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It is very well known that we should take a sociolinguistic teaching approach for 
Spanish heritage language (HL) learners' instruction. Potowski (2005) proposed 
that instruction be centered on literacy development and grammatical knowl-
edge. However, not much has been said regarding grammar instruction: What 
does Spanish HL learners' grammar look like? What are the main similarities 
and differences between advanced L2 learners and HL learners? What are the 
most effective grammar teaching techniques for Spanish HL learners? Can those 
techniques used for L2 grammar teaching be applied to HL learners? In this ar-
ticle, an answer to all of these questions is offered. Moreover, practical examples 
of activities are provided using several techniques such as processing instruction, 
interactional feedback, dictogloss, and input enhancement, followed by peda-
gogical implications derived from current research on grammar instruction for 
both advanced L2 and HL learners of Spanish.

Keywords: grammar instruction, processing instruction, interactional feedback, 
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1. Introduction

There are many studies that show evidence of the efficiency of focus-on-form 
techniques for L2 grammar instruction (Arroyo Hernández, 2007; Benati, 2004; 
Bowles & Montrul, 2009; Collentine, 2010; D’Amico, 2013; Farley, 2004; Gallego, 
2014; Kirk, 2013; Montrul & Bowles, 2008; Russell, 2012; VanPatten, 1996, 2002, 
2004; VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993, among others). But can all of these techniques 
be implemented in the heritage language (HL) learner classroom successfully? In 
order to answer this question, we need to first address the following two questions: 
What are the commonalities that these learners share? What do their grammars 



 Comparing advanced L2 and HL learners’ Spanish grammars 53

look like? This article will discuss how advanced L2 and HL grammars differ from 
and resemble each other, followed by the pedagogical implications of L2 gram-
mar instruction research on HL learners’ grammar. Then, an overview of current 
grammar instruction techniques with a focus on form for advanced Spanish L2 
learners will be presented.The article will then point out how they can be imple-
mented for HL learners of Spanish via specific examples of the past subjunctive, 
which is typically considered problematic and incompletely acquired by Spanish 
HL learners, and consider the similarities between advanced Spanish L2 learners’ 
grammar and that of HL learners.

Before comparing advanced L2 and HL learners’ grammar, it is necessary to 
start with a brief description of the past subjunctive. The past subjunctive is used 
in the same contexts as the present subjunctive but with past events. An important 
use of the past subjunctive is in hypothetical, improbable, or opposite-of-reality 
situations. When the main verb is in the past, the past subjunctive in nominal 
clauses is used to indicate a wish, recommendation, suggestion, command, doubt, 
or denial. In adjectival clauses, it is used with an unknown referent, and in adver-
bial clauses after conjunctions of finality, when it refers to an anticipated event that 
has not taken place yet, and with aunque “although” when the clause expresses 
possibility (Samaniego, Rojas, Alarcón, & Rodríguez, 2013).

2. What do advanced L2 and HL learners’ grammars look like?: 
Differences and similarities

Research has shown the benefits of using focus-on-form instruction with L2 learn-
ers and HL learners for grammar instruction (Anderson, 2008; Montrul & Bowles, 
2008; Potowski, 2005). But which specific grammar points do we still need to teach 
HL learners and what do they already know? Although there is extensive vari-
ability in HL proficiency depending on HL learners’ exposure to the HL, most of 
the research has been focused on the lower end of the spectrum (Montrul, 2013). 
The main difference between advanced L2 learners and HL learners is that the 
former can acquire native-like ability in morpho-syntax but not in phonology or 
pronunciation since they usually acquire their L2 after puberty. However, the lat-
ter population can acquire native-like ability in phonology or pronunciation but 
not in morpho-syntax (Au, Knightly, Jun, & Oh, 2002). This can be explained by 
the stage of acquisition. Considering these differences and despite the heterogene-
ity of ultimate attainment of some abilities by HL learners, Montrul (2013) con-
cluded that HL learners were in fact native speakers since they were exposed to the 
HL since birth. Therefore, they were more likely to acquire native-like abilities in 
morpho-syntax and lexicon than L2 learners, especially in production and implicit 
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knowledge of the language, also known as linguistic competence (Montrul, 2011). 
Actually, these abilities are extremely hard for L2 learners even if they have been 
exposed to large amounts of input.

One of the main differences between L2 and HL learners is the age of acqui-
sition. HL learners are typically exposed to Spanish earlier than L2 learners so 
we might think they would have an advantage over L2 learners at all linguistic 
levels. However, it has been found that even though they do have an advantage in 
the acquisition of phonology, they do not differ at the morpho-syntactic level (Au 
et al., 2002; Knightly, Jun, Oh, & Au, 2003). Therefore, grammar instruction tech-
niques that are applied to L2 learners can be also implemented in the HL learner 
classroom since there are similar grammatical gaps between these two student 
populations (Kondo-Brown 2004; Montrul 2011; Montrul, Bhatt, & Bhatia, 2012; 
O’Grady, Kwak, Lee, & Lee, 2011; Song, O’Grady, Cho, & Lee, 1997).

