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Abstract—This paper aims to explore the facilitative effect of an output task on learning verbal morphemes by
Iranian EFL learners. The main research question addressed whether engaging learners in output tasks can
fill the gap between comprehension and production of verbal morphemes (present progressive—ing and simple
past—ed) and promote learning of the target linguistic forms. Two groups of learners from young adult classes
(all male students within the age range of 13-15) participated in the current study: an output group consisting
of 20 learners and a control group consisting of 18 learners. All of them were administered a pretest and
posttest. The learners in the output group worked on a text reconstruction task which employed an audio-text
cartoon strip. The major findings were (a) the comparison of pre-test scores showed a significant difference
between comprehension and production of target forms by the learners, (b) after receiving treatment, the
output group outperformed the control group, (c) finally, the control group failed to show comparable
improvement in their production although they had measurable gains in comprehending the target linguistic
form. Considering the above findings, further support was found for the effect of output tasks on L2 learning.
The findings contribute to the research that has examined type of task and level of processing in promoting L2
learning.

Index Terms—output tasks, verbal morphemes, reconstruction task

I. INTRODUCTION

Finding the most efficient way to teach grammar has been one of the most controversial issues in SLA over the past
few decades (Celce-Murcia, 1991; Ellis, 2006). In search for the best way to teach grammar, the roles of input and
output have received substantial attention in second language acquisition (SLA) theory and numerous studies have
produced major insights in the field of SLA. Earlier studies gave the idea that acquisition is a natural outcome of
comprehensible input (Krashen, 1985). Such studies have chiefly focused on the significance of comprehensible input
in developing learners’ knowledge of the target language. Lately, however, several studies have suggested that the role
of output is as important (if not more) for acquisition of a second language as the role of input. These studies’ claim is
mainly based on Swain’s output hypothesis (Swain, 1985) which considers output as the cause of L2 acquisition, not
just the product of it. Studies on output (e.g. Dekeyser & Sokalski, 1996; de la Fuente, 2006; Izumi, 1999; Izumi, 2002;
Song & Suh, 2008) together with formal and informal observations of Canadian immersion program (Swain, 1985)
provide empirical evidence that developing productive ability of learners and language acquisition requires more than
mere comprehending the language.

Many research findings to date have explored the role of output and different functions of it in language learning
(Bygate, 1999; DeKeyser & Sokalski, 1996; De la Fuente, 2006; Garcia Mayo, 2002; Geeslin, 2006; 1zumi, 2002; Izumi
& Bigelow, 2000; Izumi et al., 1999; Izumi & lzumi, 2004; Newton & Kennedy,1996; Kim, 2009; Kuiken & Vedder,
2008; Lyster, 2004; Mehrang & Rahimpour, 2010; Mennim, 2003; Nobuyoshi & Ellis,1993; Qin, 2008; Reinders, 2009;
Shehadeh, 1999; Shehadeh, 2003; Song & Suh, 2008; Storch,1998a &1998b; Swain & Lapkin, 1995; Vickers & Ene,
2006; Yoshimura, 2006). Among the various functions of output proposed by Swain (1995), the noticing function has
received substantial attention since many research findings show that noticing and attention play significant roles in
language learning. Nevertheless, the studies which specifically have explored whether output tasks promote learning of
target linguistic forms, as a result of noticing function, have produced mixed results (Izumi, 2002; Izumi & Bigelow,
2000; lzumi et al., 1999; lzumi & lzumi, 2004; Song & Suh, 2008).Therefore, more research needs to be done to
explore the issue. Besides, the possible effect of these tasks on learning grammatical morphemes has not been fully
explored. This is despite the fact that many learners have problems in using these morphemes in natural settings —
particularly in expressing the notion of temporality through verbs. The present study is an attempt to tackle this issue.

Il. BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
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A. Swain’s Output Hypothesis

As mentioned earlier, Swain (1985) considered an active role for output in L2 learning and believed that output is
crucial to push learners to move from semantic processing to syntactic processing. She specified four functions for
output: fluency, hypothesis testing, metalinguistic and noticing (Swain, 2005). Fluency function posits that by
producing language in a meaningful context, learners can practice accessing L2 knowledge and as a result of recurrent
practice, the speed of their access may increase. Another function of output is hypothesis testing function. Swain (2005)
claimed that learners sometimes use their output to learn about the target language forms in a trial-and-error fashion. In
other words, they use a target form and change it upon receiving feedback from their interlocutors. Modifying their
output engages learners in processes believed to be part of the second language learning process (Swain, 2005).
Metalinguistic function holds that we can use language to reflect on language, either produced by ourselves or by others.
This act, swain claims, can mediate second language learning. Producing output —written or spoken— also provides
learners with opportunities for noticing the problematic areas in their interlanguage. As a result, they may pay attention
to the things they have to learn. This raised attention prompts the cognitive processes happening while the learner is
learning a new “linguistic knowledge or attempts to consolidate the existing one” (Swain & Lapkin, 1995, p. 384).

