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ABSTRACT: Research on learner perception has shown that foreign language learners consider formal grammar 
study quite important (SCHULZ, 1996). However, we know little about perceptions and beliefs of heritage language 
learners in what relates to grammar instruction. In a qualitative study on heritage language instruction at the college 
level, Schwarzer and Petrón (2005) do include the opinions of their participants on grammar instruction: that formal 
grammar instruction, as done in foreign language classes, was not useful for them. In fact, it is now accepted that 
heritage language instruction needs to be different from foreign language instruction (e.g., BEAUDRIE; DUCAR; 
POTOWSKI, 2014; PARODI, 2008). Nevertheless, most heritage language learners of Portuguese at the university 
level take foreign language classes, even if a  track designed specifically for them is available. Given this scenario, this 
paper discusses 1) whether heritage and foreign language learners of Portuguese prefer formal or 
integrated/contextualized grammar instruction, and 2) whether they believe explicit grammar instruction helps their 
linguistic development in Portuguese. The methodology consisted of a survey among college students matriculated in 
Portuguese language classes in a U.S. university. Results suggest that heritage learners tend to prefer 
integrated/contextualized grammar instruction, whereas the foreign lanague group does not appear to have a clear 
preference. However, both groups of learners see value in explicit grammar instruction, which does not necessarily 
contrast with contextualized instruction (ELLIS, 21016). The paper also includes a discussion of pedagogical 
implications based on the findings presented. 
Keywords: Heritage language; foreign language; learners’ views; grammar instruction. 
 
RESUMO: A pesquisa sobre a percepção de aprendizes revela que aprendizes de língua estrangeira consideram o 
estudo formal da gramática muito importante (SCHULZ, 1996). No entanto, sabe-se pouco a respeito das visões e 
crenças de aprendizes de língua de herança no nível universitário no que toca a instrução gramatical. Em um estudo 
qualitatito sobre instrução em língua de herança no nível universitário, Schwarzer e Petrón (2005) incluem opiniões 
dos participantes a respeito da instrução gramatical: para eles, a instrução gramatical formal, tal como em aulas de 
língua estrangeira, não era útil. De fato, atualmente aceita-se que a instrução voltada para língua de herança deve ser 
distinta daquela aplicada em contextos de língua estrangeira  (p. ex., BEAUDRIE; DUCAR; POTOWSKI, 2014; 
PARODI, 2008). Mesmo assim, muitos aprendizes de português língua de herança no nível universitário matriculam-
se em aulas de português língua estrangeira, mesmo quando se oferecem cursos específicos para esses aprendizes. 
Assim, este artigo discute 1) se os aprendizes de português língua de herança e língua estrangeira preferem instrução 
gramatical formal ou contextualizada/integrada, e 2) se eles creem que a instrução gramatical explícita auxilia o seu 
desenvolvimento linguístico em português. Os resultados sugerem que os aprendizes de herança costumam preferir a 
instrução contextualizada, enquanto os aprendizes de língua estrangeira não declararam uma preferência clara. Porém, 
ambos os grupos de aprendizes valorizam a instrução gramatical explícita, que não se contrasta necessariamente à 
instrução contextualizada (ELLIS, 2016). O artigo inclui também uma discussão de implicações pedagógicas com base 
nos resultados apresentados. 
Palavras-chave: Língua de herança; língua estrangeira; opiniões dos aprendizes; instrução gramatical. 
 
 

1 Introduction 
 

Heritage and foreign language learners exhibit different instructional needs, as has been 
argued since at least the late 1970s (CARREIRA, 2016; CUMMINS, 1979, 1983; FRIEDMAN; 
KAGAN, 2008; LYNCH, 2003; MONTRUL, 2016; PEIRCE, 2018; RANDOLPH, 2017; 
VALDÉS; LOZANO; GARCÍA-MOYA, 1981; among others). These differences are related to 
their linguistic experience: while a heritage language (HL) is learned in a naturalistic environment 
                                                           
94 Ph.D. in Hispanic Linguistics from the University of Iowa. Professor in the Department of Portuguese at the 
University of Massachusetts Dartmouth-USA. 



180 | Gláucia Silva 

Caderno de Letras, nº 35, Set-Dez - 2019 - ISSN 0102-9576 

(generally the family home), a foreign language (FL) is learned in the classroom and/or in study 
abroad experiences (MONTRUL, 2016). Valdés (2001, p. 38) contends that heritage language 
learners (henceforth, HLLs) are to some degree bilingual in that language and the majority 
language. Foreign language learners (henceforth, FLLs), on the other hand, tend to have had no 
previous experience with the language in question before taking a class or traveling abroad. These 
distinct experiences imply differences in how these two groups approach language learning. 

