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Abstract

Phrasal verbs (PVs) are considered to be a notoriously diffi  cult fi eld for learn-
ers of English as a foreign language (EFL). Many lexemes that frequently occur 
in PVs (e.g. to get, to give, to come, to go as verbs and up, down, out as parti-
cles) are highly polysemous. Furthermore, the oft en idiomatic and opaque na-
ture of PVs can also be regarded as an impediment for learners. Conventional 
teaching approaches to PVs have been rather unsystematic, expecting students 
to simply learn PVs by rote. 

Emphasizing that almost all conventional language use is conceptually mo-
tivated (Langacker 2008), Cognitive Linguistic (CL) key concepts might serve 
pedagogical objectives and help learners to study PVs more systematical-
ly. Diff erent theoretical approaches were used as a resource to develop CL-in-
spired teaching material for the present study (e.g., Tyler & Evans, 2003; Rudz-
ka-Ostyn, 2003; Mahpeykar & Tyler, 2015). It was hypothesized that raising 
awareness for the underlying conceptual motivation of the verbs and the parti-
cles helps learners to study PVs more effi  ciently. Th e following research ques-
tions were investigated in this dissertation project: a) the eff ect of CL-methods 
on retention, b) the transfer of CL insights to novel PVs and c) the infl uence of 
CL-inspired methods on the learners’ cognitive investment and d) how learn-
ers rate their own learning outcome with regard to the intervention.

Two quasi-experimental fi eld studies including a pre-/post-test design with 
both an experimental group (EG) and a control group (CG) were conducted 
in an authentic secondary school context in Germany. Th e participants were 
higher track ninth graders with L1 German (pilot study: N = 53, main study: 
N = 193). Th e corpus of PVs, the time of instruction (3 x 45 minutes) and the 
text material the students worked with were identical over both groups. In the 
EG, the students refl ected on the conceptual motivations of PVs, in the CG the 
students worked with more conventional approaches to lexis (i.e., fi nding syn-
onyms, antonyms, example sentences etc.). However, in both groups methods 
were applied that trigger deep cognitive processing. 

With regard to retention, neither study could statistically prove an advan-
tage for the EG. However, both, the pilot study and the main study, show sta-
tistical evidence that the EG outperformed the CG signifi cantly on transfer 
(p < .05). 

As far as individual learner variables are concerned, in the pilot study 
learners in the EG rated their cognitive load signifi cantly lower than their 
peers in the CG with F (1,43) = 5.20, p < .03 and Partial Eta Squared = .11. 
Th is result was not replicated in the main study. In both the pilot study and 
the main study prior knowledge (pilot study, p = .08, main study, p = .05) was 
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marginally signifi cant with learners with higher prior knowledge rating cogni-
tive load lower. In the main study an interaction between time*group could be 
found: Whereas the rating of cognitive load is stable over the three measure-
ment occasions in the CG, the ratings in the EG diverge, with the highest score 
in lesson two. In the pilot study, the students in the EG rated their learning 
outcome as signifi cantly lower than the students in the CG. In the main study, 
the student rating on learning outcome displayed no signifi cant diff erences.
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1.  Introduction

[We] might say that Cognitive Linguistics itself, when viewed 
as a category, has a family resemblance structure […]: it con-
stitutes a cluster of many overlapping approaches rather than a 
single well-defi ned theory. (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 2007, p. 4)

Cognitive Linguistics (CL) is not a specifi c theory of language but rather a the-
oretical framework including diff erent branches such as Conceptual Metaphor 
Th eory (e.g., Lakoff  & Johnson, 1980; Lakoff , 1987), Cognitive Grammar (e.g., 
Langacker, 1987, 1991, 2013), Cognitive Semantics (e.g., Talmy, 2000), Con-
struction Grammar (CxG) (e.g., Goldberg, 1995, 2006), usage-based models 
of language (e.g., Bybee, 2010) and Corpus Linguistics (e.g., Gries & Stefanow-
itsch, 2007). It can furthermore be epitomized as being a multidisciplinary en-
deavour, connecting linguistics with other academic disciplines, for instance, 
philosophy, cognitive science, cognitive psychology, gesture studies, artifi cial 
intelligence, computational science and many others.