B. Output as an Attention-drawing Device

In light of the above theoretical arguments, several studies have empirically examined the role of output tasks in L2
learning (e.g. Colina & Garcia Mayo, 2007; Dekeyser & Sokalski, 1996; Izumi, 2002; 1zumi & Bigelow, 2000; Izumi
etal., 1999; Izumi & Izumi, 2004; Mennim, 2007; Nassaji & Tian, 2010; Qin, 2008; Reinders, 2009; Song & Suh, 2008;
Swain & Lapkin, 1995; Yoshimura, 2006). One of the first studies of this kind was Swain and Lapkin (1995), which
attempted to provide support for the “noticing” function of output. They gave young learners a writing task and tape-
recorded their speech during task performance to check the cognitive processes involved in L2 learning. They found
that young adult L2 learners do notice the gaps in their linguistic knowledge during language production and also
engage in cognitive processes such as grammatical analysis believed to be effective for L2 learning. The role of output,
especially its noticing function, was explored in other studies, too. lzumi, Bigelow, Fujiwara, and Fearnow (1999), for
example, sought to explain whether an output task encourages the noticing of the past hypothetical conditional in
English through two different tasks. In the first stage of the task, the output group had to remember and reconstruct a
passage but the input group had to answer true /false questions on the same passage. In the second stage of the task, the
output group had to revise what they have reconstructed while the input group had a free-writing activity in which the
use of the target form was not required. The result of the study supported the output hypothesis partially in the sense
that the difference between the two groups was statistically significant only on posttest of production for the second
stage of the task but not for the first one. The researchers believed that this was because in the first stage of the task the
output group had to remember and reconstruct the passage at the same time which was of great memory demand and
prevented the participants to concentrate on the target form. 1zumi and his colleagues concluded that beside considering
how the task encourages noticing, we should take into account how it encourages further processing after noticing has
taken place. Izumi and Bigelow (2000) conducted a similar study but found no improvement for the experimental group
on any of the posttests— neither on the recognition test nor on the production test. In an attempt to revise the previous
studies, lzumi (2002) conducted another study in which he found that the participants who took part in the output
treatments showed greater improvement in learning the target form than the learners who received the same input just
for comprehension. In the next study, 1zumi and Izumi (2004) changed the modality of the output task and investigated
the effect of oral output on the acquisition of relative clauses in English. The output group engaged in a picture
description task while the non-output group engaged in a picture sequencing task. The two treatment groups were
exposed to the same aural input for the same amount of time. Contrary to the expectations, the results illustrated that the
output group did not outperform the non-output group while the non-output group demonstrated greater overall
language gains. A careful post-hoc reconsideration of the treatment tasks showed that the output task failed to engage
learners in the syntactic processing required for triggering L2 learning, whereas the task for the non-output group
seemed to encourage form-meaning mapping better.

While most researchers were interested in finding the effects of engaging learners in output tasks on noticing and
learning, Yoshimura (2006) examined the effect of foreknowledge of output tasks on noticing and processing of input.
Put it simply, he told the participants they were going to engage in three types of tasks: exact reconstruction in which
they had to memorize the text for later reproduction, content reconstruction in which the participants had to retell the
content of the text and finally, reading for visualization (control task) during which they had to draw a picture based on
the reading text. The interesting point was that, at the end of the study, instead of performing output tasks, learners took
a posttest of comprehension and fill in the blanks. Yoshimura expected the participants to notice the gap in their
interlanguage through the first two tasks. The analysis of the data suggested that the production groups were more
successful in verb uptake than the control group. Yoshimura concluded that noticing of the language can happen not
only during or after the output task but also before production of output if the learners consider input processing as a
planning stage for subsequent output tasks.