Researchers have argued that, among other dissimilarities, HLLs and FLLs approach 
grammatical features differently. Parodi (2008, 211) maintains that FLLs use grammar to access the 
language, while HLLs do the opposite: they use their linguistic repertoire to have access to the 
grammar. Therefore, the author holds that HLLs should study grammar as an analytical subject. 
Schwarzer and Petrón (2005) put forth a similar argument based on interviews with HLLs of 
Spanish, who declared that foreign language classes were of little use to them, given their limited 
(or non-existent) experience with the metalinguistic terminology used in those classes. For 
example, while FLLs of Portuguese may be able to describe the differences between the verbs ser 
and estar, they tend not to be able to apply that knowledge to their linguistic production (especially 
if they are monolingual speakers of a language that does not exhibit the same type of distinction). 
HLLs, on the other hand, tend to simply use those two verbs in appropriate contexts, even though 
they are often not able to explain why one verb is used and not the other. Therefore, classes that 
focus on naming and describing structures as opposed to analyzing their use may be of little use to 
the linguistic development of HLLs. What’s worse, these classes may lead to lack of interest and 
motivation on the part of HLLs (BLANCO, 1987), who do not feel that they can gain much from 
instruction. 

In order to maintain interest in language learning among HLLs and to help them develop 
their linguistic repertoire, authors such as Beaudrie, Ducar, and Potowski (2014), Burgo (2017) 
and Villa (1997), among others, have claimed that a sociolinguistic approach to language teaching, 
including in what related to grammar instruction, is best suited for HLLs. Concepts such as 
linguistic variation and code-switching, according to Villa (1997), are particularly useful in the 
heritage language class: HLLs learn that the language that their linguistic repertoire in the HL 
contains elements of languages in contact. According to Carvalho (2012, p. 149), code-switching 
should be incorporated in the HL classroom in order to create an environment where learners feel 
at ease as well as to better explore each learner’s linguistic abilities. 

While classes that are designed for FLLs may not suit the needs of HLLs, this is not to say 
that the latter group does not value the study of grammar. Villa (1997) highlights the affective 
dimension of studying grammar.  According to the author, his students often stated that grammar 
study would help them “sound more educated and write better”. Learners also perceived grammar 
as an intrinsic part of a university education. Thus, the author argues, learning grammar satisfies 
an affective dimension, especially when learners realize that the variety that they utilize “is chock-
full of adverbs, adjectives, pronouns, complex verb tenses, and the like, emphasizing the validity of 
the grammatical structure of their spoken variety” (VILLA, 1997, p. 100). Empirical studies have 
validated Villa’s claims. Lee (2002) reports that Korean HLLs expected more formal and academic 
language education than they had received. O’Rourke and Zhiou (2016) include samples of survey 
answers that show HLLs’ frustration about not learning grammar in a STARTALK summer 
program. So, although grammar instruction should be tailored to the needs of specific groups of 
learners, studies have shown that HLLs appear to want to learn grammar (presumably) as much as 
do FLLs. 

When tailoring instruction to the needs of groups of learners, it is important to give voice to 
them and take into consideration their opinions and preferences in what regards their learning. 
With that knowledge, it is possible to guide students so that they can take advantage of instruction 
and, where necessary, deconstruct certain beliefs about language learning. This study aims to 
contribute to the discussion on HLLs and FLLs perceptions on learning grammar by discussing 



Portuguese grammar instruction: views of heritage and foreign language learners | 181 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

BILINGUISMO E MULTILINGUISMO 

results of a survey completed by university-level students enrolled in FL and HL Portuguese 
language courses. 

After this introduction, the next section reviews some of the literature available on 
perceptions of heritage language learners, followed by a discussion of perceptions of foreign 
language learners in regards to grammar instruction and the research questions that guided this 
study. Then, the study methodology is presented, followed by analysis of the data and a discussion 
of the results, including possible pedagogical implications. Some concluding remarks, which 
include the limitations of the study, are offered in the last section. 
 
2 Perceptions of heritage language learners 
 

Research on views of heritage language learners has included issues related to motivation 
and attitude (e.g., ALARCÓN, 2010; BECKSTEAD; TORIBIO, 2003; CARREIRA; KAGAN, 
2011; MIKULSKI, 2006; YANGUAS, 2010), classroom experience (e.g., EDSTROM, 2007; 
HARKLAU, 2009; SCHWARZER; PETRÓN, 2005), identity (e.g., ORIYAMA, 2010; TORRES, 
K., 2011; VENTURIN, 2019; WONG, XIAO, 2010), self-assessment of linguistic skills (e.g., 
SHINBO, 2004; SILVA, 2011; SWENDER ET AL., 2014), and language anxiety (e.g., GONTIJO; 
SILVA, 2013; LUO, 2015; TALLON, 2009; TORRES, K., 2011), among others. Some relevant 
results are outlined in what follows. 

Research into HLLs’ perceptions of their own linguistic skills has shown that these learners 
are, in general, confident in their abilities in what concerns speaking and listening, but not so 
much in relation to reading and writing (SHINBO, 2004; SILVA, 2011). Furthermore, several 
HLLs in Shinbo’s (2004) study indicated that improving their grammar was one of the reasons for 
them to enroll in Japanese classes. However, several learners also voiced frustration with grammar 
study, since they were not familiar with the metalinguistic terminology used in the classroom 
(SHINBO, 2004, p. 74-75). 