Th is research project is situated in the fi eld of Applied CL with the context 
of application being teaching and learning English as a foreign language (EFL). 
Th e question that is of primary concern is why CL as a linguistic theory is apt 
to serve as a resource for second language pedagogy and, based on that, how 
CL key concepts can be transferred into the language classroom to enhance 
learning outcome.

One key tenet of CL is the centrality of human experience on an individu-
al as well as on a collective level, with experience being primarily understood 
as physical experience. In that respect, CL can be classifi ed as an “experiential-
ist” approach with the body fulfi lling a mediating function vis-à-vis the out-
side world (Geeraerts & Cuykens, 2007, p. 5). From infancy onwards the ar-
chitecture of the human cognitive system is shaped by the person’s experience 
with the spatio-physical world, which is why cognition is embodied and a dis-
embodied view of the world impossible (Tyler & Evans, 2003, p. 23). Since lan-
guage and cognition are inextricably intertwined, language use in its gram-
matical and lexical manifestation refl ects the universal, socio-cultural and 
individual experience of the speaker (Geeraerts, 2006). In that respect, CL in-
cludes a radical shift  of perspective from language being generated on the ba-
sis of an abstract set of rules, basically detached from any possible context, to-
wards language being usage-based and a product of human beings’ interaction 
with their environment.

For this reason, CL claims that language use is conceptually motivated with 
conceptual motivation being grounded in physical experience. Via conceptu-
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al motivation the non-arbitrary nature of form-meaning mappings – lexical or 
grammatical – can be explained. Th is can well serve as a basis for the develop-
ment of innovative teaching material and provide concepts for learning strate-
gies endowing learners with insightful ways to master foreign language learn-
ing (e.g., Boers & Lindstromberg, 2008a; De Knop, De Rycker, & Boers, 2010; 
Littlemore & Juchem-Grundmann, 2010; Tyler, 2012).

From a CL point of view, it is self-evident that language teaching and learn-
ing should not be reduced to practising lexis in a list-wise fashion or to study-
ing grammar rules and respective “exceptions”, which is indeed still quite com-
mon in the language classroom. With language fulfi lling a symbolic function, 
learners should become aware that even grammatical forms are to a large ex-
tent meaningful. Two examples may serve to clarify this aspect. In English, 
politeness can be expressed via the simple past. Th us, the situation time of a 
sentence such as ‘I wanted to ask you something.’ is present time (cf. Niemei-
er, 2013, p. 32). However, as in Western culture keeping distance is regarded 
as respecting another person’s privacy, this cultural experience is encapsulated 
in linguistic form by using the simple past in such instances. From a CL per-
spective, the diff erent uses of the simple past would not be described in terms 
of regular uses and exceptional uses. Rather, CL looks upon grammar in terms 
of radial categories with more prototypical uses at the centre and more un-
common uses at the periphery. Secondly, concepts of real-world phenomena 
can be construed in various ways in diff erent languages. Th is is pivotal for sec-
ond language learning since construals are oft en culturally determined or lan-
guage-specifi c (Dirven & Verspoor, 2009, p. 15, see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Diff erent construals: horseshoe versus Hufeisen (‘hoof iron’).
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Th is research project aims at shedding light on the question how core issues 
of Cognitive Linguistics can contribute to EFL teaching and learning, in par-
ticular, to the teaching of phrasal verbs (PVs). From a didactic viewpoint, PVs 
are an interesting fi eld of study for the following reasons: Th eir retention is de-
manding insofar as multi-word units are diffi  cult to store in the learners’ men-
tal lexicons (Csabi, 2004; Verspoor & Lowie, 2003; Laufer & Nation, 2012). 
Furthermore, PVs are highly idiomatic, which is why their overall meaning is 
not the sum of their constituent parts (e.g., to make up for => to compensate). 
In terms of contrastive analysis (Odlin, 1989), idiomatic language does not of-
ten allow for a direct transfer from the learners’ mother tongue (L1, German) 
to the target language (L2, English) (e.g., Der Präsident trat zurück (literally 
stepped back) does not directly transfer into its English equivalent Th e pres-
ident stepped down from offi  ce). For this reason, a literal translation approach 
usually fails. Due to their polysemous nature, PVs can adopt multiple diff erent 
meanings (e.g., to look up => to raise one’s eyes, to look up to so. => to admire 
so., to look sth. up (in a dictionary) => to fi nd a piece of information, to look 
up => to improve, cf. Collins Cobuild Phrasal Verbs Dictionary [2002] 2012, p. 
237). Moreover, many lexemes that frequently occur in PVs (e.g., the verbs to 
get, to come, to put; the prepositions up/down, in/out) build complex polysemy 
networks and can themselves adopt a wide range of diff erent meanings.

