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Abstract. This article reports on mixed methods classroom investigation that ascertained 

the relative effectiveness of two different explicit grammar teaching frameworks: (a) Data-

Driven Learning (DDL) with integration into Present-Practice-Produce (PPP) and (b) 

Illustration-Interaction-Induction (III). The analysis of the pre-, post- and delayed post-

tests indicated that both the frameworks were effective in terms of acquiring written 

discourse markers. However, the framework DDL with III was more effective than DDL 

with PPP to some degree. The use of DDL helped the learners develop their autonomy. 

Qualitative results showed that the participants had positive attitudes towards DDL in spite 

of some difficulties they faced while discovering patterns through concordance data. They 

struggled to comprehend many of the difficult words and complex structures used in the 

concordance data, which by and large seemed to demotivate them. This suggests a need to 

pre-edit the concordance data beforehand for lower level learners. The evidence also 

suggested the need for teachers‟ explanation of the patterns discovered through DDL to 

assure their discovery from the risk of overgeneralization. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Grammar teaching is still a controversial issue in the field of second or foreign language 

teaching (Barnard and Scampton, 2008). It has been of great interest to researchers and 

teachers to investigate whether grammar is worth teaching to ESL/EFL (English as a 

Second Language/English as a Foreign Language) learners. Some applied linguists, such as 

Cown (2009), Thornbury (1999) and Ellis (2002, 2006, 2008) advocate teaching grammar, 

whereas Krashen and Terrel (1983) along with some other linguists find grammar teaching 

of little or no importance in second language acquisition. Despite having negative views 

towards grammar teaching, there is evidence that (Borg & Bums, 2008; Nassaji & Fotos, 

2010; Rose & O‟Neill, 1999; Ellis, 2010), and it is widely accepted that, grammar teaching 

helps in second or foreign language acquisition. However, finding an effective approach 

and method can be a potential issue in grammar teaching. For the teaching of ESL/EFL 

grammar, different methodologies came into practice and were followed and rejected over 

time, but none of them seems to have been completely satisfactory. Prabhu (1900) therefore 

claimed that a particular method may not be effective in every context, nor can it satisfy 

every need of the learners.  

One of the movements in terms of finding better approaches to grammar teaching in 

the 1980‟s was the suggestion for „discovery learning‟ (Lewis, 1986). Lewis suggested 
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that the learning, which comes from self-discovery, is comparatively more firmly fixed in 

our minds than that from teacher driven learning. The incorporation of discovery learning 

and the contemporary revolution of corpus based teaching, Tim John (1991, p. 2) 

suggested „Data-Driven Learning‟ (DDL) as an approach to teaching and learning grammar. 

In DDL, the focus was shifted from deductive to inductive learning, and „noticing‟ 

(Schmidt, 1990) of, and consciousness-raising from, corpus data was taken on in the form 

of concordance citations (Johns, 1991) as language input and self-discovery of grammar by 

learners (O‟Keeffe et al,, 2007). A number of corpus-based studies have been undertaken, 

and yet DDL has not been assimilated into mainstream teaching practices. One of the 

reasons for the failure of DDL‟s establishment is the lack of supporting teaching materials 

and a suitable methodology for the application of DDL. Secondly, Tim Johns (1991) 

himself had doubts as to whether DDL could be effective on its own, and, therefore, further 

suggested investigating the method(s) that can be integrated with DDL.   

The literature on grammar teaching suggests some principles that might be relevant and 

taken into account while designing grammar lessons (Ellis, 2008), such as „consciousness-

raising‟ (Ellis, 1993), „noticing‟ (Schmidt, 1999), „authentic data‟, „form-focused instruction‟, 

„practice and opportunity for production‟ (Ellis, 2008), and „learners as researchers‟ (John, 

1990). Nonetheless, all the existing methodologies are criticised for missing one or another 

principle(s). For example, Present-Practice-Produce (PPP) has been criticised for being 

theoretically, rather than practically grounded, and for not seeming to incorporate the 

principles such as learners‟ autonomy, noticing, etc. On the other hand, Illustration- 

Interaction-Induction (III), which came into existence in opposition to PPP (McCarthy & 

Carter, 1995), seems to ignore the opportunity for practice. Therefore, a number of studies 

are still in progress seeking better approaches to teaching and learning of grammar.  

The current study was designed to explore a suitable method for DDL that can address 

the shortcomings of DDL. It focused on ascertaining the relative effectiveness of DDL with 

integration into PPP and III. In PPP, new language is presented to the learners, which they 

practice through controlled and accurate drilling and then they produce their own utterances 

based on the given patterns. In III, on the other hand, students are provided with an illustration 

of language and they interact with it before becoming aware of how the language works, 

therefore the induction of the discovered patterns takes place through illustration and 

interaction. Two interventions, (a) DDL with PPP and (b) DDL with III, were developed. A 

total of 30 EAP students were equally assigned to these two experimental groups and each 

group was exposed to an intervention. Pre-test, post-test and delayed-post tests were given 

to the students, the scores of which were used to determine the effectiveness of each 

intervention and to compare the relative effectiveness of both interventions. Similarly, a 

focus group was conducted to delve into the learners‟ attitudes towards DDL and other 

aspects of the interventions, such as the need for practice, teachers‟ assistance and learning 

difficulties and problems.  This study asked the following questions:  

RQ 1: Is DDL an effective approach to teaching written Discourse Markers to L2 learners 

of English in an EAP context?  

