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Abstract 
This paper describes whether the grammatical 
complexity of teacher talk can be reflected in learners’ 
English. In this study, complexity of a sentence was 
measured in terms of the degree of embedding in it. 
 The participants were high school students. The 
experiment group was exposed to teacher talk with 
sentences with subclauses embedded in them; the 
control group was exposed to teacher talk with 
sentences with less embedding. The complexity in 
learners’ English was measured by examining their 
writing. 
The results did not show any significant difference 
between the experiment and control groups. However, 
an analysis of a small-size learner corpus suggested a 
possible effect of teacher talk.  Moreover, a 
significant difference emerged when the data were 
analyzed in a way that would eliminate the possible 
effect of a ceiling effect. 
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Introduction 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the extent 
to which teacher talk in an EFL situation affects 
learners’ ability to produce English.  The research 
focuses especially on the question of embedding, i.e. 
to what extent learners learn to use sentences with 
embedding as a result of exposure to teacher talk 
with embedding. 
 
Literature review 
Language acquisition may be considered to consist 
primarily in the acquisition of specific structural 
patterns (Ellis, 2002).  Two salient aspects of 
acquisition have been pointed out.  One is noticing, 
which is ‘important for initial recognition’ (ibid.).  
The other is frequency of exposure.  Bybee (2008) 
argued that ‘the frequency skewing in the 
experience of speakers is reflected in cognitive 
representations: higher-frequency forms have 
relatively stronger representations that are easy to 
access; lower-frequency forms have weaker, less 

accessible representations.’ She also explained that 
‘repeated exposure and practice are essential to the 
development of the cognitive structures.’ Ellis 
endorses this point by saying, ‘The system is 
assumed to possess a strengthening mechanism that 
is sensitive to frequency of encounter’ (Ellis 2002).  
 
1.1 Method 
1.1.1 Participants 
The data were collected at a private boy’s high 
school in Tokyo, Japan. The participants were 15- 
and 16-year-old students. They are members of two 
different classes of English, designated in this study 
as the experiment group and the control group 
respectively. 
1.1.2 Instruction 
Participants got teacher talk from an NNS 
teacher. However some Japanese was used to 
cope with the level of participants’ 
comprehension as a feature of teacher talk in 
both groups. The experimental group was 
exposed to teacher talk with sentences with 
subclauses embedded in them. The control 
group was exposed to teacher talk with 
sentences with less embedding. Teacher talk 
was given 16 times, for about 5 min. each, over 
almost half a semester. Teacher talk was 
recorded and analyzed. The speed of the 
teacher talk was lower than the speed of the 
English in the listening material which 
participants usually work on. In the teacher 
talk, over 95% of the words were ones that the 
students had already learned, and the 
meanings of difficult words were given in 
Japanese.  Teacher talk was provided in the 
form of small talk during class work. 
1.1.3 Measurement 
The complexity in learners’ English was measured 
by examining the writing which they produced in 
the allotted time of 15min.: the number of times of 
each participant’s embedding was divided by his 
total number of words. That score was multiplied 
by the average number of words in the whole 
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population. The total of those scores was used as an 
indication of complexity in the English of the 
learners in the group.  Both in the experimental 
group and in the control group, each student’s 
increase or decrease in score from the pretest to the 
posttest was calculated, and the average of this 
difference in experimental group and that in the 
control group were compared by a t-test. To avoid 
their use of some strategies, participants were 
not permitted to use dictionaries and when 
they do not know a vocabulary item, they were 
allowed to use Japanese item partly, as in ‘He likes 
体育  very much.’ They were told not to be 
concerned about accuracy in spelling so much. 
 
2 Results 
2.1     Results of teacher talk 
Table 1: Contents of Teacher talk 

2.2     Results of tests 
Table 2: Results of tests 

The average of the changes in score from the pretest 
to the posttest in the participants in each group 
(labeled ‘Post-Pre’ in Table 2) was calculated, and 
the average figures of the two groups were 
compared by a t-test.  There was no significant 
difference (p = .47). 
 
3  Discussion 
Results showed no significant difference between 
the two groups.  However, two comments are in 
order.  First, an analysis of the corpus indicated 
that there were a small number of cases, only in the 
experiment group, where a student used an 
expression identical to one used in the teacher talk.       
This seems to suggest the possibility that teacher 
talk activates an expression stored in a student’s 
memory and enables him to use it more readily.  
Second, if we exclude data over 2.0 from the 
posttest in view of the possibility of a ceiling effect, 
a significant difference emerges between the two 
groups.  Results of this calculation showed a 
significant difference (p = .007) as in Table 3. 
Table 3: Results of tests excluding ceiling effect. 

It means that the English in the teacher talk was 
reflected on students’ English from the point of 
view of frequency, i.e. the English of the teacher 
talk transferred to students’ output in English.  
 In this study, embedding was used as the target 
grammar point. It is said that subclauses are 
relatively difficult to learn. Nevertheless, students 
could learn even difficult grammar from exposure 
to teacher talk. In an EFL situation, where students 
scarcely get input except in an English class, input 
from teacher talk may be considered valuable.  
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 N The use of 
embedding 

Total 
words Rate 

Experimental 41 182 2840 11.5 
Control 39 8 2401 0.5 

No Treatment 38 0 0 0 

 Pre Mid Post Post-Pre 
Experimental 1.19 1.16 1.17 -0.02 

Control 0.78 1.05 0.55 -0.22 
No 

Treatment 1.33 0.67 1.24 -0.09 

 N Pre Post Post-Pre 
Experimental 28 0.49 1.11 0.61 

Control 37 0.69 0.54 -0.14 
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