Alarcón (2011) claimed that because of their early acquisition, HL learners 
were more advantageous than L2 learners in production and comprehension. 
Since phonology was acquired early in life, even if input was reduced later on 
in life, native-like abilities in acoustic perception, for example, were still possible 
(Montrul, 2013). At the morpho-syntactic level, however, results were mixed as 
it is explained below. There were some advantages depending on the task, profi-
ciency, and type of structure (Mikulski, 2010; Montrul, 2010; Montrul, Foote, & 
Perpiñán, 2008a). The main findings had to do with the kind of task: Spanish L2 
learners were more accurate in written production tasks whereas HL learners were 
more accurate in an oral description task.

Another aspect in which they differ is in their metalinguistic knowledge due 
to more exposure to classroom instruction for L2 learners (Bowles, 2011). There 
is research that does not encourage explicit metalinguistic grammar instruction 
since it may be negative for HL learners in terms of production and self-confi-
dence (Anderson, 2008; Beaudrie, 2009). However, explicit grammar instruction 
could also bring many benefits for HL learners for they gain metalinguistic knowl-
edge via language awareness, above all if they get to look at language as an object 
and not necessarily with a proficiency goal (Correa, 2014). All of this leads them to 
reflection, awareness, and empowerment (Correa, 2010; Potowski, 2005) by help-
ing them to demystify prestigious forms and understand dialect and register varia-
tion (Llombart-Huesca, 2012). Montrul et al. (2008a) found that for advanced L2 
learners the focus on metalinguistic knowledge had to be on oral accuracy rather 
than on written accuracy (more beneficial for HL learners).

In categorical features, there is asymmetry; it seems that tense marking is 
barely affected and that there are not many tense marking errors in HL grammars 
(Fenyvesi, 2000). Regarding forms acquired at an early stage in life, even though 
there are advantages for HL learners especially in oral production (Montrul et al. 
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2008a; Montrul, 2013), this does not mean that there are advantages for them in 
language classes, above all at the advanced level. Lower proficiency HL learn-
ers struggle with inflectional morphology and complex syntactic forms and ad-
vanced HL learners do with semantic and discourse-pragmatic computation 
(Carreira, 2013).

At the syntactic-discourse level, there are studies that show similarities with 
L2 learners like the use of overt/null subject pronouns (Keating, VanPatten, 
& Jegerski, 2011), subject/object inversion in wh-questions (Montrul, Foote, & 
Perpiñán, 2008b), or the interpretation of definite articles in inalienable posses-
sion constructions as a result of L2 transfer (Montrul & Ionin, 2012). There are 
also common errors in aspectual morphology (de Groot, 2005; Montrul, 2002, 
2009; Polinsky 2006, 2008) and morphology associated with mood and polarity 
(Benmamoun, Montrul, & Polinsky, 2013).

On the other hand, there are grammar forms that are more effective when 
taught inductively like using input-output activities to acquire the future tense. 
Nevertheless, L2 grammar should not be taught inductively through input pas-
sages with textual enhancement since this technique appears to be ineffective 
for complex or simple grammatical forms in L2 learners (Russell, 2014). Textual 
enhancement and processing instruction (Russell, 2014) or even processing in-
struction alone are enough to make form-meaning connections so that acquisi-
tion can occur (Benati, 2004; Fernández, 2008; VanPatten, 1993, 1996, 2002, 2004; 
VanPatten & Oikkenon, 1996; Wong, 2004). As it is widely known, form-meaning 
connections have to be established during grammar instruction so that acquisi-
tion can take place. Based on this study, we can infer that it will be easier for HL 
learners to establish form-meaning connections, since they will be able to focus 
their attention more easily on form due to their more advanced abilities of com-
prehension. Because of the advantage of HL learners in terms of attention and oral 
proficiency, dictogloss (or text reconstruction) might be very appropriate for them 
since they can easily engage in metatalk to achieve grammar acquisition.

Regarding the similarities they share, according to Montrul (2011) both HL 
and L2 learners show variability and instability in gender agreement, tense, as-
pect, and mood morphology. These are major areas of differences between native 
and HL learners and a common ground with advanced L2 learners since both L2 
and HL learners have linguistic deficits because of their exposure to reduced in-
put compared to monolingual children (Montrul, 2013). However, there is still a 
main difference: L2 learners are more competent in metalinguistic knowledge and 
explicit tasks whereas HL learners do better at implicit tasks that minimize meta-
linguistic knowledge, due to their naturalistic acquisition (Correa, 2011; Montrul, 
Davidson, De La Fuente, & Foote, 2014) or to the age of onset of bilingualism 
(Guillelmon & Grosjean, 2001). Since HL learners acquired the HL in childhood, 



56 Clara Burgo

they select the relevant features for gender, aspect, or mood; in contrast to L2 
learners, who acquired the L2 after puberty. The fact that HL learners still make 
errors in these categories can be explained by a representational deficit not directly 
caused by age or lack of access to Universal Grammar (UG) (Montrul, 2011).

