Revised: 07 December 2024 Accepted: 12 January 2025 Published Online: 11 April 2025

Received: 12 October 2024

DOI: 10.22067/Its.2025.90219.1303

The Effect of Sequential and Integrated Form-Focused Instruction on

English Language Development: Testing EFL Learners' Field
Sensitivity Styles as Covariate

Shima Ghahari'*; Roya Chavoshian*; Somayeh Baniasad-Azad*

1Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman, Kerman, Iran

Abstract With its dual focus on form and meaning, form-focused instruction
(FFI) has increasingly attracted the attention of second language practitioners
over the past two decades. What is underrepresented is the effect of variations
of FFI across learners and learning contexts. This study investigated the impact
of integrated and sequential FFI across field sensitivity styles. Forty-eight
language learners (Mage=12) sat for a set of pretests, integrated and sequential
tasks, and posttests. Following counterbalanced design, field dependent (FD)
and field independent (FI) learners received the treatment once integratively
and once sequentially. The results of t-test and ANCOVA revealed: a)
Integrated and sequential FFI were equally beneficial for morpho-syntactic
development; b) The sequential group outperformed in pragmatics; and c) FlI
learners were significantly better in vocabulary development. Following the
research findings, language teaching practitioners are recommended to adopt a
combination of sequential and integrated FFI to cater for different learners'
cognitive styles.

Keywords: Form-Focused Instruction (FFI); Field Sensitivity Style; Morpho-
Syntactic Development; Pragmatic Development

1. Introduction

S

econd language acquisition (SLA) researchers have largely debated on how
linguistic forms should be presented to the learners, and have proposed many
alternatives in presenting second language (L2) into a classroom. Form-
focused instruction (FFI) as an instruction that considers both meaning and

form, has been extensively studied in the past two decades, and been found a
conducive and inclusive instruction.
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Noticing hypothesis (Schmidt, 1990), adaptive control of thought model (Anderson,
1976), and counterbalance hypothesis (Lyster & Mori, 2006) are among the
theoretical evidence in support for FFI. According to Long (1991, pp. 45-46), "FFI
overtly draws learners' attention to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in
lessons whose overriding focus is on meaning or communication”. Although many
studies have verified the effectiveness and necessity of FFI, there is not enough
empirical study to identify the best type of FFI, namely integrated and sequential.
Sequential and integrated FFI are two types of FFI that differ in terms of timing of
attention to form.

In integrated approach, the learners’ attention is unconsciously triggered to some
language forms during a communicative or content-based instruction. Integrated FFI
is a pure meaning-based presentation of forms in which language forms are presented
within a communicative or content-based instruction. Sequential FFI, on the other
hand, is the presentation of language forms specifically before or after a
communicative or content-based activity. This form of FFI is not the same as focus
on forms, as it does not encompass meaningless drills and mechanical repetition
(Spada et al., 2014). The primary purpose of this instruction is to teach learners a
particular language feature.

Learners learn language differently, and it is one of the responsibilities of L2
teachers to diagnose these differences and to adjust their teaching to the needs and
characteristics of the learners. The role of individual differences (IDs) in educational
contexts mainly arises from the belief that considering learners' styles and
preferences can help teachers apply appropriate instructional designs and teaching
techniques into classes. Among the various IDs, SLA researchers have widely
studied field sensitivity style, and found it a significant determinant of test
performance, L2 comprehension, and classroom communication. As Rassaei (2015,
p. 514) suggests, “an awareness of learners' cognitive style helps teachers use more
appropriate corrective feedback strategies that match learners' learning preferences
and styles”. The role of field sensitivity style, however, as a moderator in the
effectiveness of FFI, has not yet been investigated. Field sensitivity style is as “the
degree to which a learner's perception or comprehension of information is affected
by the surrounding perceptual or contextual field” (Jonassen & Grabowski, 1993, p.
87).

Field Dependent (FD) individuals tend to be more or less unable to detect the
embedded parts; they are relatively holistic and perform better on group tasks,
writing activities, and non-academic language learning. They are more socially
oriented, are sensitive to people and affected by them, learn social materials more
easily, demonstrate greater self-disclosure and cooperativeness, and tend to describe
people more positively. On the opposite extreme, the field independent (FI) learners
are better in analyzing the problems, tend to find solutions individually, and often
prefer self-study. This group is characterized by being more analytic, paying more
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attention to details, and being pretty good at deducing parts from the whole (Blanton,
2004; Brown, 1994; Danili, 2004; Dérnyei & Skehan, 2003).

These said, the present quasi-experimental study was set up to investigate the
effectiveness of sequential and integrated FFI for developing vocabulary, grammar,
and pragmatics, on the one hand, and the mediatory role of field sensitivity style on
the effectiveness of each instructional approach, on the other. The following research
guestions were formulated and pursued in this study:

1) Is there any significant difference between the effects of integrated FFI and
sequential FFI on L2 morpho-syntactic and pragmatic development?