Mennim (2007) also explored long-term effects of noticing on oral output. He reported on the effects of classroom
exercises that promote noticing and conscious attention to form. During an academic year, records of the learners’
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output were carefully examined for noticing and improvement in the use of the noticed forms. Initial analysis of the
tracking of two students' noticing and subsequent use of the form revealed that they had much difficulty at the
beginning of the year but nine months later, they showed much improvement in using the form accurately. Through this
study, Mennim attempted to show how learners' noticing of the word might be related to this improvement.

C. The Effect of Output Task Types

A few studies have also compared the effectiveness of different kinds of output tasks on noticing and learning of
target forms. Swain and Lapkin (2001), for example, engaged immersion students in two tasks i.e. a jigsaw task and a
dictogloss task. They asked their students to reconstruct a content which was the same for the two tasks. The researchers
hypothesized that the dictogloss task would foster greater attention to form. Contrary to their expectations, task
differences did not lead to greater attention to linguistic forms. However, dictogloss students were more accurate than
jigsaw students. In addition, dictogloss students attended to discourse structure but jigsaw students did not focus on
logical and temporal sequencing. Furthermore, dictogloss students produced more complex linguistic structures and
vocabulary. Colina and Garcia Mayo (2007) also examined the effectiveness of three types of output tasks: a text
reconstruction task, a jigsaw task and a dictogloss task. The study showed the efficiency of all these tasks in drawing
learners' attention to form. However, findings of the study seem to indicate that task type controls the nature of attention.
That is, different tasks draw learners' attention to different features of language. For example, the text reconstruction
task focused learners' attention especially on determiners, passive voice and verb form while jigsaw task focused their
attention on a wide variety of linguistic features. Besides, the findings of their study indicated that the text
reconstruction task caused the greatest attention to form. On the other hand, Song and Suh (2008) who compared the
effectiveness of a reconstruction task with a picture-cued writing task in noticing and learning of English past
counterfactual conditional reported that the efficacy of the two output tasks was the same in the posttest. In line with the
study of Song and Suh (2008), Reinders (2009) explored the effects of three types of production activities on uptake and
acquisition of negative adverbs in English. He found that the effect of the three activities — a dictation, an individual
reconstruction and a collaborative reconstruction task— was almost the same on the acquisition of grammatical items.
The result suggested that all three activities led to uptake. However, the collaborative reconstruction and the dictation
activities resulted in greater uptake than the individual reconstruction activity.

While Song and Suh (2008) and Reinders (2009) reported no considerable effect of task type on learning, Nassaji and
Tian (2010) reported significant effect in their study. They compared the efficiency of reconstruction cloze tasks and
reconstruction editing tasks in learning English phrasal verbs. Furthermore, they examined the effect of performing the
tasks collaboratively versus individually. The results revealed that accuracy of task completion was greater when
learners completed the tasks collaboratively comparing with the time they completed them individually. However,
collaborative tasks did not result in considerably greater gains of vocabulary knowledge than individual tasks. More
importantly, the results suggested an effect of task type as the editing task was more effective than the cloze task in
promoting negotiation and learning.

One conclusion that may be drawn from the above studies is that output tasks may facilitate noticing of the target
forms, but they may not necessarily lead to better gains of knowledge in comparison to non-output tasks. Nevertheless,
as Song and Suh (2008) stressed, studies in this area did not show a clear positive effect for noticing function of output.
Besides, contradictory results were reported on the effect of text reconstruction task on the learning of target forms.
Based on the foregoing discussion, the present study addressed the following research questions:

1. Would there be a difference (or gap) in the performance of the Iranian young adult EFL learners between their
comprehension and production of verbal morphemes (present progressive —ing and simple past —ed)?

2. If it is so, would output task (i.e., text reconstruction task) fill the gap between comprehension and production of
verbal morphemes (—ing and —ed) by Iranian young adult EFL learners?

3. Would output task affect Iranian young adult EFL learners’ acquisition of verbal morphemes?

I1l. METHOD OF THE STUDY

A. Participants

The participants were chosen from among students (within the age range of 13-15) enrolled in the Iran Language
Institute (Babol branch), an important language institute in Iran. The two selected classes were similar in their level and
student population. The selection of the participants was based on the results of the pre-test on the target forms. The
participants who demonstrated an acceptable knowledge of the target linguistic forms but had yet to improve their
knowledge of the morphemes were invited to participate. During the pre-test, those students who showed sufficient
knowledge of the aforementioned morphemes (scored 90% or above) and those who did not demonstrate any sign of
knowledge of these morphemes both in their comprehension and production were eliminated from the participants’ pool.
Thirty-nine out of forty two students who participated in this study were assumed to be developmentally ready to learn
the target form. All of these students agreed to participate in the study. One group was randomly chosen as the control
group and the other one as the experimental group.

