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Abstract. With the need for instant communication and the boom of the digital era, quality 

content concerning grammatical output by language learners has become a hot issue 

among teachers, particularly university professors who aim at accuracy when dealing with 

their students’ production. The purpose of this study was to measure the effectiveness of a 

remedial grammar course created “ad hoc” for university leavers (n = 987) in Lima, Peru 

between March 2018 and September 2019. The dataset deployed in the study came from 

two instruments: Pre-Test and Post-Test, applied to participants at the start and end of 

every term. When processing the data, the difference of the paired samples did not follow a 

normal distribution, therefore, the t-student test could not be applied. Alternatively, the non-

parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test had to be used, but only after verifying the assumption 

that the differences between post and pre-test samples followed a symmetric distribution. The 

test result yielded a very significant p-value, thus rejecting the null hypothesis that there were 

no differences regarding median grades between the pre- and post-tests. Furthermore, the 

effect size of nearly 70% confirmed the effectiveness of the grammar course and the 

appropriacy of the application of teaching and assessment methods. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Over the last years, much has been published regarding the re-appearance of grammar 

in the learning of a foreign language, particularly as a reaction towards the extended use 

of the communicative approach since the 1970s. Under that umbrella, there are terms that 

we, teachers, have been extremely familiar with, such as the learning of a second language 

(contrasted to the acquisition of a native language), inductive (as opposed to deductive) 

approach to teaching, fluency (versus accuracy), or communicative competence (contrasted to 

linguistic competence), which have certainly proved to have fit in our evolving, globalized 

world where English has been, and will probably be – for many years ahead – the lingua 

franca. However, there is a group of users whose aim is not oral communication in the 

first place but instead, written reception – reading – and  oral production – speaking. I am 

referring to the world of tertiary education and its actors such as scholars, researchers, or 
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college students who may be more inclined to become linguistic competent, be exposed 

to deductive instruction, or attain accuracy in their productive outputs. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A paper by Kamal, S. M. (2013) reporting results on the study of article accuracy to 

undergraduate students from various universities in Dhaka, Bangladesh points out that 

little or no need is shown by students to “polish” their use of this grammatical structure as 

it has no significant effect on meaning. As long as the message is put across, no mastery 

of grammar is needed. On empirical terms, over the last decades this fact has become 

trendy in EFL learning due to the emphasis on communication skills prioritising fluency 

to accuracy particularly when producing language, be this oral or written. 

 Ideally, there should be a balance between accuracy and fluency when teaching 

a foreign language. It is not necessary to sacrifice any of the two to succeed in the 

teaching-learning process following a form-based or a communication / content-based 

approach (Krashen, Nilolov, 1997). The authors did an experiment with two groups of 

children (eighth graders) in Hungary exposing them to the two teaching methods: 

communication-based and traditional grammar-based, and found out that in the former 

one, learners were as accurate as the ones who received instruction with the traditional, 

grammar-based programme. This means that both approaches to teaching EFL can co-

exist and be applied to several age groups so that learners can be benefited by making the 

most of them in their performance. Hence, there is no need to sacrifice accuracy for 

fluency. According to Krashen and Nilolov (1997), “Ideally, accuracy and fluency should 

advance at the same pace during the language acquisition process …” 

The above quotation is also associated with the extent to which the teaching style 

prioritizes learning or acquisition. It is known that for the latter term, exposure to the 

target language is immersed within everyday contexts where meaningful situations are 

presented and practised in a communicative way enhancing fluency. This has also been 

reinforced by Gayane R. Hovhannisyan (2016): “Only through meaningful learning activities 

do the students create their own mental models of the knowledge acquired and the skills 

used.” This practice is contrary to what happens when a language point is first presented, 

analysed and later practised through controlled exercises following a deductive approach. In 

this case, accuracy should come before fluency and “learning” should consequently take 

place. However, in any case, the learner may ideally become competent both linguistically 

and communicatively. 