The lack of familiarity with metalanguage was also a source of frustration for the HLLs 
interviewed by Schwarzer and Petrón (2005), as previously mentioned. The authors interviewed 
three students enrolled in a Spanish as a heritage language class at a North American university. 
One of the participants, for example, wanted to work with bilingual education, but, although he 
was interested in Spanish language, he did not plan on taking any more classes because teachers 
“always talk about grammar and all that doesn’t interest me at all” (SCHWARZER; PETRÓN, 
2005, p. 572). According to the authors, the class that the participants attended could be 
characterized as a grammar class in which structures were presented in isolation, that is, without 
any contextualization. In the opinion of the HLLs interviewed for that study, explicit grammar 
lessons were not useful. Given their results, Schwarzer and Petrón (2005, p. 575) suggest that 
authentic materials be used in HL classes, and that lessons should go from understanding the 
whole first (such as reading a website in the target language) to analyzing parts later (such as 
grammatical structures used). 

The two participants in Harklau’s (2009) study, who were HLLs of Spanish in high school, 
had a different opinion about grammar lessons, at least when classes first started. According to the 
author, both students had a positive impression of grammar in their classes (HARKLAU, 2009, p. 
224). However, by the end of a 2-year span, both learners expressed antipathy towards their 
Spanish language classes. The author clarifies that the change in opinion was due to several 
different factors, including the lack of instructor preparation to teach HL classes, which led to 
rejection of participants’ varieties of Spanish and objectification of their cultures. 

Mikulski (2006) reports that the goals of the four HLLs in her study (who were enrolled in a 
university-level Spanish for native speakers class) included mastery of grammar structures. As a 
matter of fact, “improve grammar/spelling” was the only item that all four participants considered 
a “very important” goal in the two questionnaires used in the study (MIKULSKI, 2006, p. 667). It 
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was also the item with the highest score in self-reported progress, with a combined score of 31 
(scale 0-10, average 7.75/participant; the lowest score was 4, the highest was 10). 

The differences in opinions about grammar instruction expressed by HLLs in the studies 
outlined above may be due to many different factors. However, it is clear that one of the most 
salient differences relates to the classroom experience they had and how well instructors were 
prepared to deal with the particularities of this group of students. While the participants in 
Schwarzer and Petrón’s (2005) study were enrolled in a heritage language class, it was described as 
a grammar class where items were taught in isolation, not a class that catered to their specific 
needs. That scenario appears to have been quite different for the learners in Mikulski’s study. The 
author mentions that the course instructor “was concerned because the Spanish of many of her 
students had been stigmatized in the past and she did not want them to feel that way again” and 
that she was relieved when she learned that the researcher did not intend to find out what was 
“wrong” with her students’ Spanish (MIKULSKI, 2006, p. 664). This type of preoccupation 
demonstrates that the instructor was aware of sociolinguistic issues surrounding the language of 
HLLs, and that, most likely, was prepared to help them develop their linguistic skills, rather than 
inundate them with rules. This awareness does not appear to have been present among the high 
school teachers who taught the participants in Harklau’s (2009) study, judging from the excerpts of 
interviews included in the article. Without this type of sociolinguistic knowledge on the part of the 
instructor, language classes are bound to frustrate or demotivate HLLs—or, worse, to alienate them 
by stigmatizing their contributions (ROCA, 1997). 

Although little research is available on the perceptions of heritage language learners on 
grammar instruction, it is already clear that those views depend on the experience they have had in 
the classroom, among other factors. We also know that (at least some) heritage learners may want 
to develop their grammar skills. To shed more light on the issue, we turn next to the perceptions 
of foreign language learners on grammar teaching and learning. 
 
3 Views of foreign language learners on grammar instruction 
 

Grammar is often considered an essential part of foreign language instruction, one that 
instructors often feel comfortable with, given that rules make it tidy and easily testable. As Swan 
(2002, p. 149) puts it, “[l]earning grammar is a lot simpler than learning a language”. However, 
Swan (2002, pp. 151-152) also calls attention for good reasons to teach grammar, namely 
comprehensibility and acceptability, noting that instructors should teach the points of grammar 
that are needed in light of those factors. 

In a text that considers whether teaching grammar explicitly is a worthwhile effort, Ellis 
(2006, p. 95) explains that explicit knowledge consists of facts about a language that speakers have 
learned and can verbalize. Implicit knowledge, on the other hand, is held unconsciously and is 
easily available in fluent communication. The author suggests that explicit knowledge can help the 
development of implicit knowledge and, assuming that at least some grammatical features should 
be taught explicitly, he concludes that both deductive and inductive approaches to teaching 
grammar may be of value. 

The difference between deductive and inductive grammar teaching was tackled by Fortune 
(1992). The study investigated learners’ preferences in regards to the two types of grammar 
instruction in English as a second language (ESL, being learned in an English-speaking country, 
namely the UK). The participants in Fortune’s study declared a preference for deductive learning 
(69%) before being exposed to the inductive type of process. Afterwards, that percentage declined 
to 53%, while the number of students who declared a preference for the inductive approach went 
from 24% to 42%. Fortune (1992, p. 168) also notes that, in the opinion of many participants, the 
inductive approach should be reinforced by presenting the grammar rule in a later stage, and then 
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by further practice. Therefore, following Eisenstein (1987), Fortune suggests that both approaches 
to grammar instruction may be useful, depending on how students prefer to learn. 