RQ 2: What is the relative effectiveness of DDL with Present-Practice-Produce (PPP) and 

DDL with Illustration-Interaction-Induction (III) for the acquisition of written 

Discourse Markers?  

RQ 3: What might be the problems of implementing DDL in this setting?  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Approaches to grammar teaching  

Since the origin of the Grammar Translation (GT) methodology, the deductive approach 

to teaching grammar has existed and is still dominantly used in many teaching contexts. 

However, low level of achievement in target language acquisition as a product of deductive 

teaching and „an ever-developing awareness of the complexity of language brought about 

by corpus linguistics‟ (Ronalli, 2001, p. 2) have shown the problems with deductive 

approach. Consequently, a number of approaches have been suggested comprising of 

inductive approach, noticing and consciousness-raising and discovery learning.   

The EFL grammar has been instructed implicitly and explicitly. There are contrastive 

views towards the choice of one over another in the literature of grammar teaching. Those 

who supported Krashen‟s idea (i.e., language learning is an unconscious process) find the 

implicit instruction to be more effective. Some research also concluded that if L2 learners 

can access and apply the same mental process as that of L1, then L2 acquisition ought to 

result through comprehensible input and interaction (Schwartz, 1993; Nassaji&Fotos, 

2004). In contrast, it has been considerably evident that explicit instruction is significant 

in order to have learners focus their attention on particular form(s) (Schmidt, 2001; 

Pienemann, 1988). Similarly, Norris and Ortega defended the importance of explicit 

instruction by examining the effectiveness of L2 teaching in 49 different studies (2000). 

There are also studies that have suggested both explicit and implicit instruction to have been 

effective in different contexts (Tutinis, 2012).  

In the similar vein, there is evidence showing contradiction between the choice and 

preference of deductive and inductive approach to teaching grammar. Although both 

inductive and deductive approach are the type of explicit instruction (Norris & Ortega, 

2000; Erlam, 2003; Hulstijn, 2005), they are different in principles. Studies directed to 

investigate the effectiveness of deductive and inductive approach have varied results; 

such as, Herron &Tomasello (1992) found inductive approach to be more effective, 

whereas Robinson (1996),  Seliger (1975), and Krashen (2002) found deductive to be more 

effective. At the same time, Abraham (1985), Rosa & O‟Neill (1999) and Shaffer (1989) 

did not find any distinction between these two approaches. Consequently, both approaches 

seem to be effective in different contexts depending on the cognitive style of the learners 

and the language structure presented (Eistenstein, 1987).  

Moreover, explicit instruction seems to be necessary to develop explicit knowledge 

(Ellis, 2010). The explicit knowledge helps to acquire implicit knowledge, following the 

automatization of that explicit knowledge (McLaughlin, Rossman, McLeod, 1983). 

Therefore, explicit instruction seems to be important in grammar teaching. Similarly, 

inductive approach might be more helpful to comprehend the input, particularly as a 

result of learners‟ own discovery of grammar. However, the learners‟ discovery of grammar 

might not be sufficient for learning, and therefore can be combined with teachers‟ 

explanation of grammar concepts (Henry, Evelyn & Terence, 2011; Burgess& Elherington, 

2012). As a result, inductive approach can be integrated with explicit grammar explanation 

(Azad, 2013), probably for better acquisition of grammar. There are some recent studies 

that advocate implicit instruction (Nagaratnam&Al-Mekhlafi, 2012; Ke, 2008). Consequently, 

both types of instruction might be effective in different EFL situations.  

This study, therefore, examined whether a particular inductive approach, namely 

Data-Driven Learning (DDL) can be effective while teaching grammar to a particular 
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EAP context. The DDL approach is further integrated into an older approach – PPP, and 

a newer approach - III to ascertain the effectiveness of variables such as practice, 

consciousness-raising, and explicit grammar instruction.  

2.2. Practice vs. consciousness-raising  

There has been debate among applied linguistics whether practice exercises help 

learners acquire a target language. They also seem to argue whether consciousness-raising 

activities can have better impact on learning than practice exercises. A number of studies (e.g., 

Batstone, 1994; Long, 1991; Long & Robinson, 1998) argue against the use of „practice‟ in 

EFL/ESL classrooms, whereas those supporting PPP approach (Johns & Carter, 2014) 

advocate the need for practice. Studies such as VanPatten (2004),  Wong & VanPatten (2003) 

express doubt about the usefulness of practice with a claim that „repetitive output practice‟ 

(DeKeyser, 2010, p. 156) does not necessarily provide opportunities to practice the target 

behaviour, however, they do not seem to reject focus on forms. Similarly, Long (1991), Long 

& Robinson (1998) further reject practice exercises that focus on forms. Ellis (1993) 

contrastively does not show doubt on practice focused on form but he finds it to be of limited 

use given that it does not help to acquire new grammar structures, only with automatization of 

those forms. In other words, some researchers reject the praxis of practice, whereas some just 

show doubt on form focused practice, as Ellis (1994) mentions that the results of empirical 

research are not very encouraging for practice.  