Alarcón (2011) replicated the study by Montrul et al. (2008a) to examine gen-
der acquisition by advanced L2 learners and HL learners and showed similar re-
sults but with no advantages for L2 learners in the written comprehension task. 
She interpreted these results as supporting the prediction that Spanish gender 
agreement was acquired independently from the age of acquisition and the status 
of the gender features in the L1; they displayed the same level of implicit gram-
matical gender knowledge. In the same line, she agreed with these researchers on 
the advantages of HL learners in the oral production task.

Most HL learners’ programs incorporate the use of standard grammatical 
forms and metalinguistic knowledge that facilitates the use of focus-on-form 
techniques to develop competence as we do for L2 learners following Lightbown 
(1991). Foreign language programs benefit from implicational hierarchies of 
grammar forms; that is, which forms are acquired first (Potowski & Carreira, 
2004). However, there are no implicational hierarchies proposed for HL grammars 
so instructors have to decide on their own what to teach first (Beaudrie, Ducar, & 
Potowski, 2014). These authors proposed finding out what HL learners already 
know first due to their heterogeneity in order to decide what to teach next.

Thus, we should consider what grammar explanations to provide. As we know, 
L2 learners have more metalinguistic knowledge so explanations are usually done 
based on their previous classroom instruction. However, many HL learners have 
no previous classroom instruction experience so we should rely on their native 
intuitions to explain grammar points. In fact, one of the differences between L2 
Spanish programs and HL learners’ programs is that the latter usually start their 
Spanish instruction at an intermediate/advanced level rather than at a basic level 
(consequently, textbooks are written at those levels too). At those levels, familiarity 
with grammatical terms is a given (Carreira, 2007; Potowski, Jegerski, & Morgan-
Short, 2009) and very valued (Beaudrie, 2012), so many students are not given the 
opportunity to obtain that metalinguistic knowledge (Correa, 2014). As Correa ar-
gued, the issue was not that they get more confused with grammar than L2 learn-
ers but that they started their Spanish instruction from a more disadvantageous 
position, which is very difficult to overcome for both students and instructors.

Ellis (2006) proposed teaching only the grammatical forms that are problemat-
ic for L2 learners. However, there is nothing comparable for HL learners due to the 
heterogeneity of these students as mentioned above. Therefore, it is recommended 
that instructors be more flexible with this type of learners (Beaudrie et al., 2014). 
Beaudrie et al. also suggested using a top-down approach for grammar instruction 
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for HL learners that uses previous knowledge as a base to process information in 
contrast to L2 learners who would benefit more from a bottom-up approach that 
focuses on basic building blocks to eventually develop a big picture. Specifically, 
Carreira and Kagan (n.d.) recommended using top-down activities for advanced 
HL learners and bottom-up activities for lower proficiency HL learners.

Montrul (2010) argued that advanced L2 learners and HL learners share 
similar learning challenges as well: acquisition, developmental and transfer er-
rors, incomplete proficiency, and fossilization. In order to understand what HL 
learners’ grammar looks like, we must consider how the language was acquired 
in comparison to monolingual children. HL learners acquire implicit knowledge 
of aspects of phonology and morphology early in childhood; aspects that are not 
dependent on a lot of input such as word order, clitic pronouns, wh-movement 
in Spanish (Montrul et al., 2008b), distinction between unaccusative or ergative 
verbs (Montrul, 2006). However, there are other forms such as inflectional mor-
phology that are not fully developed since they are context-dependent. Reduced 
exposure to the language during the age of linguistic development, as well as the 
lack of formal schooling in the HL are some of the reasons for incomplete acquisi-
tion or attrition. Fossilization is also common in both L2 learners and HL learners 
since they need a strong motivation to maintain the HL where issues of identity 
play a key role. Therefore, one of the common patterns is that HL learners have a 
tendency to overgeneralize and simplify due to English transferences (Montrul, 
2010). Thus, Llombart-Huesca (2012) provided a checklist with the most challeng-
ing grammatical elements for HL learners that should be included when designing 
a syllabus for them: omission of datives, personal a and pronouns, overuse of the 
gerund, overt subjects and relative pronoun quien, aspectual confusions, erosion 
of the subjunctive, misuse of the conditional, gender marking, and regularization 
of irregular verbs.