In classroom instruction, EFL learners are oft en expected to simply mem-
orize PVs as formulaic language through rote learning. “Meaningful” learning 
approaches (Ausubel, 1963), refl ecting the systematicity underlying these se-
mantic networks, are rarely implemented.

Since CL claims that language use is conceptually motivated – in contrast 
to more conventional approaches to vocabulary learning, which take the arbi-
trary nature of language for granted – even highly idiomatic and polysemous 
language such as PVs can be analysed and understood. It is hypothesized that 
embedding concepts of CL in teaching and learning processes and providing 
students with a systematic approach to language learning enhances attainment. 
Th us, this research projects intends to evaluate the use of CL as a theoretical 
linguistic fi eld for language teaching to investigate whether the latter can prof-
it from the former.

Th is is to be undertaken with evidence-based methods (Helmke, 2015; De 
Florio-Hansen, 2014; De Florio, 2016). Th e studies conducted in the context of 
this research project are quasi-experimental due to the fact that the interven-
tions took place in a real classroom setting. Although randomized controlled 
trials are seen as the “gold standard” in empirical research (De Florio, 2016, p. 
40), this study aims at making predictions on the ecological validity of such an 
approach, that is, whether CL-inspired teaching works in a natural school en-
vironment. Although there is a substantial body of research into how CL can 
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serve purposes of foreign language teaching and learning, classroom-based re-
search is still rather scarce, this is especially so in the case of studies focusing 
on learners below university level.

Crucial with regard to this research project is the role of consciousness in 
language learning. Schmidt (1995) and Schmidt and Robinson (2001) consid-
er consciousness as a prerequisite for learning. Th ey distinguish between atten-
tion as noticing and metalinguistic awareness. Noticing simply means attention 
to a stimulus, considering that unattended stimuli are solely stored in immedi-
ate short-term memory, whilst metalinguistic awareness refers to awareness at 
the level of understanding, including thinking about what has been attended to 
and forming hypotheses on the subject to be learnt. With regard to the present 
study, the teaching approaches in the Experimental Group (EG) and the Con-
trol Group (CG) are both explicit and focus on PVs as a learning objective. 
Yet, the degree of elaboration and refl ection is diff erent. From this perspective, 
the benefi t for learners could be that raising their awareness of the motivated 
nature of language via semantic elaboration may facilitate
 i) learning, that is, retention,
 ii) transfer of learners’ knowledge to novel lexical items.

Th is has to be considered in relation to individual learner variables. Using 
awareness-raising strategies in the classroom requires that learners are will-
ing and apt to step beyond a certain cognitive threshold to be able to apply 
such methods. Hence, cognitive eff ort and rated diffi  culty are also of concern. 
Moreover, how learners evaluate such an approach with regard to their learn-
ing outcome is also measured, allowing conclusions concerning the acceptance 
of these rather novel and unusual methods in the classroom. Individual dif-
ferences such as aptitude, cognitive load and how learners evaluate their own 
learning outcome have been largely neglected in CL-inspired research. Taking 
these factors into account, this research project is a multidisciplinary endeav-
our, situated at the crossroads of CL, language teaching and educational and 
cognitive psychology.

Th is doctoral dissertation is subdivided into the following parts: In Chap-
ter 2, CL as a theory is situated within the general framework of language ped-
agogy and language acquisition. Chapter 3 is dedicated to the analysis of PVs 
as language items, including diff erent linguistic and pedagogical approaches. 
In Chapter 4, the CL framework is further elucidated and selected theoretical 
strands are presented providing a more profound understanding of the con-
ceptual motivation of PVs. Chapter 5 gives an overview of research into PVs 
before and aft er the CL turn. Chapter 6 bridges the gap between CL pedagogy 
and educational psychology by presenting basic notions of cognitive load the-
ory and how CL-inspired learning is related to this. Th is prepares the ground 
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for the empirical part of this dissertation in Chapters 7 to 9. Chapter 7 pro-
vides insight into the exploratory study, which was conducted to test the appli-
cability of CL-inspired teaching in a secondary school context. Chapters 8 and 
9 report on the empirical results of the pilot study and the main study. Gener-
al conclusions and implications for language pedagogy, which can be deduced 
from the results of this empirical research, as well as an outlook on future re-
search are presented in Chapter 10. 

