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Processing Instruction: A summary

Emma Marsden, University of York, em502@york.ac.uk

1. Introduction
Processing Instruction materials are reading and listening activities.  The aim is to design tasks such that learners have to show that they have attended to the meaning of specific target features when they are reading or hearing sentences in the target language.  These target features are those which a) appear to be slow to be acquired in production, b) have differences with the learners’ L1 and/ or c) are likely to be ‘ignored’ by learners when they normally hear or read the languages because the features are communicatively redundant (i.e. there are other clues in the input which communicate the same meaning, e.g. intonation, syntax, lexical items).
This brief summary is intended for language teachers.  It sets out the principles behind Processing Instruction.  It also provides some guidelines and examples about the design of the materials. VanPatten & Cadierno (1993), VanPatten (1996, 2002 & 2004) provide full details of this framework and grammar pedagogy technique.  DeKeyser et al (2002) and some chapters in VanPatten (2004) provide a more critical look at the framework.  It is emphasised that to get the best understanding of what Processing Materials are like, it is necessary to look at the materials we have produced! We also want to emphasise, Processing Instruction is not an ‘approach to language teaching’ – it is one of many possible techniques for teaching certain aspects of grammar.  It is unique in that a) it consists of reading and listening only (and it has been shown that as a result of this kind of practice only, speaking and writing also improve) and b) it forces learners to attend to the meaning of the target form.
2. Principles behind Processing Instruction
VanPatten’s Input Processing principles suggest that although learners will perceive all aspects of what they hear or read (including apparently non-salient aspects of form) they will not retain this in working memory long enough for it to be useful for learning (depending on the developmental stage of learning).  He suggests that the ‘redundancy’ of a language form is one of the reasons why learners do not attend to it.
Two of the key principles are illustrated as follows:

Principle 1b: The Lexical Preference Principle. Learners will tend to rely on lexical items as opposed to grammatical form to get meaning when both encode the same semantic information.  VanPatten (2004, p.14)

Example: On hearing the sentence: “Hier, j’ai joué au tennis” [yesterday, I played tennis] learners will ascertain the meaning of ‘hier’ first, thus allowing them to ‘drop’ the form ‘ai’ from any further comprehension processes.
Principle 1c: The Preference for Non-redundancy Principle.  Learners are more likely to process non-redundant meaningful grammatical form before they process redundant meaningful forms. VanPatten (2004, p.14)

Example: On hearing the sentence: “Das Mädchen ist schön” [The girl is beautiful], learners may assign a meaning to ‘das’ as ‘the’: this is not redundant for understanding the sentence as it indicates definiteness.  However, learners do not perceive the neuter gender reference of ‘das’, at least not at any level which would be useful for later learning.  As the meaning is carried in the semantics of the noun itself, the gender is ‘redundant’ to the meaning of the sentence, at least for speakers who do not have grammatical gender in their first language.  

3. So, what is Processing Instruction?
Processing Instruction takes these principles and turns them on their head i.e. it makes language that is very often redundant become useful for the learner when they are hearing or reading the language.  This is in the belief that if they do something with the problematic form when they are listening or reading the language, they are then more likely to produce the form when they are talking and speaking.  There are three components to Processing Instruction, as originally conceived by VanPatten and colleagues.  Although some research has suggested that not all these components are necessary or based on the principles above, all three components have been included in these materials as they seem to fit in very well with a lot of current practice and makes the whole package a bit more palatable for the classroom.
The three components are used in the following order.

Component 1: Grammar explanation

Each explanation is intended to be shown once, and very briefly to learners.  In Processing Instruction the emphasis is not on understanding the grammar rules, but on getting practice hearing and listening to the target language feature.  It is probably best therefore to put these explanations onto OHTs and then read them through to the learners.  The explanations orient the learner to the problem area of grammar and suggest some reasons why it might be tempting for a learner to ignore these features of language when they are normally listening or reading.