In a study conducted at a North American university, Schulz (1996) compared students’ and 
teachers’ beliefs about the role of explicit grammar instruction in foreign language classrooms. In 
her study, 80% of the students (as opposed to 64% of teachers) agreed that “the formal study of 
grammar is essential to eventual mastery of the language” (SCHULZ, 1996, p. 345). Almost half of 
the students (48%) also stated that studying and practicing grammar is best for improving 
communicative abilities. Although most learners in her study agreed that grammar is useful in 
foreign language learning, the majority did not indicate that they liked or wanted more grammar 
study. Still, Schulz notes (1996, p. 345), a “surprising” 46% of student participants asserted that 
they did like to study grammar and 26% would like to have more grammar in their lessons. In 
what concerns pedagogical implications of her findings, the author suggests that learner opinions 
be taken into account when planning lessons, noting that “perceptions influence reality”, even if 
they do not necessarily correspond to the cognitive processes that happen in language learning 
(SCHULZ, 1996, p. 349). 

While Schulz’s 1996 study revealed views of learners and instructors in a U.S. institution, a 
later study (SCHULZ, 2001) shows that beliefs regarding grammar instruction may be culturally 
bound to a certain extent. In a survey of learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) in 
Colombia, 76% of participants stated that they liked the study of grammar; 77% agreed that their 
English would improve most quickly if they studied and practiced grammar; and 51% thought that 
there should be more formal study of grammar in their EFL courses (SCHULZ, 2001, p. 247). 
When compared with the results detailed in the 1996 study (46%, 48%, and 26%), it’s clear that 
students in Colombia place higher value in formal grammar instruction than do their counterparts 
in the U.S. However, it is important to note that most U.S. and Colombian students believed that 
practicing the foreign language in real-life situations helped their linguistic development more than 
studying grammar (SCHULZ, 2001, p. 251). 

If the native culture of learners influences their views on grammar instruction, so does the 
language they learn. Loewen et al. (2009) surveyed 754 students of 14 different foreign languages 
(as well as learners of ESL) at a North American university and found that those enrolled in a 
group of less commonly taught languages (Korean, Turkish, Thai, Persian, Nepali, and Urdu) had 
the most positive attitudes toward the role of grammar in L2 learning. The least positive attitudes 
were expressed by the ESL learners. The authors also report that the leaners of Japanese were the 
least likely to prioritize communication over grammar, while learners of Italian and Portuguese 
(which were grouped together in the study) were among those more likely to do so. Besides a 
questionnaire, Loewen et al.’s study also included open-ended prompts, which revealed that many 
participants believed that grammar provided a foundation for their linguistic knowledge and that 
it helped them with specific aspects of the language (writing, reading, speaking, listening). 
Although some learners stated that they enjoyed studying grammar, others did not: over half of the 
participants had negative comments about grammar study, including complaints about rules and 
exceptions. The authors conclude that “it is clear that the learners valued grammar instruction”, 
though “not everyone valued grammar instruction equally” (LOEWEN ET AL., 2009, p. 101). 

The idea that FL learners consider grammar instruction important is corroborated in other 
studies, such as Ahmadi and Shafiee (2015), who investigated EFL teachers’ and learners’ views in 
language institutes in an Iranian locality; Saaristo (2015), who looked at views of university 
students in Finland (reporting on opinions both on the role of grammar in mother tongue and in 
FL development); and Sogutlu and Veliaj-Ostrosi (2016), who surveyed EFL learners in Albana. 

Drawing on Spada and Lightbown (2008), who distinguish between isolated and integrated 
grammar instruction (ie, activities that are separate from or in the context of communicative 
activities), Spada and Lima (2015) report on the preferences of ESL and EFL teachers and learners. 
Spada and Lightbown (2008) note that integrated grammar instruction includes a variety of 
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approaches that can contribute to the automatization of language features, but isolated lessons may 
be useful for learners as well (SPADA; LIGTBOWN, 2008, p. 200). Spada and Lima (2015) 
confirm that teachers and learners see value in both types of approaches. They present results from 
two studies: a questionnaire study and a feedback study. Their questionnaire study included 294 
ESL learners in Canada and 175 EFL learners in Brazil; their feedback study, done after both 
integrated and isolated materials were used in lessons, included 102 ESL and 63 EFL students. 
Spada and Lima (2015) report a preference for integrated over isolated grammar instruction 
among EFL students (and teachers) in both studies. ESL learners as well as teachers stated a 
preference for integrated instruction in the questionnaire study, but revealed a slight preference 
for isolated instruction in the feedback study. The authors note, however, that the slight imbalance 
may be due to more opportunities for output practice in the isolated materials used in the ESL 
group (SPADA; LIMA, 2015, p. 187). The authors conclude that, although participants expressed 
some preference for integrated over isolated grammar instruction, the results do not mean that 
they do not value isolated activities, since results are influenced by several factors, such as 
proficiency level, language feature taught and individual learning preferences (SPADA; LIMA, 
2015, p. 188). 

The findings discussed in this and in the previous section show that perceptions of learners 
regarding grammar instruction has been at the center of several studies in FL/L2 education, but 
we still know little about heritage language learners. The present study intends to contribute to the 
discussion on learners’ perceptions as well as to heritage language education by comparing the 
views of FLLs and HLLs enrolled in Portuguese language courses. The questions that guided this 
study were: 

 
1. What kind of grammar instruction do Portuguese heritage language learners prefer? Formal 
or contextualized? 
2. What kind of Portuguese foreign language learners prefer? Formal or contextualize? 
3. Do Portuguese heritage and foreign language learners believe that explicit grammar 
instruction helps their linguistic development? 

