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1. Non-interface between explicit knowledge and acquisition? 
 Krashen (1981; 1982) posits the clear distinction between explicit (learned) 
knowledge and implicit knowledge.  He claims that explicit knowledge is possessed 
through ‘learning’, that is, the process of paying ‘conscious attention’ to language in an 
effort to understand and memorize rules.  On the other hand, implicit knowledge is 
developed through ‘acquisition’, that is, a subconscious process which arises when 
learners are using language for communication.  Krashen acknowledges that გ it is 
clear that the acquisition/learning distinction mirrors the implicit/explicit distinctionდ  
(1982: 10). 
 Furthermore, Krashen insists that learned knowledge cannot be converted into 
acquired knowledge (i.e., implicit knowledge), where there is no interface between 
learned knowledge and (L2) acquisition.  He also argues that acquisition can only be 
developed when the learners’ attention is focused on meaning, and that practice or error 
correction which often happens in formal instruction cannot lead to acquisition.  In his 
Monitor Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985), this explicit knowledge only plays a monitoring 
role of the output from the acquired system.   
 Thus, Krashen’s view of the role of learned knowledge is extremely limited.  
In other words, there is ‘non-interface’ between explicit knowledge and acquisition.  In 
the integrated theory I will describe here, however, explicit (learned) knowledge is 
hypothesized to work and play an important role in second language acquisition. 
 
2. Importance of noticing and attention 
 Ellis (1994a) proposes that there is an indirect relationship between explicit 
and implicit knowledge, the latter of which he defines as the knowledge required for 
automaticity.  Ellis also posits three stages involved in implicit learning—’noticing’, 
‘comparing’, and ‘integrating’.  In this framework of acquisition, explicit knowledge 
functions as an acquisition facilitator, enabling the learner to ‘notice’ L2 features in 
meaning-focused input which would otherwise be ignored.   
 A diary study by Schmidt and Frota (1986) is one evidence for this view.  The 
study shows that the learner they tested tended to ‘notice’ (pay attention to) specific 
features in the input after the instruction and that noticing what was present in the input 
greatly contributed to learning.  Schmidt and Frota argue that the learner was actually 
able to notice the gap between his own output and the input by using the explicit 
knowledge he had acquired.  As a result, the learner was able to acquire conscious 
representations of quite complex rules.  In this study, the learner’s ‘noticing the gap’ 
seems to correspond to Ellis’s ‘comparing’, where noticed features are compared with 
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the features in the learners’ usual output.  This evidence shows that explicit knowledge 
may facilitate early stages of acquisition, that is, the processes of ‘noticing’ (which will 
then facilitate ‘intake’) and ‘comparing’ that Ellis suggests.   
 Some recent studies investigating the role of instruction in SLA also suggest 
that the role of explicit knowledge, especially in terms of noticing or attention to a 
specific feature of the target language, is crucial in L2 acquisition.  Doughty (1991) 
argues that even in inductive learning paying attention to the relevant features of the 
input is crucial to learning.  Paying attention to the critical learning aspects seems to be 
an important factor even for acquisition of simple rules (DeKeyser, 1995).  Williams 
(1999) reports that attention is also important in a memory task in which subjects were 
required to learn form-function relations of Italian words.  His research suggests that 
not only the form but also the manner in which learners distribute their attention over 
the input is crucial to learning.   
 The above evidence provides a strong implication that task design should be 
based on how to encourage attention to a specific feature in the L2.   
 
3. Other knowledge related to explicit and learned knowledge 
 Anderson’s Adaptive Control of Thought Model (ACT) (Anderson, 1976) rests 
upon the distinction between declarative and procedural knowledge.  This model rests 
upon the following three assumptions which characterize the essential difference 
between the two types of knowledge: 
 

1 Declarative knowledge seems to be possessed in an all-or-none    
manner,  whereas procedural knowledge seems to be 
something that can be partially possessed. 

 
 2 One acquires declarative knowledge suddenly, by being told by 
  performing the skill, whereas one acquires procedural knowledge 
  gradually. 
 