The use practice has also received a good deal of support. Ur (1988) argues that 

practice transfers the knowledge from short-term memory to long-term memory, and it 

also increases fluency and stimulates noticing (Shehadeh, 2002; Swain & Lapkin 1998; 

DeKeyser 2010). Nonetheless, practice in terms of „drill and kill‟ may not be very helpful 

to acquire proficiency in the target language since „acquisition happens as a by-product of 

comprehension‟ (VanPatten, 2003, p. 26). Practice has to be defined in terms of facilitating 

the learners with opportunities to comprehend the forms and meanings and to use them 

frequently until it transfers to long-term memory, so the practice might help in acquisition.  
Moreover, suggestions were made to use consciousness-raising activities over practice 

(Ellis, 2002) that provides „an effective means of teaching grammar‟ (Mohamed, 2004, p. 
229). Ellis defines CR as „a pedagogic activity where the learners are provided with L2 data 
in some form and required to perform some operation on or with it, the purpose of which is 
to arrive at an explicit understanding of some linguistic property or properties of the TL 
(1997, p. 160). This suggests that grammar activities need to serve the purpose of helping 
learners notice and be aware of new language. Additionally, Schmidt (1990) suggests that 
paying attention to language form helps in language acquisition, and consciousness-
raising is required, particularly for adults, to acquire „redundant grammatical features‟ (p. 
149).  Ellis (1993) also claims that learners construct their own grammar through grammar 
consciousness-raising activities and, as previously mentioned, learning through self-
discovery is firmly fixed in the learners‟ mind (Lewis, 1986). It is therefore evidenced that 
consciousness-raising activities might be essential in grammar teaching. However, 
„automatic and fluent output processing should not be under full conscious control‟ 
(Gilakjani & Ahmadi, 2011, p. 440). Furthermore, both practice and consciousness-raising 
activities can have distinct parts to play, while acquiring a new language as CR helps 
learners notice the target language and comprehend the underlying patterns, whereas 
practice helps them internalize the comprehended knowledge into production. It can 
therefore suggest developing activities that include consciousness-raising and practice.  
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2.3. Defining DDL 

In recent decades, a number of researchers (e.g. R. Carter, M. McCarthy, A. Bolton) 

have brought a paradigm shift in the field of language learning and teaching from electronic 

corpora. Tim Johns, while promoting language learning through corpus data, proposed 

Data-Driven Learning (DDL) in 1991, although the use of corpus data had earlier been 

introduced by Sandra McKay (1980), then continued by Ahmad et al (1985) and Johns 

(1986) himself.  

Data-Driven Learning (DDL) is defined as an approach in which „the language learner 

is also, essentially, a research worker whose learning needs to be driven by access to 

linguistic data‟ Johns, 1991a, p. 2). Oldin (1994) defines DDL as: “an approach to language 

teaching that gives central importance to developing the learners‟ ability to „puzzle out‟ 

how the target language operates from examples of authentic usages. The approach is 

particularly associated with the use of computer concordances in the classroom but can be 

extended to other situations where the student has to work inductively from authentic data 

(p. 320).” 

The main rationale of this approach is that „research is too serious to be left to the 

researchers‟, and therefore, the learners are to be given an opportunity to „see the patterning 

in the target language and to form generalizations to account for that patterning‟ (p. 2). 

DDL is a type of inductive approach. However, there is a distinctive feature of DDL that the 

teacher does not know in advance, exactly what patterning the students would come up with 

in DDL. The next distinctive feature of DDL is that the input „cuts out the middleman as far 

as possible and gives the learner direct access to the data‟ (p. 30), and hence they can be 

better learners outside the classroom (Johns, 1991b). He suggested three steps to plan a 

DDL based lesson: „identification, classification, and generalization‟, that he again termed 

as „research, practice, and improvising‟ (Johns, 1997a, p. 101). Nevertheless, these terms 

have still not been made clear in terms of implementation of DDL (Boulton, 2010).  

 

Diagram1: Steps For planning a DDL based lesson (Sah, 2015) 
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2.4. Empirical research: DDL and language learning  

The recent technology-based approaches to language learning have provided teachers 

with opportunities to develop learners‟ autonomy (Benson, 2001, Sah, 2015). DDL, by 

and large, outlines its key concepts as learner-centred, discovery learning, authentic data, 

learners‟ autonomy and revolutionaries (Boulton, 2009). Additionally, DDL, as noted by 

Chambers and Kelly (2002 mentioned in O‟Keefe, McCarthy, Carter, 2007, p. 24), brings 

together constructivists theories of learning, communicative approach to language teaching 

and developments within the area of learners‟ autonomy (Veckers & Ene, 2006). Dehghan 

& Darasawang (2014) and Sah (2015), in their study, found the students to become more 

independent to use language learning resources after using DDL. Guan (2013) additionally 

outlines that DDL creates a learning environment that attracts learners‟ attention with the 

emphasis on classroom interaction. It is therefore necessary to consider activities that 

develop autonomy among language learners. 

DDL, which is claimed to develop learner autonomy, is still struggling to become 

established owing to the lack of suitable methodology for its application (Wilson, 2013). 

While designing different methodologies for DDL, Kaltenbock & Mechlmauer-Larcher 

(2005, p. 79) have categorized the methods into two different strata: „learners-corpus-

interaction‟ and „teachers-corpus-interaction‟. The former involves learners to browse 

corpus „much in the same as they would explore an unknown land‟ (Bernadini, 2002, p. 