Spanish for HL learners’ textbooks assume that students have a prior knowl-
edge of grammar with a solid command of morpho-syntactic structures and verb 
conjugations (Lynch, 2008). Therefore, Lynch proposed a hybrid model combining 
elements of L2 and HL courses for lower proficiency HL learners. The grammatical 
forms that should be borrowed from L2 courses are the verb forms, the distinction 
between tú and usted, copula usage, agreement, pronouns, and prepositions. For 
advanced HL learners, a language arts approach would be recommended instead, 
following Potowski (2005).

Even though there are many studies proving similarities between L2 and HL 
grammars, there are exceptions like their use of topicalizations and clitic climb-
ing (Montrul, 2012) or gender agreement (Montrul et al., 2008a; Montrul, 2013). 
Montrul (2013) claimed that the results differed because of their high occurrence 
in oral expression, where HL learners were more advantageous than L2 learners. 
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Thus, it is expected that HL learners will outperform L2 learners with grammati-
cal forms that are frequent in oral production. Bowles and Montrul (2009) found 
positive results on the use of explicit instruction and feedback for dative marking 
in L2 learners. Montrul and Bowles (2010) replicated the study with HL learners 
with similar results.

If advanced L2 learners and HL learners struggle with many of the same gram-
matical forms, and focus-on-form techniques have been proven to be effective, 
what are the best techniques for both learners?

3. Subjunctive acquisition in L2 Spanish learners

As described by Collentine (2010), recent research on the late acquisition of the 
subjunctive by L2 learners has been approached from UG and psycholinguistic 
perspectives. According to UG perspectives, L2 learners only have partial access to 
UG after puberty, which leads them to grammatical errors (Montrul, 2000, 2008; 
Sorace, 2000). Since the syntactic-discourse interfaces are the most vulnerable, the 
subjunctive is a grammatical form that is very hard to acquire. Therefore, this form 
is also subject to attrition in HL learners if they have gone through incomplete 
acquisition processes (Montrul, 2008). Pearson (2006) suggested improving this 
vulnerability through explicit instruction about the pragmatics of the subjunctive. 
On the other hand, psycholinguistic perspectives have focused on strategies to 
increase the noticeability and communicative value of the subjunctive in the input.

Before addressing instructional approaches for the subjunctive, it is impor-
tant to note that research showed some differences between the recognition of 
subjunctive by intermediate and advanced Spanish learners. Gudmestad (2006) 
compared intermediate Spanish learners’ selection of the subjunctive with that of 
advanced learners. She found that in the intermediate learners, this selection was 
related to the presence of irregular verbs whereas in the case of advanced Spanish 
learners, it was related to the presence of not only irregular verbs but also expres-
sions of futurity or desire, among others. In addition, while irregular verbs helped 
to predict the selection of the subjunctive mood for advanced learners, no linguis-
tic factor worked with the irregular forms to predict the subjunctive selection for 
intermediate learners so it seems there was a disconnection between these two 
proficiency levels.

Regarding teaching approaches, many researchers have advocated for using 
processing instruction to teach the subjunctive to advanced L2 students (Collentine, 
2010; Farley, 2004; Fernández, 2008; Kirk, 2013). Processing instruction seems to 
be a promising technique to teach infinitival and conjunctional phases requiring 
the subjunctive (Kirk, 2013). Collentine also claimed that this technique was very 
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efficient in fostering awareness of this form in input, understanding its meaning, 
and how to produce it. Therefore, he considered processing instruction the only 
input-oriented approach to target the subjunctive in the classroom because of its 
low communicative value. In the same line, there are other studies that advocate 
for the efficiency of explicit instruction as well as processing instruction to teach 
this complex grammatical form. For example, Henshaw (2012) found that explicit 
instruction followed by structured input activities (referential and/or affective) 
was sufficient for appropriate recognition and interpretation of the target form 
(subjunctive in adverbial clauses). Russell (2012) also argued that both process-
ing and traditional instruction were equally effective for the acquisition of the 
subjunctive in adjectival clauses in interpretation and production tasks. However, 
she suggested using processing instruction with a visual input enhancement tech-
nique in order to teach complex grammar online.

Regarding meaning-oriented output strategies, research has shown short and 
long term gains in mood selection (Farley, 2000, 2004). In the same vein, Collentine 
(1998) claimed that these output-oriented approaches should be geared towards 
increasing the communicative value of the subjunctive. As it is well known, task-
based approaches are also very common in L2 Spanish instruction. Advanced L2 
learners will be able to use the subjunctive when they have to produce coherent 
messages such as hypotheses about an event (Robinson, 2001).