Furthermore, the role of the teacher is key when delivering a method of instruction. It 

is said (Obeidat, M., 2020) that teacher-centredness is a characteristic of the deductive 

method of teaching whereas in the inductive method, teachers encourage students to 

discover the rule after having practised it within real-life like contexts, to finally store it 

in either their short- or long-term memory (Bilash, 2009). What is more, in their desire to 

make students understand how rules of the English language work and how these are 

applied in real-life situations, teachers may deliver instruction using either a bottom-up 

(specific to generic) or top-down (generic to specific) approach. Incidentally, these ones 

have been linked respectively to the inductive and deductive currents of teaching. At this 

point, it is worth mentioning that empirically, the application of a deductive approach can 

benefit more adult learners than younger ones since it calls for their maturity, motivation, 
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and raises awareness on the formation of rules and their application, i.e., usage and use, 

something that may not necessarily be attained by the application of inductive, bottom-up 

methods. 

3. BACKGROUND 

The present study was conducted at the Bilingual Department of a private university 

in Lima, Peru, between March 2018 and September 2019 with 987 participants enrolled 

in a non-credit, grammar course called English Competency Course (ECC). Passing this 

course with a mark between 10.5 and 20, would enable participants to replace the grade 

they had previously obtained: 11, 12, or 13 (over 20) in their last general English course 

called English VI, and thus comply with the requirement of credits earned for having 

taking courses in English. Having complied with this requirement would also let them 

apply to obtain the bachelor’s degree. 

ECC was designed to be a remedial course whose main purpose was the review of the 

English grammar studied through English I to VI, i.e., during the students’ first three 

years of studies at the university; it would cover the basic user and independent user 

reference levels according to CEFR (A1 to B2). ECC would have a duration of seven 

weeks, being weeks 1 to 6 devoted to instruction, and week 7 to evaluations and feedback. 

The weekly contents of ECC matched the main grammatical structures that the students had 

learnt every semester in their English I to VI courses, primarily, tenses. Therefore, in ECC, 

they would be completing the CEFR reference levels every two weeks: elementary (A1, 

A2), intermediate (B1) and upper intermediate (B2). In addition, the weekly input of 

instruction was 11 academic hours, making 77 hours for the whole course. The pre-test 

was applied during the first hour of the course on day one, and the post-test before taking 

the final exam in week 7. Regarding the number of participants, there were 47 ECC 

sections opened between 2018-2019 with a total of 987 students, but the ones considered 

for data processing in this study were 955 as there were 32 students who, for diverse 

reasons, did not take either instrument, pre or post-test. 

3.1. Data collection and analysis procedure 

The data was obtained from, on the one hand, the administration of an entry test whose 

main purpose was to know about the students’ status quo at the start of the course. Inhere it 

is important to mention that most of the students who initially enrolled in the English 

Competency Course, particularly in 2018, had not received English instruction for an 

approximate period of three years i.e., since the last time they took English VI – at the end 

of their third year of studies; note also that according to Peruvian law, undergraduates 

should complete five years of university studies before applying for bachelor´s degree. 

Therefore, at the launch of ECC in 2018, we received the “oldest” students i.e., the ones 

who had already completed their fifth year and had already left university – most of them 

had been working or involved in internship at the time of starting the course. 

On the other hand, the application of the post-test enabled us to measure the extent to 

which the participants had not only activated prior knowledge, i.e., the one learnt during 

their general English subjects: English I to VI, but also to see if they were able to use the 

structures in their academic or professional settings. To make the data obtained from the 

instruments more valid, it was determined that the exit test would evaluate the same 
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structures as the entry test, in the same level and order of difficulty as they had been 

learnt in English I to VI and eventually presented in ECC. In other words, the entry- and 

post-tests would contain exactly the same questions. 

The data was processed using the R statistical programming language. Out of the 

original 987 registers, 32 were eliminated to avoid bias. These belonged to students who, 

for any reasons, had been unable to take either test and thus, were marked with zero in 

both tests. 

The median before the application of instruction was 11 out of 20 points (55%), and 

after having received instruction 14 over 20 (70%). 