 
As explained in section 5 below, “formal instruction” refers to grammar practice that is 

decontextualized and detached from other activities. “Contextualized” grammar practice, on the 
other hand, relates to instruction that focuses on use of language and to grammar instruction that 
is integrated with other activities. The next section presents the methodology used in this project 
and includes information on the study participants. 
 
4 Methodology 
 

The present study was conducted at a public university in the New England region of the 
United States. This region is home to a significant number of Portuguese-speaking immigrants and 
their descendants (U.S. CENSUS BUREAU, 2016). The study, which was approved by the 
Institutional Review Board at the university (IRB # 18.045 of April 5, 2018), included a 
background questionnaire and a survey with 24 statements. The instrument was distributed among 
students enrolled in four Portuguese language courses, including a course designed specifically for 
heritage learners, in the Spring of 2018. Although the university offers Portuguese as a heritage 
language courses, many HLLs enroll in courses designed to teach Portuguese as a foreign language. 
The background questionnaire and the survey were completed during class time; participants took 
about 15 minutes to complete them. 

The background questionnaire consisted of four questions and was used to determine 
whether participants were heritage or foreign language learners. Participants who included 
“Portuguese” in question 1 (“What language(s) did your relatives speak when you were growing 
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up?”) and/or in question 2 (“What language(s) did you speak when you were growing up?”) were 
considered to be heritage learners (n=30). The others (n=28) were considered foreign language 
learners. Out of the 28 FLLs who participated in the study, 22 were monolinguals (ie, had only 
been exposed to English in the home environment) and 6 had been exposed to other languages in 
their childhood (namely, Arabic, Cantonese, Greek, Khmer, Lithuanian, and Thai) and are likely 
bilingual (to some degree, at least) in English and those languages. 

The third question in the background questionnaire related to the class in which 
participants were enrolled (“What Portuguese class are you currently taking?”). The university 
where the survey was administered offers a 2-semester Portuguese for heritage learners (PHL) track 
as well as two different Portuguese as a foreign language (PFL) tracks: a 4-semester sequence and an 
intensive 2-semester sequence. Every Spring term the university offers the second and the fourth 
courses in the 4-semester PFL track (namely, elementary II and intermediate II), the second course 
in the PFL intensive sequence (intensive intermediate) and the second course in the PHL track 
(PHL II). Participants were enrolled in all four courses, to wit: 26 in elementary II, 21 in 
intermediate II, 5 in intensive intermediate and 6 in PHL II. 

The fourth and last background question asked: “Have you learned (or studied) any other 
language(s)? Which?”.  Six of the 28 FLLs who filled out the survey had studied Spanish (including 
2 of the 6 bilinguals, ie, FLLs who had been exposed to other languages in childhood), the English-
Greek bilingual had studied Spanish and German, and the English-Cantonese bilingual had 
studied Mandarin. Out of the 30 HLLs, 10 had studied Spanish, 2 had studied French, 2 had 
studied both Spanish and French, and one had studied German. The remaining 22 participants 
had only studied Portuguese. 

Participants were all college age (typically, 18-24), although no specific information about age 
was collected. Even though participants provided information about the Portuguese language 
classes in which they were enrolled, they were not asked to participate in tests that might 
determine their actual proficiency in Portuguese. Such tests would have required time for which 
participants would have to be compensated, not to mention the likely need for research assistants. 
Given the lack of a budget for such expenses, it was not possible to carry out proficiency tests. 

For the survey, participants were asked to rate statements about grammar learning in a 
Likert-type scale that included five possibilities: 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neither agree 
nor disagree), 4 (agree), and 5 (strongly agree). Of the original 24 statements, 23 were analyzed for 
this study. One statement was excluded because its wording was too similar to that of another 
statement (as expected, the two statements were rated similarly). The survey was developed by the 
author and was based on the instruments used in Loewen et al. (2009), Schulz (1996, 2001), and 
Spada and Lima (2015). 
 
5 Data analysis 
 

The statements in the survey were rated in a Likert-type scale (from 1=strongly disagree to 
5=strongly agree). Of the 23 statements analyzed, 10 related to formal or isolated instruction, 
focusing on grammar itself. Ten other statements pointed to contextualized or integrated grammar 
practice, focusing on meaning and language use. For ease of reference, the first group of 
statements is called “formal instruction/practice”, while the latter is referred to as “contextualized 
instruction/practice”. Table 1 shows the results for each statement that relates to formal or explicit 
grammar instruction; Table 2 displays the values concerning contextualized or non-explicit 
grammar practice. 
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Table 1. Results for formal grammar study 
Statement HLLs FLLs 

I like to know the names of verb tenses and other grammatical structures in Portuguese. 3.6 3.78 
Before reading a text, I like to study the grammar used in it. 3.13 3.1 
In order to learn Portuguese, it’s very important to do grammar exercises. 3.56 3.78 
I learn Portuguese grammar by memorizing the rules. 3.43 3.53 
Studying grammar formally is essential for learning Portuguese. 3.46 3.67 
My skills in Portuguese improve most quickly if I study the grammar. 3.43 3.71 
Knowledge about grammar rules helps me understand spoken Portuguese. 3.73 3.53 
I find it helpful to study grammar separately from communicative activities. 3.36 3.71 
I would like to have more formal study of grammar in Portuguese class. 2.76 3.28 
Portuguese class should focus on grammar rules. 3.3 3.53 
Mean 3.37 3.5 
 
