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The development of syntactic knowledge in Japanese EFL elementary school
students: A longitudinal study using elicited imitation tasks.
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With the introduction of foreign language (English) as a formal subject for
Grades 5 and 6 students in Japan, acquiring language knowledge and skills such as English sentence
structure and vocabulary has become one of the goals. This study proposed an Elicited Imitation Task
as a method to measure young learners’ knowledge of sentence structure. The study also
longitudinally investigated the development from Grades 4 to 5 (Group A) and from Grades 5 to 6
(Group B), yielding the following main findings. First, elementary school students perform imitation
utterances based on their knowledge of vocabulary and the linear order of words rather than
syntactic knowledge. Second, performance on the imitation task can measure the integration of
grammatical knowledge and vocabulary knowled?e while controlling for the influence of working
memory. Third, grammatical knowledge, vocabulary knowledge, and imitation performance slowly but
steadily improved in classroom foreign language learning.
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