As normality of differences between pre and post test scores could not be verified, the 

t-student test for paired samples was discarded. Instead, the non-parametric Wilcoxon test 

was considered. However, this test has also its own assumption of symmetry distribution, 

so it had to be verified through the histogram and the result obtained is shown below.  

 

 

Fig. 1 Differences in pre- and post-test grades 

As it can be seen, the graph approximated a symmetric distribution, which meant that 

it was advisable to apply the Wilcoxon test. 

3.2. Hypotheses 

Researcher’s question: 

Are there any statistically significant changes between the grades obtained after the 

application of the English Competency Course? 

Null Hypothesis: 

There are no differences in the median grades between the pre-test and post-test. 

Alternative Hypothesis: 

The median grades of the post-test are greater than those of the pre-test. 
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4. THE FINDINGS  

A Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated that post-test scores were significantly higher 

than pre-test scores, V = 32047, p < .001,  r  = .694.  

These results show that after applying instruction, the median grades of the English 

Competency Course (ECC) were significantly greater than the ones obtained before the 

instruction. They also show that the effect size was large. 

It can be justified firstly by considering that during the six instruction weeks (66 hours), 

students would review grammar that belonged to the A1, A2, B1 and B2 scale descriptors 

of language ability as stated by the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages (CEFR). Secondly, the progress tests applied at the end of each week assessed 

the participants’ mastery of the structures reviewed and practised in class for each of the 

CEFR levels in terms of both recognition and production. A typical progress test would 

include two sections, one with multiple choice questions for students to identify the form 

and use of the grammatical structures studied during the week, as well as open-ended 

questions for them to produce language using the target structures. This latter section used to 

have a greater weight because in real class time, every structure used to be practised under 

communicative contexts and because it involved more mental processing, or cognitive 

domain than simply recognising, as sustained in Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, 1956). 

The attained effect size of 69.4% can be explained by two main reasons. Firstly, ECC 

was aimed at being a remedial course, which means that its main purpose was to make 

students improve aspects of prior learning experiences that had not been well internalized 

in any of the six English courses taken during their first three years at university and that 

eventually were reflected in any of the three low scores obtained in their last general 

English course (English VI): 11, 12 or 13 over 20. Without having certainty of which 

structures had to be reinforced, it was decided in the design of the course that students 

should review the main grammatical points, e.g., tenses studied in prior coursebooks. 

Secondly, a point in favour for the effectiveness of the course was the age in which these 

students would receive the ECC instruction. According to university records, when 

students take their general English courses: English I to VI, their age ranges between 18 

to 20. A typical student who enrolled in ECC was aged between 23 to 25. This happened 

particularly in 2018 because there was a group who had already completed their five 

years of studies at university and had been waiting for an alternative to compensate for 

one of the low grades obtained in English VI: 11, 12, or 13, something that impeded them 

to obtain the bachelor’s degree; the minimum mark had to be 14. This context led to a 

further assumption: their level of maturity to assume the demands of ECC was higher. 

Being older meant a two-fold advantage: 1) that they had a more defined motivation 

either intrinsic or extrinsic, something that would help them become more focused, 

engaged and determined to do their best and complete the course successfully; and 2) as 

time went by, they would recall structures more vividly and as a result, they would feel 

more self-confident in their use both during class time and in the exams.  

5. DISCUSSION  

On quantitative grounds, the efficacy of the remedial grammar course: English 

Competency Course was proved. The design of the course in terms of content, along with 

the teaching method used contributed to such efficacy. On empirical grounds, some credit 
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needs to be given to the role of learner autonomy which might have contributed to the 

results obtained in this research. 

As far as course design is concerned, a study on the effect of variables in a remedial 

grammar course final exam (Zevallos, 2022) revealed that well-constructed instruments 

can be a reliable source for measuring efficacy. The instruments in question were six tests 

which reflected students’ progress in the grammatical structures reviewed every week 

within the duration of the course. The study consisted of building a regression model 

using each of the six progress tests administered in the course as independent variables 

and correlate them to the results of the final exam, which acted as the dependent variable. 