 3 One can communicate one’s declarative knowledge verbally, but not 
  one’s procedural knowledge. 

     (Anderson, 1976:117 in Ellis, 1994b) 
 
In ACT, it is assumed that declarative knowledge develops into procedural knowledge 
by practice (L2 use).  This transition takes place in three stages: The first stage is the 
declarative stage where information is stored as facts for which there are no ready-made 
activation procedures.  The second stage is the associative stage where the learner tries 
to sort the information into more efficient production sets by means of composition and 
proceduralization.  The final stage is the autonomous stage where procedures become 
increasingly automated (Ellis, 1994b).  It is noted that according to Anderson (1983), 
errors are particularly likely to occur at the intermediate stage, i.e., the associative stage.  
ACT, however, claims that whereas L1 learners invariably reach the autonomous stage, 
L2 learners typically only reach the associative stage (ibid.).   

ACT’s declarative and procedural knowledge may have almost the same status 
as explicit and implicit knowledge as Ellis suggests, but there is an interface or 
continuum between the two types of knowledge here (This is a hypothesis contrary to 
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Krashen’s Monitor Hypothesis where there is no interface between explicit and implicit 
knowledge).  Furthermore, in ACT, implicit knowledge is acknowledged as automatic 
performance in both comprehension and production. 
 Bialystock (1978) also claims that there is an interface between explicit and 
implicit knowledge.  According to Bialystock’s theory, formal practicing enables 
explicit knowledge to become implicit, while inferencing allows explicit knowledge to 
be derived from implicit knowledge.  It should be noted that Bialystock came to use 
‘controlled’ and ‘analyzed’ instead of ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’ in the later version of the 
theory (e.g., Bialystok, 1990).   
 McLaughlin’s Information Processing Model (1990) posits the third dimension 
in addition to explicit/implicit distinction.  McLaughlin sees learning as process 
constrained by the learner’s information processing ability in terms of attention 
selectivity.  In the theory, explicit knowledge consists of rules and items that have 
been learned formally through focal attention whereas implicit knowledge through 
peripheral attention, and this distinction is also seen as the controlled/automatic 
distinction. Here it is hypothesized that there is a clear interface on the 
controlled/automatic dimension; controlled knowledge can be converted into automatic 
knowledge over time through practice.  In contrast, the interface between explicit and 
implicit knowledge is constrained by learnability factors.  In other words, explicit 
knowledge can be automatized but it is just automatized explicit knowledge.  
 Thus, learned knowledge can be defined in rather various ways.  In short, 
learned knowledge (or knowledge that can be learned) tends to be explicit, declarative, 
analyzed or more controlled.   
 
4. Role of instruction in SLA 
 If explicit knowledge contributes to L2 acquisition, as is the case in the diary 
study, then formal instruction should also be helpful in L2 acquisition.  Ellis (1990) 
assumes that formal instruction is of value in promoting rapid and higher levels of 
acquisition.  One general problem concerning the role of formal instruction in SLA is 
the relationship between the natural course of the development of the learner language 
and the order of instruction.  Ellis (1990) argues that formal instruction may not 
change the natural course of development.   

There is another evidence for a natural order which is unaffected by instruction.  
Pienemann (1984) hypothesizes, from the study of the acquisition of German word 
order, that formal instruction may only influence acquisition of structures that the 
learner is ‘ready’ to acquire.  Pienemann associates this readiness with the natural 
order of development.  It is noted that this ‘readiness’ seems to have something to do 
with Krashen’s (1983) ‘Comprehensible Input (i + I)’.  In his theory, for language 
acquisition to occur, it is necessary for the learner to understand input which contains 
linguistic items (forms) that are slightly beyond the learner’s present linguistic 
competence.  This hypothesis is also based on the natural order of the development of 
the learner’s interlanguage, and what is ready for the learner to acquire is what is 
comprehensible as the next step of acquisition. 
 Pica (1983) argues that the effects of instruction may also depend on how 
complex or simple the linguistic form for the learner to learn is.  She argues that 
instruction is of little help when the form-function relations are not transparent, such as 
the articles.  Krashen (1982) also argues that learning is limited to linguistic forms that 
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are simple in structure and transparent in function. Robinson (1996) reports that the 
performance of the instructed subjects was much better than that in the other conditions, 
although they had difficulty in learning the hard rule.  However, Dekeyser (1995) 
reports that acquisition of even simple rules such as inflection of functional morphemes 
was difficult when learners’ attention to the critical features of form is not evident (i.e., 
under a condition of implicit learning). 
 Another claim for the role of instruction is that instruction directed at marked 
linguistic features serves to ‘trigger’ acquisition of associated unmarked features 
(Eckmann et al., 1988; Gass, 1979; Zobl, 1985).  In this hypothesis, learners are able to 
project their explicit knowledge beyond that which they have actually been taught in 
formal instruction.  If this is the case, then it would indicate that there is a preferred 
order of formal instruction, that is, presentation of explicit knowledge.  This 
hypothesis largely rests upon the Principles and Parameters framework of SLA, and the 
order ought to be related to different parameters and marked/unmarked features.   
 