166), where they are the master for all their learning. The latter, in contrast, involves 

teachers editing the concordance data to make sure that the learners arrive at the desired 

findings and leanings. The later type of methodology, unlike the former one, does not often 

include using computers in the classroom to access data; instead, teachers prepare handouts 

containing concordance lines (Bouton, 2010). Moreover, in terms of either using computers 

in the classrooms or handouts, Jarris & Szymczyk (2009) conducted a research, the results 

of which indicated the students liking paper-based materials. In this concern, Gotz (2012) 

also conducted a research on undergraduate students to find more effective methods, which 

resulted in that the pre-editing of materials and pre-selection of appropriate corpora make 

DDL more motivating. However, explorative and evaluative studies on using different 

methods of DDL have rarely been undertaken (Flowerdew, 2009), and therefore a number 

of researchers, including Tim Johns, cast doubt whether DDL can be a complete approach 

to teaching language in itself or „can the new approach be integrated with older and more 

familiar methods?‟ (1991a, p. 3). Consequently, this study attempts to integrate DDL with 

other methods PPP and III. 

The majority of the studies are undertaken among the students at advanced levels of 

language with a presumption that DDL is not appropriate at lower levels (Boulton, 2010). 

Johns (1986) himself initially used micro concordance with adult students who were well 

motivated with prior experience of research methods and had particular interests. However, 

he later (1997a) used DDL in a „remedial grammar‟ course for lower-level international 

students. Similarly, a research conducted by Chujo et al. (2012) revealed that DDL can be 

effective with the beginner level; nevertheless, the learners used bilingual concordance that 

limited this study. Yoon and Hirvela (2004) also found DDL to be even more effective with 

intermediate then with advanced learners. Therefore, it is apparent that this can be effective 

with all levels of learners, yet the learners should be highly motivated.  
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2.5. Grammar in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

As the majority of the research has shown high relevance of grammar teaching in second 

or foreign language learning, it is also likely to be important in English for Academic 

Purposes (EAP). However, there is a very limited amount of research on the teaching of 

grammar in EAP contexts. Burgess & Etherington (2002) conducted a survey on the attitude 

of teachers in the UK towards grammar teaching in EAP context. The survey revealed that the 

majority of the teachers saw grammar important for their students and favoured discourse-

based approaches. Similarly, in 2008, Borg & Burns accomplished a survey on the teachers 

from America (2.5%), Asia (23.2%), Europe (25.7%) and Australia and New Zealand 

(46%) to find out their attitude toward teaching grammar, the result of which outlined the 

teachers‟ support for need for grammar teaching. Barnard & Scampton (2008) also studied 

on the same issue and concluded with the similar result. Additionally, they attempted to 

include more aspects of grammar teaching in their study. The teachers in their study 

mentioned that the students wanted them to present the lesson explicitly and found the role 

of practice to be effective. They also stated that the students found authentic texts difficult 

because of the vocabulary used; however, it was not clear whether the students had 

difficulty in handling grammar presented within authentic texts.  

As a result, the teaching of grammar seems equally valued and demanded in EAP 

contexts as well. Since these studies, however limited, support the need for grammar 

teaching and teachers‟ explanation for grammar patterns, the present study has focused on 

teaching grammar to EAP learners, particularly to suggest an effective approach. This 

study also looked at the effectiveness of using practice, consciousness-raising and 

teachers‟ explanation of grammar patterns given that these issues were raised in Burgess  

& Etherington (2002), Barnard & Scampton (2008) and Borg & Burns (2008).  

3. METHODOLOGY 

The current study adopts mixed methods to explore the relative effectiveness of Data-

Driven Learning (DDL) with integration into a relatively older method PPP and a newer 

method III, and to determine the attitude of learners towards Data-Driven Learning. In 

mixed methods, the strengths of one method can be utilized to overcome the weaknesses 

of another, as data obtained from both methods complement each other (Dornyei, 2007). 

This method, therefore, seems to be relevant, given that the present study attempts to 

obtain quantitative data through tests to measure the learnability of the language through 

the proposed interventions and qualitative data through a focus group to find out the 

attitude of the learners towards Data-Driven Learning (DDL).  The use of mixed 

methods, in addition, has helped maintain the validity of this study‟s outcomes through 

the triangulation of the data obtained from both research instruments.  

3.1. The sample and the setting 

The subjects of the study were 20 students enrolled at the University of Central 

Lancashire, in the UK, for a pre-sessional course. The participants were Chinese and Arabic 

speakers of English, who were undertaking this course in order to meet the required English 

language proficiency level to enter bachelor and master degree courses. Their current 

English language proficiency level was B1 according to the Common European Framework 
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of Reference for Languages (CEFR). The sample for this study was based on the 

„Representative Sample Paradigm‟ (Perry, 2005); as the sample representing all L2 learners 

of English doing a pre-sessional course in the UK and the purpose of the study was to 

generalize the findings to a large group of L2 learners of English doing pre-sessional 

courses. There were hundreds of students taking the course at that time, and therefore a 

sample had to be chosen from the whole population. Taking variables into consideration, 

the study followed convenience sampling because of practical constraints, such as 

availability at a certain time and accessibility (Dornyei, 2007). For equal possibility of 

sampling, I chose two groups from the list of about 8 groups the Language Academy had 

formed. They had the same language proficiency level as tested by the Academy. The 

sample size was thought to be 30 participants but, unfortunately, data was recorded for only 

20 participants, since a few of the students could not attend the final input sessions and/or 

take the post and delayed-post tests. 

3.2. Research design 

The data was collected through two different instruments: Tests and Focus-group 

interview.  