B. Procedure
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The procedure of the study was as follows: first, one of the researchers administered the pretest and scored the test
papers in each class to screen the participants meeting the requirements of the study. The pretest was conducted in three
sessions - one session for comprehension test and the next two sessions for production tests all of which were in written
modality. Two production tests were given to the learners to check their production of verbal morphemes both in and
out of context. The reason for using two production tests was that the researchers were interested in checking the
learners’ production at sentence and discourse levels. The interval between the pretest and the first practice session was
exactly one week. The practice sessions were also in written mode and included three successive sessions with a one-
week interval between them. The students were told that the purpose of the study was to help them make progress in
English writing. Before beginning the first session, the participants were made familiar with the procedures of the
practice sessions. After the practice sessions, the posttest was administered in three sessions with the same order as
employed in the pretest. There was a one-week interval between the last practice session and the first session of the
posttest.

C. Instructional Treatment

1. Text reconstruction task

The task used in this study was a modified version of a text-reconstruction task used in previous studies on output.
The whole treatment was done using an audio-text cartoon strip from a series published by Oxford University Press
(Toyama & Rivers, 2005). The input was controlled for length, which helped the researchers have full control over the
time of input exposure and succession of the activities which eventually made data collection easier. This cartoon strip
was specially selected because it was expected to be reasonably, though not intimately, familiar to the participants. It
was also expected that the content would constitute a feasible processing load in terms of understanding for the learners.
After all, the story was suitable for the purpose of the study as it consisted of two parts: present and past. Following
Izumi (2002), the whole text was divided into two parts to lighten the memory load on the learners. Then, the learners
had to read and listen to two two-minute audio texts which were semantically related to each other. The pausing point
was carefully chosen so that each part remained coherent and meaningful. There were about 20 sentences in each part
so it was neither very long for the learners to forget the content of the story nor very short to memorize the sentences.
An important modification in this text reconstruction task was the cartoon- strip accompanying audio-texts. The cartoon
strip seemed to lighten the memory load on the part of the subjects when they were reconstructing the texts and to help
them concentrate on the form rather than on recalling the story line. Audio text was selected instead of common texts,
again to help the learners in reading, and as a result, to provide them with more time and attentional resources to devote
to forms. The text was not artificially made for this task. Rather, it was an authentic text to give learners a chance to
prepare for confronting with genuine texts in real life situation. Furthermore, the text was carefully selected to have
sufficient amount of target forms to attract learners’ attention.

2. Treatment procedure

At first, the goal of the task was conveyed to the learners in the output group. They were told to a) read and listen to
the story carefully and try to understand it and b) reconstruct the text as accurately as possible. Then, the emphasis was
on comprehension so that the real aim of the study does not become clear to the participants. Before beginning the task,
the participants were told that they have to read and listen to the audio text carefully because it will not be repeated for
them before they reconstruct it for the first time. They were instructed not to take any notes during input exposure phase.
They were also informed in advance that they will have limited amount of time for production to account for time
variable. After the first input exposure, the learners had to reconstruct the text as accurately as possible. Similar
procedure was adopted and employed in the second and third sessions. When the learners reconstructed the whole text,
the same procedures were repeated. At this point, the learners were instructed to make any changes they thought
necessary to make their written productions as accurate as possible. Again, the learners were not allowed to take notes
during input exposure. The same procedures were followed for the second input exposure. No feedback was given
before or during the study about tasks or students’ performance so that only purely task-based effects are gathered.

D. Testing Instruments

To assess learners’ knowledge of the target forms before and after the treatment, three different testing measures
were used. A multiple choice test of verbal morphemes was used to check receptive knowledge of the forms. To check
their productive knowledge of the target forms, first, an individual picture description task was used. Next, a picture-
description task in context was employed which included two parts: one aimed at testing learners’ production of —ing
morpheme (present progressive tense) and the other for testing their production of —ed morpheme (past tense). The tests
were given in the order mentioned above. Equal number of items was allocated for each of the targeted morphemes in
each test. In the context picture-description task, the number of items was also equal but each of them was aimed at
specifically testing one of the morphemes. The exact time for each test was determined in advance based on the results
attained from pilot studies. To avoid drawbacks of learners’ fatigue due to taking several tests, the testing sessions were
held separately— one test in each session in the above mentioned order (see Appendices A, B and C).