In the long term, insights from empirical studies like the one presented 
here may have an impact on textbook development to facilitate effi  cient and 
sustainable teaching and learning processes in the EFL classroom. Further-
more, conclusions may be drawn for teacher education inasmuch as linguis-
tic expertise is or should be a relevant component of a teacher’s content knowl-
edge.
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2.  Cognitive Linguistics in the context of language pedagogy and 
second language acquisition research

It remains to be seen whether language teaching will 
fare any better when guided by notions from cognitive 
linguistics. Th ere are, however, grounds for being 
optimistic. (Langacker, 2008, p. 66)

2.1  Th e Cognitive Linguistic framework: key tenets 

Essentially, language serves as a medium for human beings to organize, pro-
cess and convey information (Ellis & Robinson, 2008; Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 
2007). In the CL framework, language is considered as part of the general cog-
nitive capacities of human beings. Cognition is inextricably intertwined with 
physical experience, that is, the human body with its specifi c anatomy inter-
acts with and experiences its environment, which is why cognition is regard-
ed as “embodied”. Language, being part of human cognition is thus shaped by 
embodied experience (e.g., Evans, 2010; Lakoff  & Johnson, 1980; Lakoff , 1987; 
Tyler, 2012; Tyler & Evans, 2003). How concepts or categories built upon ex-
perienced reality are construed or instantiated in language (see Figure 2), ex-
presses the interlocutor’s focal viewpoint on a particular scene (Dirven & Ver-
spoor, 2009, p. 14; Evans, 2007, pp. 40–42).

Figure 2. Model of the conceptual world (adapted from Dirven & Verspoor, 2009, p. 14).
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Since natural language use – and this is what CL focuses on – is always em-
bedded in a particular physical, social, cultural and historical environment, 
language is usage-based and context-dependent. Language can thus be defi ned 
as “a repository of world knowledge, a structured collection of meaningful cat-
egories that help us deal with new experiences and store information about old 
ones” (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 2007, p. 5). CL considers language structure as 
emerging from language use. Th is entails a phylogenetic dimension in the way 
language has evolved over time. Yet, it also entails an ontogenetical dimension, 
thinking of how an individual learns or acquires language (Alexiadou, 2013, 
p. 63; Robinson & Ellis, 2008; Tomasello, 2003, p. 5). 

Geeraerts & Cuyckens (2007, p. 5) epitomize three characteristics of a CL 
view of language, which are the primacy of semantics, the encyclopaedic nature 
of linguistic meaning and the perspectival nature of linguistic meaning. Th e pri-
macy of semantics relates to the primacy of meaning as a result of the over-
arching function of language as a means to form categories. Th is is why from 
a CL perspective “the grammatical dimension of language is a product of a set 
of historical and ontogenetic processes referred to collectively as grammatical-
ization” (Tomasello, 2003, p. 5). Th is shows that CL assumes a continuum be-
tween lexicon and grammar, with a focus on the lexicon and grammar being 
derivative. Th e encyclopaedic nature of linguistic meaning relates to language 
serving as a medium to build categories of what humans encounter in their en-
vironment, which is why “there is no need to postulate a systematic or struc-
tural level of linguistic meaning that is diff erent from the level where world 
knowledge is associated with linguistic forms” (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 2007, 
p. 5). Th e tenet of the perspectival nature of linguistic meaning refutes the as-
sumption that language conveys an objective reality. Rather, language is a 
means to organize knowledge and is, therefore, infl uenced by the experienc-
es, the interests and the demands of individuals, collectives as well as cultures.