3.2.1. Tests 

The quantitative data was collected through written tests. A pilot test was given before 

the real test, as „it is extremely unwise to write a test and give it straight to the students, 

often unforeseen problems arise‟ (Harmer, 1987, p. 59). The pilot test did not experience 

any problem, and the real tests were administrated. Pre-tests were given to evaluate the 

students‟ receptive and productive knowledge in terms of using written discourse markers 

before the students were treated with the interventions. They were then given post-tests 

after the interventions were applied to them, and eventually were given delayed post-tests 

two weeks after the post-tests. The scores of pre-, post- and delayed post-tests were 

compared to determine the effectiveness of the respective interventions and the mean score 

of both interventions were further compared to examine the relative effectiveness of both 

interventions. Each test had two sections representing a receptive and a productive test. The 

productive test included the items that required the participants to fill in the blanks with the 

most suitable written discourse markers. Similarly, for the receptive test, the subjects were 

given multiple choice questions that required the participants to choose suitable discourse 

markers from the given options.  

Moreover, while constructing the tests, care was taken to avoid making the test easier 

to complete by one group than another. Similarly, to avoid any inaccuracy in the test 

items, the sentences (test items) were taken from the British National Corpus (BNC). The 

BNC was also used to derive corpus data for the students for the Data-Driven Learning.  

The test also took validity and reliability into account. Each test included 10 items since 

Fitz-Gibbon, (as cited in Cohen, et al., and 2007) believe that longer tests are more reliable. 

At the same time, in order to maintain „content validity‟ (Cohen, et al., 2007, p. 162), the 

test items fairly represented two classes of discourse markers: „for expressing contrast‟ and 

„for expressing reasons and results‟. The test items were equally divided  
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3.2.2. Focus-group  

Focus groups are a useful tool to gather data on the attitudes of participants in a research 

(Cohen et al., 2007), and therefore a focus group of 4 participants was formed to collect 

data on learners‟ attitudes towards DDL. The choice of taking part in the focus group was 

entirely up to the participants. A focus group is also significant since a „within-group 

interaction can yield high-quality data as it can create a synergistic environment that results 

in a deep and insightful discussion‟ (Dornyei, 2007, p. 144). The focus group was semi-

structured, requiring „the participants to stay on the points‟ (Wisker, 2001, p. 176) by 

focusing on specific problems, and on the other hand, allowing the interviewer to follow 

questions with additional questions that would probe further. 

During the focus group sessions, I acted as moderator to explain beforehand what was 

„expected of participants and will happen to the results‟ (Dawson, 2006, p. 79). I also 

introduced some key issues that prompted the participants to talk in order to show their 

attitudes towards DDL. However, some participants commented on unprompted, and 

made the information even richer. The focus group was electronically recorded for future 

reference, the knowledge of which was given to the participants beforehand.   

3.3.3. Data collection and analysis  

The method of data collection was experiment with parallel interviews (Cohen et al., 

2007) incorporating experiment with interviews. Johnson and Christensen (2004), as 

mentioned in Dornyei (2007), point out that we can sometimes enhance an experiment 

even further by conducting interviews, whether face-to-face or focus group interviews to 

get at the research participants‟ perspectives and meanings relating to the experimental 

research findings. The experiment and interviews protocol present both qualitative and 

quantitative data for this current study. More specifically, the experiment was conducted 

in order to ascertain the relative effectiveness of Data-Driven Learning (DDL) with 

integration into PPP and III while teaching written discourse markers to L2 learners of 

English on a pre-sessional course. For this purpose, two interventions were designed: „DDL 

with PPP‟ and „DDL with III‟.  

The students were given pre-tests to measure their knowledge of the use of written 

discourse markers before the interventions were conducted. After the interventions, post-

tests were given to the participants to examine their achievement, thereby measuring the 

effectiveness of DDL and the relative effectiveness of its integration into PPP and III. The 

scores of the pre-tests were compared to the gain scores of the post-tests.  This was 

followed by delayed post-tests to investigate whether the learning lasted for a longer period.   

Moreover, a focus group of 4 participants were formed representing both interventions. 

The focus groups revealed data on the students‟ attitude towards the use of Data-Driven 

Learning while learning written discourse markers. The prime reason for conducting focus-

group interviews was to maintain the validity of the experiment, and to yield high-quality 

data on the other hand. This is because focus group interviews can create a synergistic 

environment that produces data in a deep and insightful discussion (Dornyei, 2007). In 

addition, the flexible and information-rich nature of the focus group was significant in the 

present mixed method research. With regard to the interviews‟ format, they included semi-

structured questions that allowed the participants to express their experience beyond the 

questions of the researcher.  
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3.3. Interventions  

 

 

 

 

  

      

  

  

  

    

Diagram 2: Intervention: 1 DDL with PPP 

This intervention is an attempt to integrate the DDL approach with an older method 

PPP. This intervention is designed with the intention to upgrade the DDL approach by 

integrating „practice‟ and „production‟ into it.  

Present: This is the first stage where a teacher presents the lesson, but does NOT 

explain the grammatical rules or patterns as it is done in the original form of PPP. He/she 

explicitly informs the students what they are going to learn, and then sets a task to motive 

and to gain their concentration towards the language he/she plans to introduce. Then, the 

students are given authentic corpus data (concordance data). They then identify the 

language through noticing and consciousness-raising activities; classify the language; and 

finally generalize the patterns of the language. After the students have discovered the new 

language, the teacher will briefly explain the newly discovered patterns. This is the stage 

where Data-Driven Learning actually takes place.  

Practice: After the patterns are discovered and the teacher has explained them, the 

students are required to do some practice exercises. „Practice‟, here, does not necessarily 

mean repetition or drilling as in the original version of PPP or Audiolingualism. It might 

rather refer to activities that encourage learners to use the language they have discovered, 

such as gap fill exercises or sentence re-writing, etc., in order to drive the information 

from short-term memory to long-term memory. 