On the other hand, Potowski et al. (2009) used other focus-on-form techniques 
such as input processing and traditional output instruction to teach the imperfect 
subjunctive, also with positive results for both L2 and HL learners. Results showed 
that HL learners benefited from these techniques and that processing instruction 
was more effective than the traditional one. L2 learners were more reactive to 
explicit instruction than HL learners. According to Montrul (2012), the type of 
focus-on-form technique does not make a difference (traditional or processing 
instruction); what really matters is the type of structure and task.

On another note, the role of metalinguistic knowledge is still debatable. Correa 
(2011) found that L2 learners that are more aware of grammar produce the sub-
junctive more accurately. Nevertheless, in the case of HL learners, their knowledge 
of grammar is not related to their accuracy due to their naturalistic acquisition. 
She concluded that they acquired the subjunctive implicitly and they do not need 
to learn the rules in order to produce it accurately.
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4. What focus-on-form techniques are effective for advanced L2 Spanish 
grammar acquisition?

Research on focus-on-form techniques has shown which techniques are most ef-
fective for L2 acquisition. However, there is no empirical evidence in support of 
one specific technique, but there is evidence that shows that noticing is necessary 
for acquisition, that comprehensive input is not enough, and that producing output 
is also required for acquisition (Gallego, 2014). There are several focus-on-form 
techniques that can be implemented in the classroom such as input enhancement, 
input flood, output enhancement, and interactional feedback (implicit), or input 
processing, dictogloss, garden path, or conscious-raising tasks (explicit). Many re-
searchers have advocated for using processing instruction to teach direct object 
pronouns (VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993; VanPatten & Fernández, 2004; VanPatten, 
Inclezan, Salazar, & Farley, 2009; VanPatten & Oikkenon, 1996; VanPatten & Sanz, 
1995) and the subjunctive to advanced L2 students (Collentine, 2010; Farley, 2004; 
Fernández, 2008; Collentine, 2010; Kirk, 2013). VanPatten et al. (2009) compared 
the use of dictogloss and processing instruction techniques in Spanish object pro-
nouns and word order instruction at a basic-intermediate level and found that 
processing instruction was overall more effective. Moreover, D’Amico (2013) used 
a combination of focus-on-form and focus-on-meaning techniques to teach object 
pronouns in Spanish at a basic level and she found that focus-on-form techniques 
were more effective in facilitating their production of the target forms, and specifi-
cally, implicit feedback had a positive impact on students allowing them to con-
centrate on the pronouns and their use. Even though these studies focus on basic 
and intermediate learners, they might point towards a similar pattern to be found 
in advanced learners as well.

On the other hand, dictogloss has been shown to work better with advanced 
L2 learners since they can engage in metatalk, given that these students are cog-
nitively ready to concentrate more on form (Fortune, 2005). Leeser (2004) car-
ried out a dictogloss task on a Spanish content class and found that the students 
produced more LRE (Language Related Episodes) when discussing tense/aspect 
and subject/verb agreement issues that were in most cases successfully solved 
during reconstruction. Additionally, students were asked their opinion about this 
technique. Advanced students found it very effective in contrast to intermediate 
students, who were not of the same opinion, perhaps because it is a very collab-
orative task (that involves interaction and output production) and has a listening 
component that might require too much attention from students at lower levels 
(Gallego, 2014).
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5. Which focus-on-form techniques are effective for Spanish heritage 
grammar acquisition?

Regarding pedagogical techniques used in the L2 classroom that could be imple-
mented in the HL classroom, we should start focusing on how to improve HL 
learners’ grammatical accuracy. Montrul (2011) proposed that HL learners engage 
in written tasks. We have to help them make connections between how language 
is used in oral and written production. They can rely on their implicit knowledge 
by expanding it and therefore facilitating the learning of the HL. Another solution 
could be relying on explicit knowledge like L2 learners. In this case, it would be 
crucial to explore which focus-on-form techniques are effective for Spanish heri-
tage grammar acquisition.

There are not many experimental classroom studies regarding focus-on-form 
techniques for grammar instruction for Spanish HL learners so more research is 
needed in this area. As mentioned earlier, Potowski et al. (2009) compared tradi-
tional instruction with processing instruction in the instruction of the past sub-
junctive in written tasks and found that processing instruction was more effec-
tive. On the other hand, Montrul and Bowles (2009) used an explicit feedback 
technique with negative evidence in the use of the indirect object marker with 
gustar verbs. Results showed positive results in acquisition with positive and nega-
tive evidence in written tasks. Potowski, Parada, and Morgan-Short (2012) used 
contrastive analysis (presentation of two forms side by side with the differences 
between them) for the distinction between haiga and haya. This approach seemed 
to be highly effective, above all for second dialect acquisition. These are the only 
three classroom studies on focus-on-form techniques for Spanish HL learners. 
More research is therefore needed on using other techniques such as dictogloss or 
interactional feedback; however, these results seem very promising regarding the 
implementation of L2 focus-on-form techniques in the HL classroom.