1. Recognition test

The recognition test consisted of 20 multiple choice items adopted from Bloor et al. (1970) (see Appendix A for
sample items of the recognition test). Half of these items were to check learners’ ability to recognize correct use of
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present progressive —ing and the other half was allocated to simple past —ed. The participants were instructed to choose
one answer which is correct. One point was assigned for each correct answer and no point was given when they chose
incorrect answers or gave no answer. Then, the total score for all items answered correctly was 20.

2. Individual picture description task

Following Sung and Suh (2008), the individual picture description task was employed in the study (see Appendix B
for sample pictures of the individual picture description task). The pictures were adopted from Toyama and Rivers
(2005) published by Oxford University Press. In the present study, this test was used as a written elicitation measure to
assess learners’ productive knowledge of target forms. For each item in this test, learners saw the picture and described
it in a simple sentence. In each picture, the time was clearly mentioned. The learners were asked to pay attention to the
time mentioned in each picture and try to use it in their sentences. The test included 20 items and the time allocated for
each item was one minute. Decisions about the time for each exam were made based on feedback received from the
pilot studies.

3. Picture description task in context

The picture description task in context was specially made for this study as the researchers were interested in
assessing the learners’ ability to use verbal morphemes in context where discourse rather than isolated sentences was
the unit of producing language. Two pictures were selected for this purpose— one indicating time in the past and the
other one indicating present. The activities the characters were doing in each picture were numbered. Thus, the learners
were expected to produce eight sentences for each picture. We thought that the learners might produce more than eight
sentences for each picture since they were going to write at discourse level, but in scoring, just those eight items were
taken into account for each picture. So, they had to produce at least sixteen items for the two pictures.

E. Scoring and Analysis

All the test data were scored by giving one point to a correct answer and zero for an incorrect answer. The data from
each test were scored separately. Owing to differences in the number of items included in each test, scores obtained
from each testing measure were changed into percentage. Finally, the composite score was calculated using the results
of all three testing measures. It is worth mentioning that the composite score for the two production tests was also
obtained to have a clear idea of output tasks on learners’ productive knowledge. On all production tests, only the
production of the targeted morphemes was considered as correct response. The errors related to spelling were ignored
since the researchers were only concerned about using correct morphemes for the related tense.

IV. RESULTS

To answer the research questions, the statistical analysis of SPSS was performed to determine 1) whether there is a
difference between the learners’ recognition and production tests of verbal morphemes, 2) whether there is any
significant difference between the two groups concerning their performance after the practice sessions and finally, 3)
whether there are any significant changes within groups regarding their receptive and productive abilities over time.
Before examining the effect of treatment, the knowledge of the two groups on the past and present progressive
morphemes was examined. To do so, the composite test scores of the two groups on pretests of comprehension and
production were submitted to independent-samples t-tests. It should be noted that the data from each testing measure
were scored separately and were then combined to obtain a composite test score. The result of the analysis illustrated no
significant difference on the knowledge of verbal morphemes (their comprehension and production) between the output
group (M=54.93, SD=15.96) and the control group (M=48.29, SD=15.13) (df =36, F= .000, p<.05). Therefore, any
difference between these groups on posttests or any gains from pretest to posttest can be attributed to the effect of the
treatment.

A. The Difference between Comprehension and Production of Verbal Morphemes

Our first research question addressed whether there is a difference between comprehension and production of verbal
morphemes (present progressive —ing and simple past —ed) by Iranian young adult EFL learners. The test results
revealed a large gap between the mean scores of the learners obtained on recognition test and production tests, in the
sense that they did considerably better on comprehension test than on production tests. To examine the statistical
significance of the issue, the mean score of the comprehension test was compared with the mean composite score of the
two production tests. The result of the comparison through a matched t-test indicated that there is a significant
difference between the learners’ comprehension and production of verbal morphemes (df = 37, t = 14.77, p< .05).