5. Conclusion 
 As I have discussed, learned knowledge can be defined in rather various ways.  
In short, learned knowledge (or knowledge that can be learned) tends to be explicit, 
declarative, analyzed or more controlled.  Evidence shows that the explicit type of 
knowledge can play an important (though indirect) role in L2 learning, especially for 
learners to pay attention to relevant features of linguistic forms, suggesting that formal 
instruction is of use, although learned knowledge may not convert into ‘implicit’ but 
just develop towards ‘automatic’ through practice or use.   
 
 
References 
Anderson, J. (1976). Language, Memory, and Thought. Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence 
 Erlbaum. 
 
Anderson, J. (1983). The Architecture of Cognition. Harvard University Press. 
 
Bialystock, E. (1978). A theoretical model of second language learning. Language 
 Learning, 28: 69-84. 
 
Bialystok, E. (1990). Communication Strategies: A psychological Analysis of Second-
 Language Use. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
 
DeKeyser, R.M. (1995). Learning second language grammar rules: An experiment with  

a miniature linguistic system. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 17: 
379-410. 

 
Doughty, C. (1991). Second language instruction does make a difference. Studies in 
 Second Language Acquisition, 13: 431-469. 
 
Eckmann, F., Bell, L., and Nelson, D. (1988). On the generalization of relative clause 
 instruction in the acquisition of English as a second language. Applied 
 Linguistics, 9: 1-20. 



 5

 
Ellis, R. (1990). Instructed Second Language Acquisition. Basil Blackwell. 
 
Ellis, R. (1994a). A theory of instructed second language acquisition. In N.C, Ellis (ed.) 
 Implicit and Explicit Learning of Languages. Academic Press. 
 
Ellis, R. (1994b). The Study of Second Language Acquisition. OUP. 
 
Gass, S. (1979). Language transfer and universal grammatical relations. Language 
 learning, 29: 327-44. 
 
Krashen, S. (1981).Second Language Acquisition and Second Language Learning. 
 Oxford: Pergamon. 
 
Krashen, S. (1982). Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition. Oxford: 
 Pergamon. 
 
Krashen, S. (1983). Newmark’s ignorance hypothesis and current second language 
 acquisition theory.  In Gass, S. and Selinker, L. (eds.) 1983. Language 
 Transfer in Language Learning.  Rowley, Mass.: Newbury House. 
 
Krashen, S. (1985). The Input Hypothesis: Issues and Implications. London: Longman. 
 
McLaughlin, B. (1990). Restructuring. Applied Linguistics, 11: 113-28. 
 
Pica,T. (1983). Adult acquisition of English as a second language under different 
 conditions of exposure. Language Learning, 33: 465-97. 
 
Pienemann, M. (1984). Psychological constraints on the teacheability of languages. 
 Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 6: 186-214. 
 
Robinson, P. (1996). Learning simple and complex second language rules under  

implicit incidental, rule-search, and instructed conditions. Studies in Second 
Language Acquisition, 18: 27-67. 

 
Schmidt, R. and Frota, S. (1986). Developing basic conversational ability in a second 
 language: a case study of an adult learner.  In Day, R. (ed.) 1986. Talking to 
 Learn: Conversation in Second Language Acquisition. Rowley, Mass.: 
 Newbury House. 
 
Williams, J.N. (1999). Memory, attention, and inductive learning. Studies in Second 
 Language Acquisition, 21. 
 
Zobl, H. (1985). Grammars in search of input and intake.  In Gass, S. and Madden, C. 
 (eds.) . 1985. Input in Second Language Acquisition. Rowley, Mass.: Newbury 
 House 
 