2) Do learners with different field sensitivity styles perform differently under
integrated and sequential FFI?

2. Method

The participants of this study comprised 48 (24 females and 24 males) L2 learners
enrolled in a non-profit language institute in Kerman, Iran. Multiple measures and
checklists, including a synonym generation test (r = 0.69), vocabulary cloze tests (r
11 = .71, rr2 = .69), grammar judgment tasks (rr1 = .68, rr> = 0.70, rr3 = 0.69),
discourse completion tasks, and the group embedded figures test (r = .78), were
utilized in this study. The researcher-made instruments, namely the first four,
underwent content analysis by three experts in the field of English language teaching
(2 MA and 1 PhD holder), and were then subjected to item analysis (pilot testing).

There were two groups in this study, which were divided on the basis of their
scores in GEFT into FI and FD. All the morpho-syntactic and pragmatic materials
were presented to the two FI/FD groups using a counterbalance design, so that each
pair received the treatment both integratively and sequentially. Each of the integrated
and sequential morpho-syntactic and pragmatic materials was presented within two
consecutive sessions, and each presentation lasted 30 minutes. The instructions were
different in terms of how and when the teacher introduced the target vocabulary,
grammar, and pragmatic features.

3. Results

The ANCOVA results revealed no significant difference between the groups on post-
intervention scores of field sensitivity (F = 3.26, df = 1, p =.74) or FFI (F = .13, df
=1, p=.71). That is to say, regardless of their field sensitivity style, integrated and
sequential groups performed similarly on grammar after the treatment. As far as
vocabulary development was concerned, integrated and sequential groups benefitted
equally from the instruction (F = .236, df = 1, p = .62). Yet, field sensitivity of the
learners had a significant effect on their vocabulary development (F = 15.47, p =
.00). That is to say, FI learners were higher achiever than FD learners in vocabulary,
irrespective of the FFI condition. Finally, sequential group significantly
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outperformed the integrated group on pragmatics after the treatment (F = 72.77, df
=1, p = .00). The ANCOVA results also suggested that field sensitivity of the
learners did not have a significant effect on their pragmatic achievement (F = 1.31,
p = .25). It follows that FFI groups, regardless of their field sensitivity style,
performed differently on pragmatics, with sequential group being more successful.

4. Discussion and conclusion

The results showed that the two groups of integrated and sequential FFI performed
equally well in morpho-syntactic areas. The finding is consistent with File and Adam
(2010) which indicated that integrated and sequential FFI are equally effective in
developing learners' L2 knowledge. It follows then that a combination of form and
meaning is critical in acquisition of morpho-syntactic knowledge, irrespective of the
timing and type of their presentation. The result, however, is in contrast with that of
Elgun-Gunduz et al. (2012) which revealed that under the influence of integrated FFI
learners had better performances in grammar, vocabulary, and writing tests.

On the other hand, the significant improvement of the sequential group in
pragmatic development suggests that sequential FFI is a better option for teaching
pragmatics. The result is congruent with that of Eslami-Rasekh (2004) which
disclosed that even advanced learners need to receive pragmatic points before the
forms are presented in context. She declared that an amount of metapragmatic
instruction in the form of deductive, inductive, implicit, or explicit is crucial for
scaling up pragmatic awareness of language learners. The result of Takahashi’s
(2010) study also displayed that implicit instruction is not beneficial in presenting
pragmatic features into a class.

This study also aimed at finding out whether or not learners with different field
sensitivity styles equally benefit from integrated and sequential FFI. The Fl and FD
learners did not show different performances in grammatical or pragmatic
acquisition, implying that FFI is so comprehensive that can be effective for L2
learners with different cognitive styles. Field sensitivity style, however, played a
significant role in learners’ vocabulary development. FI learners had better
performance than FD learners in the vocabulary tests when trained under integrated
and sequential FFI.

This study offers implications for L2 instructors as it revealed that the conditions
for the appropriate usages of the integrated and sequential FFI vary. It supports the
application of explicit and deductive instruction, solely or conjointly, for teaching
pragmatics to L2 learners. An alternative is to adopt a combination of sequential and
integrated FFI to cater for different L2 skills and subskills. It also provides an insight
into the important issue of matching instruction with learners' cognitive styles and
encourages teachers to consider the students’ learning preferences and styles.

Finally, the limitations of the study warrant discussion. The small sample size
(although it met the standard criteria) and lack of a control group are probably the
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most noticeable shortcomings of this study. The length of the treatment was also
relatively short. Thus, there is a need to investigate the effectiveness of integrated
and sequential FFI after implementing them over a longer period of time. Further
studies could also consider other learner characteristics to specify the proper type of
instruction for different individuals and settings.
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4, Mackey and Gass
5. intact group

6, pre-intermediate
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I, synonym generation tests
2, Simmons

3. vocabulary close tests

4, grammar judgment test
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2, open-ended

3. group embedded figures test
4, Oltman
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