Table 2. Results for contextualized grammar practice 
Statement HLLs FLLs 

I like learning grammar during writing, speaking, reading or listening activities. 3.86 3.17 
I prefer to practice Portuguese grammar in context than going over grammar rules. 3.86 3.5 
I can use the language even if I can’t name grammatical structures in Portuguese. 3.9 3.14 
It is more important to practice Portuguese in real-life situations than to learn about grammar rules. 3.83 3.82 
Grammar should be taught during communicative activities. 3.56 3.32 
I learn Portuguese grammar by using the language. 4.06 3.72 
I can communicate in Portuguese without knowing the rules explicitly. 3.4 2.85 
I would like to have more contextualized language practice in Portuguese class. 3.83 3.67 
Portuguese class should focus on communication in the language. 4.2 3.85 
Grammar can be learned as we work on different skills and activities. 4.2 4 
Mean 3.87 3.56 
 

Tables 1 and 2 show FLLs expressed a somewhat higher preference for formal grammar 
study than did HLLs, while the HLLs who participated in this study are more likely than the FLLs 
to prefer grammar instruction that is integrated within contextualized activities. The data in these 
tables also reveal that the opinions of these two cohorts of learners are nuanced, not absolute. As 
an example, HLLs rated the statement “Portuguese class should focus on communication in the 
language” highly: 4.2/5. Nevertheless, they also attributed some value (3.73/5) to the statement 
“Knowledge about grammar rules helps me understand spoken Portuguese”. The same type of 
apparent contradiction was revealed by FLLs, who seem to find it somewhat helpful to study 
grammar separately from communicative activities (3.71/5), but, at the same time, also think that 
grammar can be learned as they work on different skills and activities (4/5). These numbers bring 
to light the fact that groups of learners are not monolithic: there is variation within these groups, 
especially in what concerns individual learning preferences. Furthermore, the fact that they state 
preferences that may seem divergent shows that they may in fact see value in both types of 
instruction, even if one seems to be more appealing than the other. 

The values assigned by HLLs and FLLs to each type of grammar practice (formal/explicit and 
contextualized/non-explicit) were compared in order to assess differences among expressed 
preferences. In order to determine statistical significance, a Student’s t-test was performed. Table 3 
displays the mean values for each group and for each type of grammar instruction, as well as the p-
value and the standard error (SE) revealed by the t-test. 
 
Table 3. Formal and contextualized grammar practice: Student’s t-test (intragroup) 
 Formal Contextualized p-value SE 

HLLs (n=30) 3.376 3.87 <0.001 0.118 
FLLs (n=28) 3.562 3.504 0.68 0.137 
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As Table 3 shows, this cohort of Portuguese HLLs expressed a clear preference for 
contextualized over formal grammar practice: a p-value of less than 0.05 is considered statistically 
significant (MCLEOD, 2019). Learners who were studying Portuguese as a foreign language, on 
the other hand, appeared not to have a definitive preference. Although the mean value for formal 
grammar instruction is slightly higher than the one for contextualized practice, a p-value of 0.68 
shows that FLLs expressed no obvious preference for one or the other type of grammar practice. 

Another way to look at the data is to compare the averages between HLLs and FLLs. As 
shown in Table 4, when the two groups of learners are compared to each other, there is a 
significant difference in relation to preferences regarding contextualized practice. However, while 
FLLs showed a somewhat higher preference for formal grammar practice than did HLLs, that 
difference in not statistically significant. 
 
Table 4. Formal and contextualized grammar practice: Student’s t-test (intergroup) 
 HLLs (n=30) FLLs (n=28) p-value SE 

Contextualized 3.87 3.504 0.0205 0.142 
Formal 3.376 3.562 0.11 0.111 
 

The preference stated by HLLs regarding contextualized practice is corroborated by the 
intergroup comparison displayed in Table 4. When compared to FLLs, HLLs demonstrated a 
stronger—and statistically significant—preference for contextualized practice. 

The survey also contained statements related to explicit grammar instruction. It is important 
to note that explicit instruction is not necessarily opposed to contextualized instruction. 
Researchers such as Long (1991) and Ellis (2003, 2016) have argued that it is possible to target 
linguistic forms that arise in context, a procedure called “focus on form” by Long (1991). Ellis 
(2016, p. 411) maintains that, in a communicative context, learners’ attention may be drawn 
implicitly or explicitly to linguistic forms. In other words, it is possible to have explicit instruction 
on linguistic forms that is integrated with other activities and not decontextualized. Therefore, it 
makes sense to inquire about learners’ opinions on explicit grammar teaching and learning. Two 
statements included in the survey addressed that topic. Table 5 contains the average of the results 
related to those two statements as well as results of Student’s t-test (p-value and standard error). 
Table 6 shows the percentages of HLLs and FLLs selecting each alternative. 
 
Table 5. Explicit grammar instruction: Averages and t-test results 
Statement HLLs FLLs p-value SE 

I learn grammar rules when they are explained explicitly. 4.16 4 0.47 0.228 
Explicit grammar instruction contributes in a 
fundamental way to my linguistic development in 
Portuguese. 