B. The Effect of the Output Task on the Gap between Comprehension and Production

The second research question addressed whether employing an output task would fill the gap between comprehension
and production of verbal morphemes. To find an answer for this question, the difference between the learners’ mean
scores on comprehension test and production tests was computed on both their pretest and posttest separately and then,
the difference obtained for posttest was subtracted from that of pretest. In this way, the amount of the gap remained as a
result of the production task was computed. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the mean scores of the output
group on all tests before and after the practice sessions.
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TABLE 1
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR RECOGNITION AND PRODUCTION TEST SCORES FOR THE OUTPUT GROUP
Test Mean SD df t Sig. Mean of gap
Recognition 88.50 6.70 19
Pretest 10.1 .000 44.75
Production 43.75 20.60 19
Recognition 90.00 7.60 19
Posttest 4.49 .000 18.63
Production 71.37 18.90 19

Note. The scores are presented in percentage. p<.05

As it is clear from the table, the output task had major effect on filling the gap between the learners’ comprehension
and production of the target form. However, the remained gap was also considerable. In other words, although the
output task was very effective in filling the gap between the learners’ receptive and productive knowledge of the verbal
morphemes, it did not live up to the expectation the researchers had based on psycholinguistic rationale of the output
hypothesis.

To explore the statistical significance of the change brought about by the output task, the mean score of the
comprehension test was compared with the mean score of the two production tests, on both pretest and posttest, using a
matched t-test. This analysis was done for both pretest and posttest so that the statistical significance of the gap on both
tests is compared. The result of the analysis showed that there was a significant difference between the learners’
receptive and productive knowledge of verbal morphemes (df = 19, t = 10.01, p<0.05), and the difference remained
statistically significant even after the practice sessions (df = 19, t = 4.49, p<0.05). However, the fact that the output task
decreased this gap to a great extent cannot be denied.

C. The Effect of the Output Task on the Acquisition of Verbal Morphemes

The third research question addressed the effect of the output task on the acquisition of the target form. To find an
answer to this question, the two groups were compared after the practice sessions. The overall test result indicated that
the output group experienced greater improvement than did the control group since the increase in the mean score of the
output group from pretest to posttest was around 21.09, which was considerably higher than the control group’s gain
(9.77). To test for the statistical significance of these differences, the posttest mean composite scores of the groups were
computed and compared using independent samples t-tests. The result showed a significant difference in scores of the
two groups (df= 36, t= 3.06, p<0.05), which indicated significant main effect for the output practice. In other words, the
output task employed in this study was effective for acquiring verbal morphemes.

As a further test to detect whether the output group has made improvement, the mean scores on pretests and posttests
were compared using a matched t-test. The result revealed that they had made significant improvement (df= 19, t= 5.57,
p< 0.05) from pretest to posttest.

D. The Effect of the Output Task on Productive Knowledge of the Learners

Though the comparison made between the mean scores on pretest and posttest for the output group showed positive
effects of the output task, it did not provide detailed information on its effect on different aspects of their knowledge.
This called for further analysis on different aspects of the participants’ knowledge (i.e. receptive and productive). The
result of preliminary analysis showed high achievement after practice sessions as the increase in the learners’
production score from pretest to posttest was around 27.62. To gain detailed information on the issue, the mean scores
obtained from the production tests in the pretest and posttest were compared using matched t-test. The analysis showed
that the output group had significant improvement in their productive knowledge of the target forms after practice
sessions (df= 19, t= 5.49, p< 0.05). Interestingly, a comparative result was reported when the mean composite score of
production pretest and posttest of the output group and the control group were compared using independent t-test.

The results also suggest that there is a significant difference in the scores of production tests between output group
and control group (df= 36, t= 2.47, p<.05). This indicates that the participants engaged in output task gained higher
achievement on tests of verbal morphemes than did the participants in the control group. Considering the obtained
results, it is clear that the output task had a considerable impact on the production of verbal morphemes by the learners.

E. The Effect of the Output Task on Receptive Knowledge of the Learners

To examine the effect of output tasks on receptive knowledge of the learners, the mean scores of the comprehension
test by the output group in the pretest and posttest was compared. The result of the analysis using a matched t-test
indicated that there was no significant difference between the mean scores of comprehension test on pretest and posttest.
This means that no significant increase in the learners’ receptive knowledge of verbal morphemes can be associated
with the output task (df=19, t= .79, p< 0.05). Thus, not all testing measures showed strong positive effect for the output
task. It appears that the beneficial effect of output task was limited to productive ability of the learners. And it may be
concluded that the output group was successful in learning and balancing the difference between their comprehension
and production of verbal morphemes to a great extent. The control group, on the other hand, failed to show as much
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learning of the form while their comprehension level was comparable to that of output group. This seems to be
consistent with findings of previous studies which reported positive effects of output tasks on learning.