CL, as arising in the early 1980s and being promoted by leading fi gures 
such as Lakoff , Langacker and Talmy, can be seen as a reaction to Chomskyan 
cognitive linguistics.1 Chomsky’s Generative Grammar (1965) takes a modular 
approach to language, assuming that there is a specifi c Language Acquisition 
Device (LAD) with the language module being independent of other cognitive 
modules. Th erefore, generative linguists (GL) presume knowledge of language 
to be innate in the sense that human beings are “neurobiologically equipped to 

1 Post-Chomskyan CL has left  the ivory tower of linguistics aft er all and is also ac-
knowledged by popular scientifi c journals. Th e feature story of Spektrum Wissen-
schaft , 3/2017, “Wie Sprache entsteht. Linguisten stürzen Noam Chomskys Univer-
salgrammatik” by Ibbotson & Tomasello can serve as an example of the increasing 
relevance of CL as a usage-based framework to explain how language learning takes 
place.
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acquire spoken language” (Evans, 2014, p. 95). Steven Pinker, one of the repre-
sentatives of this viewpoint, compares language to an instinct:

Language is a complex, specialized skill, which develops in the child sponta-
neously, without conscious eff ort or formal instruction, is deployed without 
awareness of its underlying logic, is qualitatively the same in every individ-
ual, and is distinct from more general abilities to process information or be-
have intelligently. For these reasons some cognitive scientists have described 
language as a psychological faculty, a mental organ, a neural system, and a 
computational module. But I prefer the admittedly quaint term “instinct.” It 
conveys the idea that people know how to talk in more or less the sense that 
spiders know how to spin webs. […] [S]piders spin spider webs because they 
have spider brains, which give them the urge to spin and the competence to 
succeed. (Pinker, 1998, p. 18)

GLs corroborate the plausibility of their theory with the poverty of input as-
sumption, stating that children learn language so fast and with such an ease 
that this cannot simply be the result of exposure and rather must be due to a 
genetic predisposition.

GLs draw a parallel between natural languages and formal languages. Th ey 
presume

1) “a unifi ed set of abstract algebraic rules that are both meaningless them-
selves and insensitive to the meanings of the elements they algorithmi-
cally combine, and

2) a lexicon containing meaningful linguistic elements that serve as vari-
ables in the rules” (Tomasello, 2003, p. 5).

Hence, mathematical algorithms, that is, a limited set of rules on whose basis 
an unlimited number of well-formed sentences can be generated, is at the cen-
tre of linguistic competence. In contrast, the lexicon, the conceptual system, 
idiomatic language and exceptions to rules are at the periphery (Tomasello, 
2003; Lieven & Tomasello, 2008). 

CL contradicts all of these major claims of the Chomskyan camp. Due to 
its experiential approach to language and being infl uenced by insights from 
experiential psychology (cf. Rosch, 1975, 1978), CL assumes that in language 
learning and use general key cognitive processes are activated, among which 
are categorization (prototype eff ects and radial categories), comparison, met-
aphor, metonymy, analogy, scripts and schemas (Littlemore, 2009; Tyler, 2012; 
Ungerer & Schmid, 2006). In that respect, the view of language being an inde-
pendent module, walled off  from other cognitive processes, is refuted by CL. 

Related to that, the notion that the modular LAD stores syntactic knowl-
edge comparable to a Universal Grammar human beings are genetically en-
dowed with is to be questioned. Due to increasing empirical evidence – es-
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pecially with languages distant to Indo-European languages – it has become 
more and more diffi  cult to defi ne grammatical universals applicable to all lan-
guages (Tomasello, 2003, pp. 17–19). In very general terms, the usage-based 
approach claims that abstract representations of language emerge on the ba-
sis and as a result of acquiring language via constructions, from the item-based 
to the schematic, not vice versa. Children learn language while using it. Th ey 
start off  with simple constructions such as single words or morphemes. Over 
time, constructions increase in complexity and serve as the foundation for de-
veloping linguistic representations, which are more schematic (cf. Lieven & 
Tomasello, 2008, pp. 168–171). Two skills are relevant for these processes to 
take place: pattern-fi nding or categorization and intention-reading, developing 
in infants at around 9–12 months of age (Tomasello, 2003, p. 3).

With regard to this, the notion of grammar being an abstract, meaningless 
set of rules separate from the lexicon, which – in turn – is regarded as mean-
ingful, also has to be rejected. From a CL perspective, semantics is fi rst in the 
sense that it is about conveying and receiving meaning, whereas abstractions, 
categories or “rules” are a follow-up product.