In short, as Montrul (2010) concluded, HL learners have the ability to reach 
native-like attainment in grammar depending on optimal input and output condi-
tions and the necessary motivation to achieve it.

6. Examples of focus-on-form input techniques for the Spanish heritage 
classroom

Research on grammar instruction in the classroom for Spanish HL learners is 
scarce; however, the few studies that do exist have shown positive findings for 
processing instruction (Potowski et al., 2009) and interactional feedback (Montrul 
& Bowles, 2009). Some examples of activities that can be used in the HL classroom 
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are presented here (Burgo, 2015). The first two activities in (1) and (2) focus on 
processing instruction and interactional feedback. Two additional techniques that 
are very popular in L2 grammar instruction are also proposed (dictogloss and 
input enhancement). The rationale behind the selection of this target form (past 
subjunctive) lies in a typical common error of using the past indicative instead of 
the past subjunctive by HL learners that has been addressed in classroom research 
(Potowski et al., 2009). Montrul (2007) interpreted this typical error as a result 
of having lost the mood category so she suggested teaching the subjunctive from 
zero in the classroom. Thus, L2 techniques seem to be appropriate to teach this 
grammatical form.

6.1 Processing instruction

In order for students to acquire the past subjunctive, instructors could use a pro-
cessing instruction technique consisting of two steps: referential and affective ac-
tivities. In Spanish, mood selection is key to distinguishing between wishes and 
facts. Nonetheless, HL learners tend to use the indicative instead of the subjunc-
tive as a consequence of language attrition or incomplete acquisition as mentioned 
earlier (Montrul, 2008, 2009, among others). By offering a selection of the past 
indicative and subjunctive, the activity below intends to check for processing of 
the subjunctive in the past.

Winning the lottery: Have you ever thought about what you would do if you 
won the lottery?

  Step 1. Referential Activity:
 (1) Decide whether Alex is expressing a wish (W) or remembering what he used 

to do when he was a child (a fact) (F).

  
a.

 
Si
if  

ganara
win.impf.subj.1sg 

la
the 

lotería,
lottery  

me
me 

compraría
buy.cond.1sg 

un
a  

carro
car  

nuevo.
new    

W/F

   “If I won the lottery, I would buy a new car.”

  
b.

 
Si
if  

tenía
have.impf.1sg 

dinero,
money 

lo
it  

guardaba
save.impf.1sg 

en
in  

una
a  

hucha.
piggy bank   

W/F

   “If I had money, I saved it in a piggy bank.” 

  
c.

 
Si
if  

comprara
buy.impf.subj.1sg 

un
a  

carro
car  

nuevo,
new  

dormiría
sleep.cond.1sg 

un
a  

poco
little  

más.
more   

W/F

   “If I bought a new car, I would sleep a little bit more.”
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d.

 
Si
if  

mi
my 

papá
dad  

me
me 

llevaba
take.impf.1sg 

a
to 

la
the 

escuela,
school  

dormía
sleep.impf.1sg 

un
a  

poco
little  

más.
more   

W/F

   “If my dad took me to school, I slept a little bit more.”

  Step 2. Affective Activity ((T)rue/(F)alse):
 (2) What would you do if you were in these situations?

  
a.

 
Si
if  

ganara
win.impf.subj.1sg 

la
the 

lotería,
lottery  

me
me 

compraría
buy.cond.1sg 

un
a  

carro
car  

nuevo.
new    

T/F

   “If I won the lottery, I would buy a new car.”

  
b.

 
Si
if  

tuviera
have.impf.subj.1sg 

más
more 

dinero,
money 

me
me 

iría
go.cond.1sg 

al
to 

 
the 

Caribe
Caribbean 

de
of  

vacations.
vacations    

T/F

   “If I had more money, I would go to the Caribbean for vacation.”

  
c.

 
Si
if  

sacara
receive.IMP.subj.1sg 

buenas
good  

notas,
grades 

lo
it  

celebraría
celebrate.cond.1sg 

con
with 

mis
my  

amigos.
friends    

T/F

   “If I received good grades, I would celebrate it with my friends.”

  
d.

 
Si
if  

hiciera
do.impf.subj.1sg 

buen
good 

tiempo,
weather 

iría
go.cond.1sg 

a
to 

la
the 

playa.
beach   

T/F

   “If the weather were nice, I would go to the beach.”

6.2 Interactional feedback

During a class conversation, the feedback the instructor would give to the student 
for error correction regarding the wrong use of the past subjunctive using the in-
teractional feedback technique would work like the examples in (3).