Component 2: ‘Referential activities’ (or ‘form-meaning’ tasks)
These activities are the defining features of Processing Instruction. There are normally two referential activities: one listening and one reading.   Each activity contains between 10 and 20 sentences.  For each sentence the learners must respond with an answer that is either correct or incorrect.  As a guideline, learners normally receive feedback, usually with a brief explanation, for the first handful of sentences.  Once the teacher is confident that most learners are getting the correct answer every time, then the rest of the activity can proceed, and feedback can be given at the end, and scores collected in.  Each activity juxtaposes sentences with the target form with sentences which contain another form which can easily be confused, both during comprehension and production, with the target form.  Learners have to show in their response that they have associated the correct form with the correct meaning.
These examples are the bare bones of the sentences – obviously materials designers will present them in more interesting and motivating activities, within some context or topic which is relevant to them, as can be seen in the PI activities we have given to the Materials Bank.  

Example i)
Listen to these sentences, and decide whether they describe something which has already been done or something which is being done.
Trasncript:

1)
J’ai fait mes devoirs (correct answer = past)

…

4)
Je fais mes devoirs (correct answer = present)

Example ii)
Part of this telephone conversation isn’t clear because the line is not good.   Decide whether you have missed something.  Remember, in German the verb must be the second idea in the sentence! 
Transcript:

1)
gehe ich ins Kino

Did you miss: Am Wochenende or nothing? (correct answer = Am Wochenende)
2)
ich schlafe bis 12 Uhr Mittags Did you miss: Im Winter or nothing? 

(correct answer = nothing)
Example iii)
Part of this letter has been smudged.  Decide which word must have been in the spaces.



Kater

1.
Der
_____
Katze


trinkt gern warme Milch mit Honig.





Kröte




Känguru





2.
Das
_____
Kaninchen

schwimmt abends oft im See.





Kröte



Example iv)
Read these sentences describing Bill and Hilary Clinton.  Who do you think each one refers to? Note, the sentences could refer to both people, but you must look for the clue at the end of the adjective! 
1)
Es listo 
(correct answer = Hilary, the adjective agrees with a feminine subject)

2)
Es alto

(correct answer = Bill, the adjective agrees with a masculine subject)

These activities provide an opportunity which most listening and reading activities don’t.  For example, we have many examples of activities where learners must complete a sentence which begins with an adverb in German, and they must remember to put the verb second.  Example ii) above asks learners to do this but in the opposite order.  Similarly, we have many grammar activities which ask learners to fill a blank with the correct article, but example iii) above asks learners to do the opposite – i.e. first assign a meaning to the very form which causes them problems (das), then predict which noun must follow.  
Please note also that these activities are not the same as asking learners to underline a particular form, or tick a box when they hear a particular form.  To do that type of activity, learners do no actually need to know what the meaning of the form is!  

So, a key feature of the referential activities in Processing Instruction, is the order in which we ask learners to process the input, and what we ask them to attend to. 
Component 3: ‘Affective activities’ (or ‘real world’ tasks)

These activities contain between 5 and 10 examples of the target form.  The activities can contain separate sentences or whole paragraphs, conversations or narratives.  (Note, as the referential activities compare two or more forms, these activities can be divided into two or more sections; in each section, one particular form will be used several times).  There are no right and wrong answers.  Learners are simply told to ‘look out for’ the target form – but no ‘proof’ is required by the task that the learners have spotted the form in the input.  The answers elicit learners’ opinions about the meaning of the whole sentence, or ask them whether the sentence could apply to them or somebody they know. 
Example i)
Do you think these sentences were written by your teacher?

Le weekend dernier…

1)
j’ai joué au tennis

2)
j’ ai gagné le lotto

3)
j’ai corrigé les examens

The purpose of these affective activities (as claimed by VanPatten, though in need of research!) is to expose learners to multiple exemplars of the target form, once (having just done the referential activities beforehand) they have begun to attend to the meaning of these target features.  
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