Th e assumption that language use is grounded in perceptual experience, 
that it is context-dependent and that the overall target of all communicative 
acts is conveying meaning, allows for the conclusion that conventional lan-
guage use is conceptually motivated, displaying the non-arbitrary relationship 
between form and meaning. With its key tenet of the meaningfulness of lan-
guage, including both grammar and the lexicon, CL has become a source of in-
spiration for application and research in the fi eld of Second Language Teach-
ing and Learning.

2.2  Cognitive Linguistics in the classroom: explicit or implicit?

Over the past two decades, how CL theory can be made fruitful for teaching 
practice has developed into a vivid fi eld of research, resulting in a continuous-
ly growing body of literature on how CL can off er insightful approaches to lan-
guage learning, and on how input should be selected and presented to learn-
ers to enhance learning. Especially CMT (e.g., Boers, 2004; Kövecses, 2001; 
Kövecses & Szabo, 1996; Lindstromberg, 1998; Littlemore & Juchem-Grund-
mann, 2010; Littlemore & Low, 2006a,b; MacArthur, 2010) but also Cognitive 
Grammar (e.g., Achard, 2004, 2008; Langacker, 2008; Niemeier, 2013; Niemei-
er & Reif, 2008), Cognitive Semantics (e.g., Boers & Lindstromberg, 2008a,b; 
Boers & Lindstromberg, 2009; Dirven, 2001; Mahpeykar & Tyler, 2015; Ty-
ler, 2012; Tyler & Evans, 2004) and more recently usage-based approaches and 
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CxG (Bybee, 2008; De Knop & Gilquin, 2016; Goldberg & Casenhiser, 2008; 
Holme, 2010a2) have provided concepts of how specifi c language phenome-
na can be didactically transformed on a CL basis for the language classroom3. 

Some of these concepts have been empirically tested in eff ects-of-instruc-
tion studies, focusing on vocabulary and idiomatic language (e.g., Boers, 2000; 
Boers, Deconinck & Lindstromberg, 2010; for a meta-analysis of the major 
studies on the teaching and learning of vocabulary, see Boers, 2013; Kövecses 
& Szabo, 1996; Juchem-Grundmann, 2009), prepositions (e.g., Boers & De-
mecheleer, 1998; Cho, 2010; Song, 2013, Song et al., 2015; Tenbrink et al., 
2012; Tyler, 2008a, 2012), modals (e.g., Tyler, 2008b) and tense and aspect 
(e.g., Kermer, 2015; Niemeier & Reif, 2008).4

Th e studies mentioned above have mainly deployed CL insights into the 
systematicity of the language system on diff erent levels – grammatical, seman-
tic or pragmatic – to show learners that language use is conceptually motivat-
ed and, thus, provide learners with an insightful approach to language learn-
ing (Boers, 2013). When learners are demanded to systematically refl ect upon 
form-meaning mappings on the basis of conceptual motivation (e.g., Kövecses, 
2001; Langacker, 2008), it is supposed that deep cognitive processing is trig-
gered. For this reason, it is hypothesized that CL-informed methods presum-
ably have a sustainable eff ect on learning.

Th e assumption that insightful approaches to the study of language have a 
sustainable eff ect on learning is also corroborated from a psychological per-
spective of learning:

Meaningfully and rotely learned materials are learned and retained in qual-
itatively diff erent ways because meaningful learning tasks are, by defi nition, 
relatable and anchorable to relevant and more inclusive concepts in cogni-
tive structure […] Since rotely learned materials, on the other hand, do not 
interact with cognitive structure in a substantive, organic fashion, they are 
learned and retained in conformity with the laws of association, and are pri-
marily infl uenced by the interfering eff ects of concurrently acting, similar 
rote materials. (Ausubel, 1963, p. 42)

Hence, CL-inspired teaching approaches based on conceptual motivation can 
best be assigned to explicit form-focusing, since learners’ attention is directly 

2 Holme also conducted an intervention study with the EG outperforming the CG. 
More detailed information on the statistical results can be found in Holme (2010b, 
p. 372). 

3 For an overview on CL in the context of second language acquisition and learning 
see Littlemore (2009), Robinson and Ellis (2008), and Tyler (2012).

4 Nevertheless, Boers (2013) emphasizes that sound empirical evidence is still rather 
scarce. With regard to PVs, a detailed overview on respective studies is provided in 
Chapter 4.
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drawn to refl ecting on linguistic form-meaning mappings (cf. Doughty, 2001; 
Madlener, 2015, pp. 4–5, see Figure 4). 