The findings revealed a good adjustment of the model (Adjusted R-squared 0 70%), 

which meant effectiveness of both, construction of the tests – type and quantity of 

questions – and the teaching method deployed. 

In the current study, like in the Zevallos one (2022), the deductive approach to 

teaching was applied. “Deductive” involves a top-down approach to instruction as stated 

by Harmer (1989). This “explicit” way – or “lecturing” (Obeidat and Alomari, 2020) – to 

present grammar points helped learners to retrieve, review and re-practise structures they 

had seen in previous general English courses at university. The main reason for the 

success of a so-called old-fashioned method as the deductive one was, as explained 

above, the age of the participants. A study by Singleton and Lengyel (1995) discusses the 

relationship between age and the success of foreign language learning. They explore 

factors such as cognitive development and motivation in language learning to prove high 

correlations between maturity and learning a non-mother tongue language, which is 

something that empirically did happen in the current research work. A further study by 

Obeidat and Alomari (2020) also explores the effect of using inductive and deductive 

approaches to teaching English grammar to undergraduate students. Although the results 

claimed significant differences in favour of the experimental group, the one on which the 

inductive method was applied, it was recommended to conduct further studies on non-

native speakers of English in higher education to determine the best approach, inductive 

or deductive, that can enhance their level of grammar proficiency, something also 

suggested in the present study. 

Lastly, on autonomy in language learning, a study by Kayaoğlu et al (2015) on the role 

of web-based grammar instruction at the Karadeniz Technical University in Turkey 

attempted to explore whether computer-assisted grammar instruction could yield better 

results regarding participants’ academic success than the traditional classroom teaching. 

The findings revealed no significant differences between the two methods; however, some 

insights into interdependency and independence related to managing their learning process 

arose. This issue has been empirically tackled in the present study as a link between age and 

academic achievement: the older the students, the more aware of the need to deepen into the 

grammatical points by means of out-of-the classroom practice. The Kayaoğlu study also 

recommends the design of entry and exit tests in order to compare the effects of computer-

assisted language learning applications (CALL) just as it has been done in this research 

work when measuring the effectiveness of ECC through the pre- and post-test instruments.  
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6. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS  

The intention of this study was to prove whether there were any statistically significant 

changes between the scores obtained from the pre-test and the post-test in the English 

Competency Course (ECC), a remedial grammar course administered to undergraduates in a 

Peruvian university. The median grades of the post-test proved to be greater than those of the 

pre-test yielding a surprising effect size of nearly 70%, with which the efficacy of the course 

was demonstrated. 

One aspect to rescue from the study is the impact it can make in foreign language 

teaching and learning, particularly in the field of tertiary education. The findings of this 

research have given light to a revisit of content selection when it comes to designing a 

remedial course to university learners. It is important to consider the inclusion of the 

same structures learnt in previous courses – as well as their sequence and order – so that 

students can retrieve them and activate them at ease. By doing so, as it happened to the 

participants in this study, teachers would be fostering self-confidence and a genuine 

desire to use them in their academic and professional contexts; this could be one mode to 

enhance meaningful learning (Ausubel, 1963) under a communicative perspective. 

A further implication of this research was the role given to the deductive approach to 

instruction. In this case, the mature age of the students was a condition that helped to 

prioritise learning over acquisition. However, the deductive concept to teaching was ever 

combined with modern aspects of the communicative approach such as “induction”, 

“fluency-based” and “pragmatic use” of the grammatical structures turning students into 

more autonomous, responsible, and independent users of the English language. 

Finally, it is suggested that further studies should focus on measuring the degree of 

association between the content of each question in the pre-test, and its outcome in the 

post-test. Within the same scenario of ECC, Zevallos (2022) attempted to analyse the 

contribution of each of the instruments applied every week – called Progress Tests – in 

the Final Exam as a way to prove the correct choice of contents, their graduation in level 

of difficulty and the teaching method. 
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