To present information on the magnitude of the treatment effect, the effect sizes were computed using ‘Chen’s d’
which is a common effect size indicator for independent samples t-tests. The effect size is of great value to the study as
it provides significant information on the effect of the practice sessions without being affected by the sample size of the
study (Izumi, 2002). The result of analysis for Cohen’s d was 1.01 for the total of one comprehension test and two
production tests divided by three.

V. DISCUSSION

This study intended to explore two major questions: whether there is a gap between comprehension and production of
verbal morphemes; and if so, whether an output task can fill this gap. Two major findings were reported in the current
study. First, it was revealed that there is a significant difference between learners’ scores on comprehension and
production tests. Second, in terms of acquisition, it became evident that those engaged in the output task performed
considerably better on posttest than did the learners in the control group. This finding reveals that having the chance of
producing output in a meaningful way has positive effects in promoting learners’ productive abilities on verbal
morphemes.

Detailed analysis of pretest results suggested that there was a considerable difference between learners’ performance
on comprehension and production tests. While most of the learners achieved acceptable scores on comprehension test,
many of them could not do well on production tests. Thus, it was concluded that there exists a gap between learners’
comprehension and production of verbal morphemes. It is encouraging to compare this finding with a seminal study by
Swain (1985). She found that in Canadian Immersion Program, there was a considerable gap between the learners’
comprehension and production. This finding further supports the idea that providing learners with comprehensible input
or even the existence of comprehended input is not adequate and will not guarantee automatic learning of the form
present in the input.

Regarding the second research question, evidence to support the positive effects of producing output was observed in
the posttest in the sense that the learners in the output group had significant gain in their productive knowledge of the
target form. Considering the amount of gap in the pretest, the output task was successful in filling a great amount of it
(almost 58%); however, the remained gap cannot be ignored. There are several possible explanations for this result.
Firstly, this result may be explained by the fact that time matters when the learners are engaged in an activity. The
learners in the present study participated in three practice sessions. During this period, they succeeded in filling around
58% of the gap. It seems possible that the remained gap might be filled if more practice sessions were included in the
study. The positive effect of output tasks in long run is also reported by Mennim (2007) who detected much
improvement in the learners’ accurate use of the target form nine months after the beginning of the study. Also, it is not
unlikely that the learners might show even better gains on delayed posttest than on immediate posttest as was reported
by De la Fuente (2006). It is also possible that this gap might never be filled totally and always may remain some
superiority of learners’ receptive knowledge over their productive knowledge. Since comprehending a message may be
easier than producing it, more mistakes in the produced message may be observed which may finally show up in better
performance in comprehension than in production. To comprehend a message, people do not necessarily employ their
linguistic knowledge. In fact, some researchers (Clark & Clark, 1977, cited in Izumi, 2003) claim that syntactic
processing may be bypassed by the learners in comprehension processes and semantic or contextual cues may be used
instead. In the process of production, based on Levelt’s speech production model, learners have to go through different
stages which are more demanding in quality, for example message generation, grammatical encoding and monitoring.
So, it is not unusual to see that there remains a gap in favor of their comprehension. In general, this study has found that
output, as an internal priming device, evidently worked well in promoting learning of the target forms. It succeeded in
putting the learner in favorable situations which encouraged comparison between the forms in their interlanguage and
the target language system.

The result of the analysis made on the means of overall test scores to detect the change happened within the output
group also indicated that there was a significant gain for the output group. This prompted further analysis to detect the
effect of the output task on the learners’ receptive and productive knowledge separately. The details are as follows. The
result of the analysis which compared the mean score of overall production test scores on pretest with that of posttest
suggests that the output group had considerable gains on their productive knowledge of verbal morphemes after practice
sessions. This is in line with Izumi (2002) and Song and Suh (2008) who reported similar effects on learners’
productive abilities. It seems that providing learners to produce the target forms plays an important role in helping them
notice the gaps in their interlanguage.

Though findings of the study indicate that the learners had considerable gains in productive abilities, no significant
growth was found on the learners’ gain scores on posttest of comprehension. This implies that output tasks may not be
more effective than comprehension activities in promoting learners’ receptive knowledge of the morphemes. As a result,
it can be concluded that although output tasks had unique effect on development of learners’ verbal morphemes, the
effect was limited only to productive abilities and did not affect their receptive knowledge of the targeted forms to a
considerable extent. This is exactly in contradiction with what 1zumi (2002) found in his study. There, he found dual
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effect for output tasks on comprehension and production of English relativization for the output plus input enhancement
treatment and interpreted it as the effect of output treatment on learners’ interlanguage development. It is worth noting
that the learners in his study were exposed to input enhancement which is a comprehension-based activity. On the other
hand, our findings support the findings of Song and Suh (2008) that reported learners’ gains in productive abilities but
did not detect such effect on their receptive abilities.