  NEGATIVE FEEDBACK (recast)

 
(3)

 
Student:

 
Si
if  

manejaba
drive.impf.1sg 

a
to 

la
the 

universidad,
university  

podría
be able to.cond.1sg 

dormir
sleep  

un
a  

poco
little  

más.
more 

  “If I drove to the university, I could sleep a little bit more.”

  
Instructor:

 
¿Manejabas
drive.impf.1sg 

o
or 

manejaras?
drive.impf.subj.1sg 

  “Did you drive or did you drive?”
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POSITIVE FEEDBACK (prompt)

 
Student: 

  
Si
if  

manejaba
drive.impf.1sg 

a
to 

la
the 

universidad,
university  

podría
be able to.cond.1sg 

dormir
sleep  

un
a  

poco
   

más.
more 

   “If I drove to the university, I could sleep a little bit more.”

 
Instructor: 

 
¡Qué
how  

bien!
good 

Seguro
sure  

que
that 

si
if 

manejaras
drive.impf.subj.2sg 

a
to 

la
the 

universidad…
university…  

   “How great! I am sure that if you drove to the university…”

6.3 Dictogloss or text reconstruction

The instructor showed on the board or read the text below a couple of times and 
gave students the following instructions: You have two minutes to read the text on 
the board or you will listen to a text twice and then try to reconstruct the story as 
closely as you can with a partner:

 (4) Winning the lottery: Have you ever thought about what you would do if 
you won the lottery? After listening to the excerpt the instructor will read it 
aloud twice, reconstruct the story with your partner:

  
Alex
Alex 

conversaba
talk.impf.1sg 

con
with 

sus
his  

amigos
friends 

tomando
have.prog 

un
a  

café
coffee 

sobre
about 

uno
one  

de
of  

sus
his  

sueños:
dreams 

ganar
win.inf 

la
the 

lotería.
lottery  

Les
them 

dijo:
tell.pret.3sg 

“Si
if  

ganara
win.impf.subj.1sg 

la
the 

lotería,
lottery  

me
me 

compraría
buy.cond.1sg 

un
a  

carro
car  

nuevo.
new  

Si
if  

manejara
drive.impf.subj.1sg 

a
to 

la
the 

universidad
university  

podría
be able to.cond.1sg 

dormir
sleep  

un
a  

poco
bit  

más.
more 

Estoy
be.pres.1sg 

tan
so  

cansado
tired  

este
this 

semestre…”
semester  

  “Alex was chatting with his friends while having a coffee about one of his 
dreams: winning the lottery. He told them: “If I won the lottery, I would buy 
a new car. If I drove to the university, I could sleep a little bit more. I am so 
tired this semester…”

6.4 Input enhancement

When using the input enhancement technique, the input is enhanced (e.g., in 
bold) so that target form becomes salient and noticeable for the HL leaners, as 
illustrated in (5).
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(5)

 
Si
if  

ganara
win.impf.subj.1sg 

la
the 

lotería,
lottery  

me
me 

compraría
buy.cond.1sg 

un
a  

carro
car  

nuevo.
new  

Si
if  

manejara
drive.impf.subj.1sg 

a
to 

la
the 

universidad
university  

dormiría
sleep.cond.1sg 

un
a  

poco
little  

más.
more 

¡Ojalá
wish.pres.1sg 

pudiera
be able to.impf.subj.1sg 

ganar
win.inf 

la
the 

lotería!
lottery  

  “If I won the lottery, I would buy a new car. If I drove to the university, I 
would sleep a little bit more. I wish I could win the lottery!” Decide whether 
the statements about Alex are true or false (T/F):

 
(6)

 
Alex
Alex 

quiere
want.pres.1sg 

tener
have.inf 

más
more 

dinero
money 

para
to  

comprar
buy.inf  

un
a  

carro
car  

nuevo.
new    

T/F

  “Alex wants to have more money in order to buy a new car.”

 
(7)

 
A
to 

Alex
alex  

le
him 

encanta
like.pres.1sg 

ir
go.inf 

a
to 

la
the 

universidad
university  

en
by 

tren.
train   

T/F

  “Alex loves going to the university by train.”

7. Pedagogical implications of research on L2 and HL Spanish grammar 
acquisition

Research has shown that focus-on-form techniques promote acquisition. What 
techniques can we implement in the HL learner classroom apart from the exam-
ples above? Some possible techniques could include: input flood (text containing 
many target forms), structure-based tasks, focused communicative tasks (to pro-
duce target forms in order to perform a task), or error correction activities. There 
are also other techniques that focus on production rather than on noticing such 
as collaborative dialogues or the language experience approach (e.g., learners tell 
the instructor what they want to learn how to say and they compare the right form 
with what they produced) as described by Beaudrie et al. (2014).