3.56 3.78 0.44 0.283 

 
Table 6. Explicit grammar instruction: Percentages of participants selecting each alternative 
 

Strongly disagree Disagree 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly agree 

 I learn grammar rules when they are explained explicitly. 
HLLs 3.3 0 10 50 36.7 
FLLs 0 7.2 14.3 50 28.5 
 Explicit grammar instruction contributes in a fundamental way to my linguistic development in Portuguese. 
HLLs 10 3.3 30 33.4 23.3 
FLLs 3.6 7.2 14.3 57.1 17.8 
 

Participants in this study assign value to explicit instruction of grammar features: on average, 
both groups of learners agreed with statement “I learn grammar rules when they are explained 
explicitly”. Table 6 shows that 86.7% of HLLs and 78.5% of FLLs either agreed or strongly agreed 
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with the statement. Agreement is less strong in what relates to the effect that explicit grammar 
teaching may have on their linguistic development. Still, on average, both heritage and foreign 
language learners leaned towards agreement with the second statement, even if HLLs did not agree 
as strongly as FLLs did: 56.4% of HLLs and 74.9% of FLLs either agreed or strongly agreed with 
the second statement, as shown in Table 6. The intergroup comparison does not reveal a 
statistically significant difference between the groups for either statement, as shown by the results 
displayed in Table 5, which suggests that both groups find explicit grammar instruction a 
worthwhile effort. 

Finally, one statement in the survey addressed learners’ perception of the difficulty posed by 
Portuguese grammar: “Portuguese grammar rules are very difficult to learn”. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, FLLs rated this statement more highly than did HLLs: 4/5 among the former, 
3.63/5 among the latter. Still, HLLs do not necessarily find grammar an easy topic: no statistically 
significant difference between the groups was observed, with a p-value of 0.15, standard deviation 
of 0.367 and standard error of 0.252. Heritage learners in other studies (MIKULSKI, 2006; 
SHINBO 2004) mentioned that they wanted to improve their grammar. Given that HLLs learn 
the language in a naturalistic environment, many may not have had access to grammar studies in 
Portuguese before starting classes at university, and thus do not find grammar a topic that is easy 
to tackle, especially if instruction involves metalinguistic knowledge such as names of verb tenses 
or of parts of speech. The next section contains a discussion of these results in relation to the 
research questions that guided the study, as well as pedagogical implications. 
 
6 Discussion 
 

The first research question that guided this study asked if heritage learners of Portuguese 
preferred grammar instruction that was focused on grammar itself or if they favored grammar 
practice that was integrated with other activities and/or focused on language use. The HLLs who 
answered the survey expressed a preference for grammar instruction that is contextualized and/or 
integrated with other activities. This is not to say, however, that this group of learners does not see 
any value in formal grammar instruction. The HLLs in the present study appear to see benefits in 
formal practice, as indicated by a mean of 3.376 out of 5. Only the statement “I would like to have 
more formal study of grammar in Portuguese class” was ranked below 3.0 by HLLs, and one of the 
statements regarding formal grammar study was actually ranked higher by HLLs than by FLLs: 
“Knowledge about grammar rules helps me understand spoken Portuguese” (3.73/5). This 
particular rating is somewhat unexpected, given that HLLs are exposed to their heritage language 
mainly in spoken form and tend to rank their own listening skills quite highly (CARREIRA; 
KAGAN, 2011; SHINBO, 2004; SILVA, 2011). Thus, it appears that, at least for this group of 
heritage learners, class should focus on communicating in Portuguese, but instruction on grammar 
rules may help them in their listening abilities, even if they have been exposed to Portuguese since 
early childhood. So, although the HLLs who participated in this study favor grammar instruction 
that is contextualized, they also see some value in instruction that is directed exclusively at 
grammar features. 

After addressing the preferences expressed by participants who were learning Portuguese as a 
heritage language, the second research question in this study was concerned with learners for 
whom Portuguese was a foreign language (ie, those who were not exposed to it in the familial 
context): what type of grammar instruction do they favor? As seen in the previous section, the FLLs 
who participated in this study did not express a clear preference for either type of approach to 
grammar teaching and learning. As a group, they seemed to perceive both types of instruction as 
useful. This finding endorses Spada and Lightbown’s (2008, p. 200) claim that integrated and 
isolated form-focused instruction may have a different role in language learning. However, it is 
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worth noting that, like the participants in Schulz’s studies (1996, 2001), both groups of students 
consider practicing Portuguese in real-life situations more important than studying grammar. 

The third research question guiding this study related to explicit instruction: Do Portuguese 
heritage and foreign language learners believe that explicit grammar instruction help their 
linguistic development? The survey filled out by participants included two statements directed at 
explicit grammar instruction. Both groups of learners rated those statements similarly. The largest 
difference between the groups was of only 0.28 points and was found in the statement that 
received the lowest rating by HLLs (3.56): “Explicit grammar instruction contributes in a 
fundamental way to my linguistic development in Portuguese”. It is not surprising that HLLs 
would attribute a lower rating to this statement than FLLs. What seems surprising is that several 
HLLs rated it so highly: 56.6% of HLLs (17/30) agreed or strongly agreed with that statement. 
Equally unexpected (if not more so) was the rating attributed by HLLs to the other statement, “I 
learn grammar rules when they are explained explicitly”. Heritage learners rated this item 4.16, 
while FLLs rated it 4. This result corroborates findings such as those reported by Montrul and 
Bowles (2010), who attested significant gains by Spanish HLLs after they received explicit 
instruction concerning two grammatical features (specifically, differential object marking—the 
personal a—and dative experiencers with gustar-type verbs). 