The result of comparing the two groups’ means suggests that the output group outperformed the control group on
learning verbal morphemes at a statistically significant level. Following some studies reported in Norris and Ortega
(2000), Cohen’s d was calculated to compare the output group with the control group. It became evident that the effect
size for the present study is quite large (d=.69) compared to the effect sizes obtained in Norris and Ortega’s study for
focus on form implicit treatments.

V1. CONCLUSION

The results of the present study lend empirical support to the positive effect of output treatment on learning English
verbal morphemes by young adult learners of English as a foreign language. Findings indicate that the output task had a
significant effect on developing learners’ acquisition of the verbal morphemes, particularly their productive knowledge
of the forms. The first implication from the present study is that the output condition is very effective in increasing
learners’ noticing of the verbal morphemes. This is in line with research findings which state the importance of output
tasks for learning (Swain, 1995; Izumi, 2002) and their significant roles in developing productive language skills
(Anderson, 1996; de Bot, 1996; Song & Suh, 2008).

This study may also have some implications for designing output tasks in educational setting. Findings of the present
study indicate that the text reconstruction task had significant effect on improving learners’ productive ability of verbal
morphemes. This means that a challenging problem for learners, in target language grammar, was tackled quite easily
within the possibilities of classroom setting. Participants were engaged in output tasks which provided them with the
opportunity to do some syntactic processing and notice the problematic areas which was usually bypassed. It is worth
noting that all these were achieved by using a content which constituted a feasible cognitive burden in terms of content
words and untargeted function words, but posed major processing load in terms of target linguistic feature. This kind of
output task can be used as a supplementary activity in English classroom since it can draw learners’ attention to
grammatical features of target language internally and keep their focus on content at the same time. When input-based
activities (input-flooding), feedback, and unfocused activities (written or spoken) prove unhelpful, this sort of activity
can be of great help by having two positive points: being focused and engaging learners in deep syntactic processing.

Nonetheless, the study suffers from some limitations. Firstly, it involved a very small sample size, which limits the
generalizability of the findings. A larger sample size in future studies can be very helpful in promoting the external
validity of the study and its generalizability. Secondly, due to time limitation, the study involved few treatment sessions.
Conducting a study with more treatment sessions will illuminate the effect of these tasks in a more efficient way. Also,
employing a delayed posttest would be desirable since it may show the effect of the task in the long run. In the present
study, only one immediate post test was employed. A longitudinal study in future can account for these limitations by
including more treatment sessions and delayed posttests. Future research can extend this study by examining the
relationship between output task type and different linguistic forms. Also, further research is needed to explore possible
effects of other output tasks in terms of complexity and cognitive factors (Robinson, 2001) on the noticing and learning
of the target linguistic forms.

APPENDICES

A. Recognition test (Sample questions from the pre-/post-test)

1. Last night, Matt -------- a picture at the Amusement park.

A) have taken B) take C) were taking D) took
2. What are you doing under the table?

I —-mee- to find my pen.

A) tried B)had tried O)try D)am trying
3. Many years ago, people --------------- dirty clothes with hands but today they use washing machines.
A) have washed B) had been washing ~ C) wash D) washed
4. Now Ted ---------- a book about sharks. I don’t think he will finish it.
A) reads B) read C) has read D) is reading
5. When | was ten, | ------------ a beautiful bicycle.
A) have had B) had C)have D) have been having

B. Picture prompt for the picture-cued writing (Examples from the form used in the pre-/post-test)
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4, Clean the tent

C. Contextualized production test (Sample questions from the pre-/post-test)

Part 1. look at the picture, consider the context and then try to describe the picture using at least 8 numbered items.
1. Last Saturday, Annie and her family and friends went on a picnic.-------------------

2. Today is Monday. Everyone is busy. The barber is cutting the little boy’s hair. --------
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D. Picture cues and input passage for the reconstruction task (An example from the form used in the 1st treatment
session).

E. Picture cues and input passage for the reconstruction task (An example from the form used in the 2nd treatment
session)

Itirnedlatotnd)
but | didnitiseelMiSsiSnow.

F. Picture cues and input passage for the reconstruction task (An example from the form used in the 3rd treatment
session)
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