Produce: This is the final stage where the learners are required to produce their own 

sentences following the patterns the learners have discovered. This activity also helps to 

automatise the information for language production with accuracy. 

This intervention is an attempt to integrate the DDL approach with a newer method, 

Illustration-Interaction-Induction (III) (McCarthy and Carter, 1995). Unlike PPP, this 

method does not include the opportunity for practice and production, rather focuses on 

consciousness-raising. I have attempted to integrate the features of both DDL and III in 

order to examine whether the hybrid approach would be comparatively more effective.  

Present  
(not rules explanation) 

the context 
Identification Classification 

Present 

Generalization  

Generalization 
Practice 

 

Practice  

(through tasks rather than „drills‟) 

Production Produce 
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Diagram 3: Intervention 2: DDL with III 

Illustration: Unlike PPP, this approach suggests a lesson begin with the illustration of 

authentic data. By authentic data, based on DDL, I mean the concordance derived from 

corpus data. This can be displayed electronically or can be given to the students in a 

printed handout.  

Interaction: In a similar way to that used in the first Intervention (DDL with PPP), at 

this stage, the students will discuss the language features observed in the data through 

consciousness raising activities. The students will firstly identify the language they are 

being exposed to, and then they will classify the concordance data to describe the features 

of the target language.  

Induction: At this stage, the students collaboratively try to discover the patterns (not 

rules) and the teacher might guide them if they need any support. By patterns here I mean 

the structures in which the language has been used in a particular context. These patterns 

may not be generalized in the way that prescriptive rules can. 

3.4. The nature of concordance data  

As already mentioned, Data-Driven Learning requires learners discovering their own 

grammar by noticing the underlying patterns in the concordance data. Both intervention 

groups navigated through concordance-based materials. To design such materials, I made use 

of the Complete Lexical Tutor to obtain concordance lines based on written British National 

Corpus (BNC). The selection of this particular type of corpora was based on the criteria that 

the BNC includes real life data that represent British English. The students in this study were 

undertaking a pre-sessional course with an aim to develop their academic English to join 

British universities. Subsequently, it was believed that they would benefit more from the 

BNC. Secondly, the BNC was freely available online and therefore easily accessible that 

offered the motivated students the opportunities to follow up their own research of 

concordance data. Similarly, as discussed in the literature review, students prefer printouts to 

computers to deal with concordance lines for DDL, therefore I used handouts containing the 

concordance lines in my classrooms. That was also the case owing to the fact of the limited 

time frame of the study. Moreover, the corpus data used in DDL tasks varied from full 

concordances to Key Word in Context (KWIC) format and conversational extracts. I made 

use of the KWIC concordance since the lessons were based on discovering the patterns and 

use of different written lexical discourse markers in EAP writing.   
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4. RESULTS  

RQ 1: Is DDL an effective approach for teaching written Discourse Markers to L2 

learners of English in an EAP context?  

The participants of both experimental groups appeared to have an upward scoring 

performance in both post-test and delayed post-test over the pre-test, and it can therefore 

be said that DDL might be an effective approach in this particular situation irrespective of 

its integration into other methods. The mean score for experimental group 1 was 4.4 out 

of 10 in the pre-test, reaching 6.5 in the post-test but, although remaining higher than the 

pre-test, dropping to 6 in the delayed post-test. Similarly, the mean score 4.5 in the pre-

test reached 9.2 in the post-test and 8.2 in the delayed post-test in the DDL with III 

experimental group. These data evidently suggest that DDL in both interventions was 

successful in helping the participants to learn.  

With regard to the students‟ attitude towards DDL, it appeared that the participants 

had a positive attitude despite some difficulties they experienced while working with this 

approach. They seemed to find DDL an effective approach that can help for self-study, 

and therefore developed their autonomy. Consequently, it can be concluded that DDL 

might be an effective approach to teaching discourse markers to L2 users of English in an 

EAP context. 

RQ 2: What is the relative effectiveness of DDL with Present-Practice-Produce (PPP) 

and DDL with Illustration-Interaction-Induction (III) for the acquisition of written discourse 

markers?  

The test scores clearly indicated the effectiveness of DDL regardless of its integration 

into two different methods. The scores did not show a significant difference between the 

two groups; however, the DDL with III group appeared to have better effect to some 

level. The test scores in the post-tests in both interventions were higher than the pre-tests, 

suggesting that the participants had learned through these interventions. Yet, the delayed 

post-tests received lower scores than the post-tests, but higher than the pre-tests.    

  As a result, the evidence suggests that the learning was possibly constant over time 

until the delayed post-tests, which might be automatized to become permanent learning in 

the future. This could be because it takes a long time for information to transfer from a 

short term memory to long term memory for automatization of that information, and 

practice plays a significant role in transferring that information (McLaughlin, Rossman & 

McLeod, 1983).   

One of the key distinctions between these interventions was the opportunity for 

practice and production in opposition to consciousness-raising. The intervention „DDL 

with PPP‟ included the opportunity for practice and production, and „DDL with III‟ 

comprised consciousness-raising. The results can possibly reveal that DDL can better be 

integrated with III. However, this does not seem to demean the opportunity for practice 

and production, since, on the one hand, DDL with PPP intervention had a degree of 

effectiveness in imparting learning to the participants and on the other hand, practice has 

an effect in the long term (Ur, 1988; McLaughlin, Rossman & McLeod, 1983; Karpicke 

& III, 2007). This study was limited to a short period of time, but over a longer timescale, 

the opportunity for practice and production might prove to be more effective.  
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RQ 3: What might be the problems of implementing DDL in this setting?  

