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Preface

Processing instruction is an approach to grammar instruction for second language learning. It derives its name from the fact that the instruction (both the explicit explanation as well as the practices) attempts to influence, alter, and/or improve the way learners process input. Processing instruction contrasts with traditional grammar instruction in many ways, most principally in its focus on input whereas traditional grammar instruction focuses on learners’ output. The greatest contribution of processing instruction to both theory and practice is the concept of “structured input,” a form of comprehensible input that has been manipulated to maximize learners’ benefit of exposure to input. A growing body of research on the effects of processing instruction has given this approach to grammar instruction significant support. The positive effects of processing instruction have been found for a variety of romance and nonromance languages (Spanish, French, Italian, German, English, and Japanese) and on a variety of morphological, syntactic, and semantic linguistic items (past and future tense morphology, object pronouns, and subjunctive mood). Previous research has focused on five important issues. A body of research has compared the effects of processing instruction to those of other types of instruction. This work affirms the superiority of this input-based approach over different types of output-based instruction. Another body of research has examined the roles of explicit explanation and structured input practices in order to determine the source(s) of the effects of processing instruction on language development. This work affirms the importance of structured input activities. A third line of research has measured the effects of processing instruction when delivered via computer terminals. This work affirms that processing instruction is effective no matter the way of delivery. A fourth line of investigation has examined whether learners improve if they receive enhanced structured input activities. The work affirms the main role for structured input activities as the causative factor in processing instruction. A final line of research has investigated the secondary and cumulative effects of processing instruction. This work affirms that learners who have been exposed to a processing strategy do pick up a second strategy incidentally as a result of learning the first one.

Processing instruction effects have been measured through sentence and discourse-level tasks. A number of conclusions can be drawn regarding the type and mode of assessment tasks in processing instruction studies:

1. All processing instruction studies provide evidence that learners who received processing instruction performed significantly better on interpretation sentence-level tasks than learners receiving traditional instruction or meaning output-based instruction;

2. All processing instruction studies provide evidence that both processing instruction and output-based instruction (both traditional instruction and meaning output-based instruction) cause equal improvement in learner’s performance in different sentence-level production tasks (oral and written mode).

3. One study (Van Patten and Sanz,1995) provides evidence that the effects of processing instruction are not limited to sentence-level production tasks but can be measured on written and oral discursive tasks (oral and written mode).

4. One clear gap in the current database measuring processing instruction effects is that its effects have not been assessed on discourse-level interpretation tasks.

5. Dekeyser, Salaberry, Robinson and Harrington (2002) argued that any true system wide effects will be revealed more clearly in the discursive-level tasks and not sentence-level tasks. Norris and Ortega (2000) underscored the fact that most research investigating the effectiveness of L2 instruction has used, to date, measures that require the application of explicit declarative knowledge under controlled conditions and not the use of spontaneous, fluent, and contextualized language. In processing instruction studies, the effects of processing instruction have been measured on a variety of tasks and on different modes. However, only two studies have measured the effects of processing instruction on discourse-level tasks and the effects of instruction has not been tested yet on discourse-level interpretation tasks.

This book therefore addresses one important limitation on studies measuring and comparing the effects of processing instruction with output-based instruction approaches. It will provide new and original evidence of the effects of processing instruction on discourse-level interpretation tasks and also generalize previous finding on the effects of processing instruction on discourse-level production tasks (different type of tasks and mode).

This book consists of two parts:

Part One

In the first part (Chapters 1 and 2), we present and examine the input processing model and explain the main characteristics of processing instruction (both its main theoretical underpinnings as well as the guidelines for developing structured input activities). Then, in Chapter 3, we review the empirical research conducted, to date, on processing instruction so that readers will have an overview of new research carried out on the effects of processing instruction.

Part Two

In the second part of this book, we present and review the results of a series of studies investigating the effects of processing instruction on discourse-level interpretation and production tasks. In Chapter 4, we explore the effects of processing instruction on a discourse-level guided composition task with the Spanish subjunctive after the adverb cuando. In Chapters 5 and 6, we present the results of two empirical studies measuring the effects of processing instruction on the acquisition of Japanese passive forms and English past tense marker –ed. In Chapter 7, Wynne Wong examines the results of an investigation on the effects of discourse-level structured input activities on the acquisition of French causative.

In the final chapter (Chapter 8), we summarize and reflect on the findings presented in this book and offer future directions for processing instruction research.


Part One
Processing Instruction: Theory, Practice, and Research


Chapter 1
VanPatten’s Theory of Input Processing

What Is Input? What Is Input Processing?

There are a variety of theories that account for different aspects of second language acquisition (Mitchell and Myles 2004; VanPatten and Williams 2007a). “Indeed, it is common ground among all theorists of language learning, of whatever description, that it is necessary to interpret and to process incoming language data in some form, for normal language development to take place. There is thus a consensus that language input of some kind is essential for normal language learning” (Mitchell and Myles 2004: 20, emphasis added). What is input? The following four definitions suffice to demonstrate that input is language, presented orally or in written form:

1. “The raw linguistic data (oral or written) to which learners are exposed” (Farley 2005: 109).

2. “Samples of language that learners are exposed to in a communicative context or setting” (Wong 2005: 119).

3. “Samples of second language that learners hear or see to which they attend for its propositional content (message)” (VanPatten 1996: 10).

4. “Input is defined as language the learner hears (or reads) and attends to for its meaning” (VanPatten and Williams 2007b: 9).

Of additional importance to our work is that input is language presented in a communicative context insofar as learners are attending to the meaning of the message(s) encoded through the language directed to them.

VanPatten and Williams (2007b: 9) assert that any theory of second language acquisition will have to address in some way certain observed phenomena, or consensus statements as Mitchell and Myles might refer to it. The first of these is that exposure to input is necessary for second language acquisition


















Principle 1: The Primacy of Meaning Principle

































	
	



	
	









	
	
















	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	















































	
	



	
	



	
	







	
	



	
	



	
	








	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	







Summary of Principle 1 and Its Associated Principles






	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	




Principle 2. The First Noun Principle





































	
	



	
	

























Summary of P2 and Its Associated Principles




	
	



	
	



	
	





Conclusion
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