Producing output forces learners to process language tending to form and 
meaning simultaneously (Swain, 1985, 1993, 1995, 1998). This technique seems 
appropriate for advanced learners of a language, especially for HL learners, who 
do not need to pay attention to meaning and instead can focus on form. Izumi 
(2002) has compared the production of output (internal attention-drawing device) 
with textual input enhancement (external attention-drawing device) in order to 
determine whether either technique or both have an effect on noticing and learn-
ing a grammar structure (relatives) in advanced English learners. He found that 
the output groups demonstrated greater learning but less noticing than the input 
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enhancement ones. The combination between both groups did not have more 
learning gains than the output task alone so pushed output alone seems to be an 
effective focus-on-form technique for Spanish HL learners as well as advanced L2 
learners.1 We can find a replication of this study in the acquisition of the Spanish 
future tense by true beginners under these inductive approaches to grammar in-
struction (Russell, 2014). Russell’s findings supported those of Izumi since out-
put groups outperformed non-output ones in terms of learning gains: textual en-
hancement alone does not facilitate learning. However, to my knowledge there are 
no studies on HL learners of Spanish in this direction.

Since there is no current debate on the effectiveness of focus-on-form instruc-
tion for L2 and HL learners, the question is how and when to implement it in 
the classroom. Llombart-Huesca (2012) proposed an isolated focus-on-form in-
struction for HL learners with a modular approach following Ellis (2002) since 
integrative approaches (content and form) lacked explicit grammar instruction. 
In fact, Ellis claimed that grammar could only be integrated into the communica-
tive component through feedback when performing unfocused tasks. However, 
with the isolated focus-on-form technique, students were obligated to work on the 
target forms instead of using avoidance strategies (like advanced L2 learners) with 
communicative techniques.

Teaching grammar for HL learners is a complicated issue in that on one 
hand, we should take a sociolinguistic approach that respects our learners’ so-
ciolinguistic realities and, at the same time, teach them universal forms that they 
can add to their repertoire instead of replacing the forms they actually use (Roca 
& Gutiérrez, 2000).

Although there is still debate about establishing different tracks for HL and 
L2 learners so that each population can be best served by different curricula ver-
sus the typical mixed classes, HL learners greatly benefit from grammar instruc-
tion and are able to advance faster to higher levels of proficiency (Carreira, 2013). 
Perhaps this is one of the reasons there are not as many language courses for HL 
learners as there are for L2 learners (taking into account the student population).

8. Conclusion

This article has provided a description of Spanish HL learners’ grammar. An anal-
ysis is given of the main similarities and differences with regard to the grammar of 
L2 learners in order to make a decision about what grammar techniques, that are 

1. Pushed output refers to a technique used to push learners to deliver a message in tasks that 
they are not completely familiar with (Nation, 2011).
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efficient in the L2 classroom, can be transferred into the HL classroom. Examples 
are provided of activities for Spanish HL learners of four popular focus-on-form 
input techniques: processing instruction, interactional feedback, dictogloss, and 
input enhancement. Finally, an overview is presented of the pedagogical implica-
tions of applying grammar instruction techniques with a focus on form, high-
lighting those that have been effective for advanced Spanish L2 learners and HL 
learners. Then, the advantages of implementing these techniques with HL learn-
ers of Spanish are discussed while considering the similarities between them. It 
seems that all of the research on the effectiveness of HL learners’ grammar in-
struction has focused on processing instruction or explicit feedback. However, 
more research is needed on applying other input techniques such as dictogloss or 
input enhancement.
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Resumen

Es bien sabido que deberíamos tomar un enfoque pedagógico sociolingüístico para la instruc-
ción del español para aprendientes de lengua de herencia (LH). Potowski (2005) propuso que 
esta instrucción se debería centrar en el desarrollo de la alfabetización y del conocimiento gra-
matical. Sin embargo, no se ha dicho mucho sobre la instrucción de gramática: ¿Cómo es la 
gramática de los aprendientes de español como LH?, ¿cuáles son las principales similitudes y 
diferencias entre los aprendientes avanzados de L2 y los de LH?, ¿cuáles son las técnicas de 
instrucción de gramática más eficientes para los aprendientes de español como LH?, ¿pueden 
aplicarse a los aprendientes de LH las empleadas en la enseñanza de la gramática para los de L2? 
En este artículo se ofrece una respuesta a todas estas preguntas. Además, se facilitan ejemplos 
prácticos de actividades usando varias técnicas como la instrucción de procesamiento, la re-
troalimentación interaccional, la dictoglosia y el realce del input seguidas por las implicaciones 
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pedagógicas derivadas de la investigación actual en la instrucción de gramática para tanto los 
aprendientes de español avanzado de L2 como los de LH.

Palabras clave: instrucción de gramática, instrucción de procesamiento, 
retroalimentación interaccional, dictoglosia, realce del input
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