The evidence suggests that DDL was successfully implemented in this setting, however, 

there were some problems that the students faced while learning through this approach. In 

contrast to Wilson‟s (2013) study that concluded that DDL was unsuitable for lower 

levels of learner, this study appeared to find DDL to have some degree of suitability for 

lower level learners. Nevertheless, the difficult words and complex sentence structures 

were likely to make it difficult for them to comprehend the contexts. 

Similarly, the learners seemingly had a problem understanding the meaning of unusual 

words that have pragmatic meanings in terms of the UK culture. This might be because 

authentic language is too difficult for the learners to realize (Morrison, 1989 and William, 

1983). Indeed Gotz (2012) found such materials to be useful when they were pre-edited. 

Therefore, for the lower level of learners, it would be important to pre-edit the concordance 

data in order to bridge the gap in students‟ comprehension.  

Moreover, similar to the research of Chujo et al. (2012), the learners in this study 

tended to show the need for teachers‟ support in order to explain the patterns and usages. 

The students discovered the patterns, but they needed the teacher to confirm whether their 

discovery was correct. On this point, I also believe that having the teacher explain the 

discovered patterns will also benefit students with lower language skills.  

The next problem that the students encountered was that it was monotonous to 

repeatedly go over the concordance data. Nonetheless, I think it was not really a problem. 

It appeared that the students‟ lack of motivation for self learning was more crucial, as the 

students were probably more used to teacher-initiated learning. Therefore, the tasks 

requiring students‟ self learning was new and monotonous for them. They might have 

expected the teacher to explain patterns for them, rather than getting them to explore.  

4. DISCUSSION 

The aim of this study was to examine the effectiveness of DDL and to suggest an effective 

method to be integrated with DDL that EAP teachers and students will make use of while 

teaching and learning written discourse markers. The post-tests and delayed post-tests that 

were designed to measure the learning performance on the written discourse markers 

produced considerably better results than the pre-tests that had outlined the proficiency level 

of the participants on written discourse markers before the interventions were administered. 

This evidenced that DDL can be an effective approach to teaching written discourse markers. 

At the same time, for its integration to good effect, it can be integrated with both PPP and III.  

DDL with III would seem, however, to work better. Similarly, it appeared that consciousness-

raising activities worked better than practice based activities. The study was limited to a short 

period of time: the post-test was given soon after the final input sessions and the delayed post-

test two weeks later. As a consequence, the results might be expected to differ over a long 

term since it can be argued that the effect of practice is experienced in the long term (Ur, 

1988; McLaughlin, Rossman & McLeod, 1983; Karpicke & III, 2007). I would therefore 

suggest the execution of a long term study in the future dedicated to investigating the effect of 

practice and consciousness-raising. Additionally, it would also be interesting to determine 

whether practice after consciousness-raising might provide extra benefits in the automatizing 

of learning into acquired knowledge.  
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The focus group, which was especially grounded in finding attitudes of the students 

towards DDL, resulted in responses that tended to show the students‟ positive attitudes. 

There were a few issues raised during the work of the focus group. Firstly, they shared their 

overall positive impression while discussing their general impression on DDL. Secondly, 

they discussed the issue of learners as researchers and revealed that they could find the 

meaning and patterns by themselves. They also reported to use DDL as a research tool 

outside the classrooms to find out the solutions to the problems. Thus, as suggested by Nazari 

(2014) and Wachob (2005) it is possible that learners can take control of their own learning to 

act autonomously in DDL. This also supports the works by Veckers & Ene (2006) and 

Dehghan & Darasawang (2014) who found DDL to be a suitable tool for developing learners‟ 

autonomy. Thirdly, the discussion moved towards the problems that the students faced while 

using DDL. The common problem that they mentioned was the difficulty in understanding 

difficult words and complex sentence structures in concordance data. This might have 

demotivated the students to some extent, as also found in William (1983) and Morrison 

(1989). This may be the reason why Wilson (2013) found DDL unsuitable for lower level 

learners. In contrast, this study assumes that DDL might be suitable for lower level learners. 

However, I would recommend pre-editing of the concordance data in order to bridge the 

language gap, as also recommended by Gotz (2012). The next issue discussed was whether 

they needed teachers‟ support. The results indicated some degree of agreement on the need for 

teachers‟ support, especially to describe the difficult words and structures to help them 

comprehend the context. The students also wanted the teacher to explain the patterns after 

they had explored their grammar. This may be owing to their lack of confidence or their habit 

of depending on teachers. Therefore, it might be helpful if a teacher explains the patterns after 

the students have discovered patterns through given concordance data. This also prevents 

learners form developing false consciousness due to the lack of „negative evidence‟ (White, 

1988, p. 125) in the concordance data. Ellis (1984) also points out that input alone is not 

sufficient, and consequently, the exposure to data should be combined with instruction.  

5. LIMITATIONS 

Several limitations of this study are worth commenting on. First, whereas the sample 

represents a population of multilingual L2 learners of EAP in the UK, the participants 

consisted of 17 Chinese speakers and 3 Arabic speakers of English. The majority of 

participants might have used their L1 to mediate their understanding, thereby influencing 

the results. Similarly, this study employed a „convenience non-random sampling‟ that 

might have resulted in a selection bias, and consequently influenced the findings. The 

small sample size, which limited the number of variables, also limited the generalizability 

of the findings and diminished the statistical strength of the analysis.  