Th is somewhat diverges from the general trend in language pedago-
gy, which has promoted communicative approaches and task-based language 
learning (TBLL) for the last two decades, with a strong focus on meaning (see 
Figure 3) in the sense that learners are involved in meaningful language use 
close to authentic communication (Müller-Hartmann & Schocker-von Dit-
furth, 2011, p. 22).5 TBLL especially pays attention to the learners’ interests 
and aims at enhancing learners’ communicative competencies (e.g., Ellis & 
Shintani, 2014, Chapter 6; Müller-Hartmann & Schocker-von Ditfurth, 2011; 
P. Robinson, 2011; Willis & Willis, 2007). In this context, a too strong concern 
with accuracy is largely criticised with the focus being more on fl uency.6 Nev-
ertheless, that focus on form is relevant for language development is also ac-
knowledged by TBLL (e.g., Müller-Hartmann & Schocker-von Ditfurth, 2011, 
p. 212). Similarly, in the syllabus design procedure as suggested by Willis and 
Willis (2007, p. 197) focus on form is subsequent to focus on meaning, whilst 
still a relevant part of the overall language syllabus (see Figure 3, marked in 
grey). Notably, parallel to the predominance of the TBLL approach, a “linguis-
tic turn” can be observed in the way that linguistics is currently regaining rel-
evance as a reference discipline for language pedagogy under the notion of 
Linguistics and Knowledge about Language in Education (LKALE) (cf. Gnutz-
mann & Roessler, 2015; BAAL conference, 2016; Tyler, 2008a).

However, CL research itself is currently taking a new direction with an ex-
plicit approach in the sense of form-focused awareness-raising being only one 
option of applying CL in the classroom. Drawing on usage-based approach-
es (Bybee, 2008) and CxG (cf. De Knop & Gilquin, 2016; Goldberg & Casen-
hiser, 2008), language learning can also be enhanced by an implicit focus on 
form (see Figure 5) providing the learner with optimized, that is, skewed in-
put. Studies following this research strand also take a task-based approach, fo-
cusing on meaning. However, the text material students are provided with is 
manipulated under consideration of specifi c type-token-ratios depending on 
the learners’ level of expertise in the foreign language. Hence, the input is 

5 As the previous chapter has displayed, meaning is also pivotal within the CL frame-
work but in the sense that linguistic form itself is meaningful. In contrast, in TBLL 
the focus on meaning relates to focusing on the content of a task, without paying 
too much attention to formal aspects of language. 

6 In respective research literature, the construct of fl uency can roughly be defi ned 
as a person’s general language profi ciency, especially, whether or not a speaker can 
produce language (oral or written) with ease, eloquence and smoothness. Accura-
cy or correctness relates to the degree that the language produced by a non-native 
speakers deviates from a norm of usage, with the target being an error-free produc-
tion (e.g., Housen & Kuiken, 2009, pp. 461–464).
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skewed based on empiricist assumptions of frequency and salience (N.C. Ellis, 
2011b, 2012a,b; N. C. Ellis, & O’Donnell, 2012). It is supposed that by working 
with skewed input, learners encounter a particular linguistic form frequently 
enough to implicitly learn new constructions so that entrenchment is facilitat-
ed (e.g., Madlener, 2015).

Th at language learning in the classroom is generally best embedded in 
a communicative context is not to be questioned by explicit CL approaches 
(Boers, De Rycker, & De Knop, 2010; Niemeier & Goschler, 2014). Th e func-
tion explicit CL-inspired teaching fulfi ls is of a supplementary nature, provid-
ing a theoretical agenda on whose basis language use can be refl ected, aiming 
at establishing “robust form-meaning mappings in memory” (Boers, De Ry-
cker & De Knop, 2010, p. 15). Such a complementary position is proposed by 
the Sekretariat der Ständigen Konferenz der Kultusminister (KMK) (2012) in 
Bildungsstandards für die fortgeführte Fremdsprache (Englisch/Französisch) für 
die Allgemeine Hochschulreife, considering language awareness (Sprachbewusst -
heit) as one out of fi ve constitutive competencies, the others being functional 

Figure 3. Syllabus design procedures (adapted from Willis & Willis, 2007, Figure 9.2).
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