countries/cities

8. 3sg personal pro-
nouns + present ver-
bal forms paradigm
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Appendix C. Verbal Morphology Test: Linguistic Content and 
Sentence Types 

A. Warm-Up Sentences 

Correct: 1sg verb – subject agreement Monika jest sympatyczna

Incorrect: missing preposition Marek mieszka Brazylii

B. Stimuli Sentences

Input Conjugation	
type Verb 1sg 

correct
1sg 

incorrect
3sg 

correct 
3sg 

incorrect 

Present 

Irregular być Ja jestem z 
Polski

Ja jest z 
Polski

Ona jest z 
Polski

Ona jestem z 
Polski

Regular
-am/-a

mieszkać Ja mieszkam 
w Krakowie

Ja mieszka 
w Krakowie

Ona mieszka 
w Krakowie

Ona mieszkam 
w Krakowie

znać Ja znam jezyk 
angielski

Ja zna język 
angielski

On zna język 
angielski

On znam język 
angielski

Regular
-	ę/-i

lubić Ja lubię 
sport

Ja lubi 
sport

Ona lubi 
sport

Ona lubię 
sport

mówić Ja mówię po 
polsku

Ja mówi po 
polsku

On mówi po 
polsku

On mówię po 
polsku

Absent 

Regular
-am/-a

grać Ja gram w 
piłkę

Ja gra w 
piłkę

Ona gra w 
piłkę

Ona gram w 
piłkę

biegać Ja biegam 
po polu

Ja biega po 
polu

On biega po 
polu

On biegam po 
polu

Regular
-	ę/-i

palić Ja palę 
papierosy

Ja pali 
papierosy

Ona pali 
papierosy

Ona palę 
papierosy

gubić Ja gubię 
pieniądze

Ja gubi 
pieniądze

On gubi 
pieniądze

On gubię 
pieniądze
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C. Filler sentences 

Input Type Verb 1sg 
correct

1sg 
incorrect

3sg 
correct 

3sg 
incorrect 

Present 

Negation

być
Ja nie 

jestem z 
Polski

Ja jestem nie z 
Polski

Ona nie 
jest z 
Polski

Ona jest nie 
z Polski

mieszkać
Ja nie 

mieszkam 
w Krakowie

Ja mieszkam 
nie w Krakowie

Ona nie 
mieszka w 
Krakowie

Ona mieszka 
nie w 

Krakowie

Preposition
być Ja jestem w 

Holandii
Ja jestem 
Holandii

On jest w 
Holandii

On jest 
Holandii

być Ja jestem z 
Portugalii

Ja jestem 
Portugalii

Ona jest z 
Portugalii

Ona jest 
Portugalii

Negation mówić
Ja nie 

mówię po 
polsku

Ja mówię nie 
po polsku

On nie 
mówi po 
polsku

On mówi nie 
po polsku

Absent 

Negation

grać Ja nie gram 
w piłkę

Ja gram nie w 
piłkę

Ona nie 
gra w piłkę

Ona gra nie 
w piłkę

biegać
Ja nie 

biegam po 
polu

Ja biegam nie 
po polu

On nie 
biega po 

polu

On biega nie 
po polu

Negation-
Preposition

być
Ja nie 

jestem w 
Norwegii

Ja nie jestem 
Norwegii

Ona nie 
jest w 

Norwegii

Ona nie jest 
Norwegii

być
Ja nie 

jestem z 
Hiszpanii

Ja nie jestem 
Hiszpanii

On nie jest 
z Hiszpanii

On nie jest z 
Hiszpanii
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Appendix D. VM Test Response Grid Sample: 2 Warm-Up 
Boxes + 10 First Target Sentence Boxes 

Apprenant ───────────────────

 N° Correct Incorrect
1
2

 N° Correct Incorrect
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
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Abstract 

Agnieszka Latos
The Effects of Meaning-Based and Form-Based Input on the Initial L2 Acquisition of Polish 
Verbal Morphology

This is a preliminary study on the effects of two types of input presenting on the 
early development of grammar knowledge (i.e. verbal inflection) in the second lan-
guage acquisition (SLA). Two groups of L1 French initial learners of Polish (TL) were 
exposed for two weeks to the monolingual input which was similar in terms of linguistic 
content, quantity and temporal distribution but distinct in terms of input presenting, 
and to some extent, in terms of received corrective feedback. The impact of two teach-
ing modalities, i.e. meaning-based input with no focus on form nor explicit corrective 
feedback vs. form-based input containing focus on form and explicit corrective feed-
back, was measured through a grammaticality judgment type test administrated at the 
end of each teaching session. Both experimental groups showed significant gains (from 
69% on) on the delayed task concerning the subject-verb agreement in Polish. How-
ever, the comparison between the results obtained by the learners trained in the two 
teaching sessions reveals that the learners from the form-based group show a greater 
accuracy in the grammatical evaluation of TL verbal inflections, and thus, are more suc-
cessful with respect to the learners from the meaning-based group. These results sug-
gest that the form-based input facilitates the learning of inflectional morphology, and 
as a consequence, it might be beneficial for L2 linguistic development. Furthermore, 
the study gives evidence of complex interrelations between various factors involved in 
L2 grammar learning. 