Another important limitation of this study is the length of the study. One of the 

findings, that consciousness-raising showed better learning than practice in DDL, might 

have had different results if it had been a long term study. As earlier discussed, the effects 

of practice are often seen in the long term, but this study was limited to a short period. 

Similarly, there was a very short gap between the post-test and the delayed post-test. A 

longer gap between these tests might also have shown different results.  

The limited number of test items in all the tests might also have influenced the results of 

this study. Ten test items were included in each test equally divided into receptive and 
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productive test items. Longer tests are more reliable and also needed to generalize the 

learning that reduce the possibility of guessing (Cohen et al, 2007). Since the test items 

were objective in nature, the participants might have guessed the answers, thus limiting 

the values of the results. 

6. CONCLUSION  

This study chose a corpus based inductive approach to teaching grammar, namely 

Data-Driven Learning, to ascertain its effectiveness when integrated into other methods, 

while teaching and learning written discourse markers for EAP students in the UK. The 

reason I attempted to integrate DDL with other methods, was to add more value to DDL 

in order to enhance its strength and effectiveness. Two interventions were therefore 

developed: „DDL with PPP‟ and „DDL with III‟. These were then applied to two different 

experimental groups. A pre-test was given to the students which was used as a baseline 

for comparison with the scores of the post and delayed post-tests in order to examine the 

relative effectiveness of both interventions.  

The test results suggest that both interventions had an impact on the performance of 

the written discourse markers, with participants showing an increased number of correct 

responses following the interventions.  However, the experimental group that received 

DDL with III intervention showed a relatively better acquisition than the DDL with PPP 

group in the short term. The scores of the post-tests were significantly higher than those 

in the pre-tests, which again decreased in the delayed post-test. The scores of the delayed 

post-tests were higher than the pre-tests. From this, two conclusions can be drawn: on the 

one hand, the interventions were effective since they resulted in a greater ability of 

students to use written discourse markers in the short term, whilst on the other hand, the 

results might have been different, had the intervention been sustained over time as there 

was a lower ability shown in the delayed-post tests.  

The study also seemed to demonstrate that the consciousness-raising was more effective 

than practice, thereby supporting Ellis‟ (2002) claim of consciousness-raising being more 

effective than practice and in line with anti-practice linguists (Long, 1991; Long & 

Robinson, 1998; DeKeyser, 2010; VanPatten, 2004; and Wong & VanPatten, 2003).  

Nonetheless, the use of practice had a short-term impact upon learners‟ ability and all the 

participants of the focus group felt the need for practice to automatise their output, as might 

have been expected according to McLaughlin, Rossman & McLead, (1983). Therefore, it 

would be unwise to claim practice or PPP as discredited methods, as some (e.g., Lewis, 

1993; Skehan, 1996) have suggested. Moreover, it is also asserted that practice has a long-

term effect (Ur, 1988; McLaughlin, Rossman & McLeod, 1983; Karpicke & III, 2007), 

which is a point that could not be evaluated within the time framework of this study. 

Furthermore, this study looked at the students‟ attitudes towards DDL. All but one of the 

participants acknowledged a degree of acquisition through this approach. This one student 

found repeated review of concordance data, without any communicative activity, to be 

monotonous. This might be why Johns (1991) stated learners need to be highly motivated 

for DDL.  

As expected, the students had problems understanding difficult words and complex 

structures in the concordance data. Authentic data are often difficult to comprehend 

(William, 1983, and Morrison, 1989), and therefore Gotz (2012) recommends pre-editing 
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the concordance data before exposing it to the learners. Difficulty understanding the 

meaning of unusual words in the target language because of their cultural and pragmatic 

meanings may not be unusual, however.  In addition, the participants mentioned that they 

needed teachers to explain the patterns discovered through the concordance data in order 

to make sure that what they had discovered was correct. This substantiates the need for 

explicit explanation (Norris & Ortega, 2000) of learners‟ discovered patterns.  

Consequently, this study recommends the integration of explicit explanations of 

patterns into DDL following the learners‟ own discovery of patterns, as suggested by 

Burgess  & Etherington (2002), and Bamard & Scampton (2008).   

The findings indicate a direction for future research, especially in the light of integrating 

other methods into DDL, using a larger sample size and increasing the duration of the 

study. In particular, a longer interval between post-test and delayed post-test might be 

useful. One might also look at the type of noticing and mediation the learners experience 

while trying to discover patterns from concordance data.  
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APPENDIX 

Focus Group Questions 

The aim of this interview is to know your attitude towards the use of Data-Driven 

Learning (DDL) and if it has been an effective approach to teaching written 

discourse markers. The result of this study is intended to give pedagogical 

suggestions to EFL teachers. Your answers will confidentially be used for research 

purposes only.  

1. What is your overall impression towards using Data-Driven Learning while 

learning written discourse markers? 

2. Do you think this has helped you develop your autonomy? If „yes‟, in what way? 

3. What do you think, if any, were the difficulties that you faced while dealing with 

the concordance data? 

4. Do you think you needed opportunity to practice and produce the patterns that you 

discovered through the concordance data? 

5. What did you like and/or dislike about this approach of teaching, if any? 

6. Do you think you need any support from the teacher while dealing with the 

concordance lines? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