In terms of pedagogical implications, the findings in this study show that not only do HLLs 
and FLLs have different instructional needs, but they also display (somewhat) different 
preferences, at least in what relates to grammar instruction. The preference expressed by HLLs for 
contextualized grammar instruction supports suggestions put forth by authors such as Carreira 
(2016) and Parra, Bravo and Polinsky (2018), who defend that grammar instruction for heritage 
learners should be “dictated by function and context” (CARREIRA, 2016, p. 125). However, both 
groups see value in formal grammar instruction as well. Therefore, while many if not most 
activities designed for heritage language classes or for mixed classes (which have both FLLs and 
HLLs) should in fact be integrated with other activities, there may be room for isolating a certain 
grammatical structure that may present special challenges. As noted by Ellis (2016, p. 410) the two 
approaches should be thought of as part of a continuum. Perhaps, then, there may be room for 
both types of approach, even if one is favored. 

Participants in this study also consider that explicit grammar teaching is important. Foreign 
language classes have traditionally incorporated explicit instruction (the first P in the famous PPP 
procedure—presentation-practice-production). In what concerns heritage language instruction, 
however, the picture may be different. Given that HLLs have been exposed to the language in 
naturalistic settings, they tend not to be as familiar with metalinguistic terminology as FLLs are 
and tend not to do as well in tasks that involve this type of knowledge (BEAUDRIE, 2009; 
POTOWSKI; JEGERSKI; MORGAN-SHORT, 2009; TORRES, J., 2018). Nevertheless, other 
authors have called for the inclusion of explicit instruction in the heritage language classroom, 
either for a particular feature (BEAUDRIE, 2017) or more broadly (PARRA; BRAVO; 
POLINSKY, 2018). For cases of mixed classes (those with both FLLs and HLLs), the findings in 
Bowles (2011), Edstrom (2007) and in Randolph (2017), as well as the suggestions provided by 
Burgo (2017) and by Carreira (2017) can be very helpful. Those findings and suggestions are 
outside of the scope of this paper, however. For our purposes, suffice it to say that interactions 
between the two types of learners can be quite productive: for example, the heritage learners in 
Edstrom’s (2007) study stated an appreciation of FLLs’ ability to explain grammar rules, while 
Bowles (2011) reports that FLLs may rely on HLLs’ lexical knowledge (Bowles, 2011). The final 
section offers some concluding remarks, including limitations of the present study. 
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7 Conclusion 
 

The field of L2/foreign language education has debated issues related to grammar 
instruction for decades, and is likely to continue to do so (Ellis, 2006). In heritage language 
education, which is a more recent field of study, there is consensus that HLLs differ from FLLs, 
and, therefore, teaching approaches (including grammar teaching) should be different for the two 
groups of learners. This paper has contributed to this debate by presenting data related to the 
preferences expressed by students learning Portuguese as a heritage and as a foreign language. 
While HLLs stated a clear preference for contextualized approaches to instruction over formal 
grammar study, the FLLs who participated in the study did not express a clear preference. The 
preference expressed by HLLs does not mean that they see no value in studying grammar formally, 
separately from other activities. Furthermore, both groups attached value to explicit grammar 
instruction—noting, again, that explicit does not oppose contextualized: focus-on-form activities, as 
Ellis (2016) explains, can call attention to grammatical features (such as explicit correction) while 
learners are engaged in activities that focus on meaning. Knowing about learners’ expressed 
preferences may help instructors plan their lessons so as to provide opportunities that benefit 
different learners. 

The present study has shed light on the views of heritage and foreign language learners of 
Portuguese regarding grammar instruction, and, as such, has contributed to the debate on 
grammar teaching as well as to the fields of heritage language education and Portuguese language 
teaching. However, some limitations of the study must be noted. Questionnaires such as the one 
used in this study are, by nature, limiting, since they require that participants respond to the stated 
question. Furthermore, data collection was carried out during class periods, which meant that the 
questionnaire had to be short enough to be answered in no more than 15 minutes. 

Another limitation relates to the type of data obtained. The instrument used was 
quantitative only and there was no space (or time) for open-ended answers. Qualitative data may 
have helped in drawing a clearer picture of learners’ perceptions. Finally, we do not know what 
Portuguese language teachers believe about grammar instruction. Comparing instructors’ and 
students’ views may be useful to detect similarities and dissimilarities, so that instructors can better 
tailor their practice to the needs of their students. 

The limitations outlined here provide a blueprint for future research. Qualitative data 
should be used to allow learners to elaborate on their views. Besides open-ended questions, 
interviews with at least a few learners from each group would allow for in-depth probing of their 
perspectives. It would also be important to compare and contrast the perceptions of Portuguese 
language instructors to those of learners. It is hoped that more research on the views of Portuguese 
heritage and foreign language learners as well as instructors will add to the findings of the present 
study. 
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