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Some BasicsSome Basics

What is acquisition?What is acquisition?
–– Acquisition of underlying competenceAcquisition of underlying competence
–– Acquisition of skillAcquisition of skill

All skill presumes some kind of underlying All skill presumes some kind of underlying 
competence, so letcompetence, so let’’s start there.s start there.



Underlying CompetenceUnderlying Competence

Mental representation of languageMental representation of language
•• An An implicitimplicit and and abstractabstract system possessed by all system possessed by all 

speakers/learners of a languagespeakers/learners of a language
•• Does not contain rules such as Does not contain rules such as ““object pronouns must object pronouns must 

precede a simple conjugated verbprecede a simple conjugated verb”” but instead but instead 
consists of consists of abstract principlesabstract principles that work in concert to that work in concert to 
derive or yield a structure that derive or yield a structure that looks likelooks like a rule.a rule.

•• LexiconLexicon contains grammatical information and contains grammatical information and 
morphological representationmorphological representation

So, the syntax and the lexicon interact to give us So, the syntax and the lexicon interact to give us 
sentence structure. (You have no sentence structure. (You have no ““rulesrules”” in your in your 
head. But you do have constraints.)head. But you do have constraints.)



Subject, Anyone?Subject, Anyone?

WhatWhat’’s a subject?s a subject?
John John eats eats a lot.a lot. John is an eater.John is an eater.
John John loses loses a lot. a lot. John is a loser. John is a loser. 
John John knowsknows a lot.a lot. ??John is a knower.John is a knower.
John John diesdies a little each time.a little each time. *John is a *John is a dierdier..
John John seemsseems tired. tired. *John is a *John is a seemerseemer..
John John is is happy. happy. *John is a be*John is a be--erer..
It It rains rains a lot in Seattle a lot in Seattle *It is a *It is a rainerrainer..



More SubjectsMore Subjects

And what happens when the verb is not simple?And what happens when the verb is not simple?
–– John John triestries to do it.to do it.
–– John John isis tryingtrying to do it.to do it.
–– John John hashas triedtried to do itto do it. . 

SubjectnessSubjectness is an abstract relationship between is an abstract relationship between 
verbs and noun phrases. We all know one when verbs and noun phrases. We all know one when 
we see one (itwe see one (it’’s in our competence), but what s in our competence), but what 
exactly is a subject? exactly is a subject? 



How Does Competence Develop?How Does Competence Develop?

Interaction between linguistic data, language Interaction between linguistic data, language 
processors, and Universal Grammar.processors, and Universal Grammar.
Linguistic dataLinguistic data = = the input the input 
Processors Processors = = mechanisms that tag and code mechanisms that tag and code 
data so that it can be used by UGdata so that it can be used by UG
Universal GrammarUniversal Grammar = = a set of constraints toa set of constraints to
make sure the developing language is a natural make sure the developing language is a natural 
language (principles and parametric variations)language (principles and parametric variations)



More on AcquisitionMore on Acquisition

But we know the following about formal But we know the following about formal 
features and syntax:features and syntax:
•• Acquisition is stagedAcquisition is staged
•• Acquisition is not always targetAcquisition is not always target--likelike
•• Acquisition is not instantaneous; it is Acquisition is not instantaneous; it is 

sloooooowsloooooow……



SoSo……

Language teaching Language teaching can nevercan never be a short be a short 
cut to acquisition. cut to acquisition. 
Language teaching Language teaching is notis not a substitute for a substitute for 
acquisition.acquisition.
Language teaching Language teaching is constrainedis constrained by by 
acquisition.acquisition.
So, thenSo, then……..



What is the Purpose of Grammar What is the Purpose of Grammar 
Instruction?Instruction?

Currently, most grammar instruction involves Currently, most grammar instruction involves 
this:this:
–– Explain a ruleExplain a rule
–– Practice the rulePractice the rule
–– Blame students for having no aptitudeBlame students for having no aptitude
–– Blame students being lazyBlame students being lazy

But if acquisition happens as a result of But if acquisition happens as a result of input input + + 
processorsprocessors + + UGUG, then what (processes or , then what (processes or 
products) does the above approach act on?products) does the above approach act on?



First StepsFirst Steps

First, we have to First, we have to understand the roles of understand the roles of 
input and processorsinput and processors..

Second, we have to Second, we have to jettison the idea jettison the idea that that 
learners learn learners learn ““rulesrules”” and and ““paradigmsparadigms””

Third, we have to understand and accept Third, we have to understand and accept 
that that competence evolvescompetence evolves; it can; it can’’t be t be 
taught directly. (Textbook rules do not taught directly. (Textbook rules do not 
““wind up in our heads.wind up in our heads.””))



LetLet’’s Redefine what Instruction s Redefine what Instruction 
Ought to DoOught to Do

Role of instruction ought to be the Role of instruction ought to be the 
facilitation of SLAfacilitation of SLA: : ““optimizingoptimizing”” input input so so 
that intake is enriched.that intake is enriched.

In other words, how can we In other words, how can we 
reconceptualize reconceptualize grammar interventiongrammar intervention (not (not 
““instructioninstruction””) such that we help with ) such that we help with 
input?input?



Processing InstructionProcessing Instruction

First, First, we identify what learners are doing with we identify what learners are doing with 
input.input. That is, what are their processors doing to That is, what are their processors doing to 
the language they are exposed to? Are there the language they are exposed to? Are there 
identifiable identifiable processing problemsprocessing problems??

Next, we construct Next, we construct particular kinds of inputparticular kinds of input--
oriented activitiesoriented activities that push learners away fromthat push learners away from
processing strategies that arenprocessing strategies that aren’’t helping them or t helping them or 
are causing them to get something wrong.are causing them to get something wrong.

Note: these canNote: these can’’t be just any old input activities t be just any old input activities 
and we NOT saying and we NOT saying ““just throw lots of input at just throw lots of input at 
the studentsthe students”” (though, that isn(though, that isn’’t a bad thing t a bad thing 
itself)itself)



VanPatten & Cadierno (1993)VanPatten & Cadierno (1993)

VP & C identified the First Noun Principle: VP & C identified the First Noun Principle: 
learners tend to tag the first (learners tend to tag the first (pro)nounpro)noun
they encounter in a sentence as the they encounter in a sentence as the 
subject/agent. subject/agent. 

Ouch! Ouch!



VanPatten & Cadierno (1993)VanPatten & Cadierno (1993)

The FNP is fine for subjectThe FNP is fine for subject--verbverb--object object 
(SVO) sentences. But what about...?(SVO) sentences. But what about...?
–– Lo Lo veve MarMaríía.a. = *He sees Mary.= *He sees Mary.
–– A Juan le A Juan le gustagusta MarMaríía.a. = John *likes Mary.= John *likes Mary.
–– Se Se levantalevanta tardetarde = He gets up late (*se = he)= He gets up late (*se = he)



VP & CVP & C
Explicit information (EI)Explicit information (EI) = standard info on = standard info on 
object pronouns and comparison to subject object pronouns and comparison to subject 
pronouns; info on bad processing strategy.pronouns; info on bad processing strategy.

Structured input (SI)Structured input (SI) = activities in which = activities in which 
learners heard/read sentences and had to learners heard/read sentences and had to 
process for meaning, correctly demonstrating process for meaning, correctly demonstrating 
knowledge of who did what to whom.knowledge of who did what to whom.



Structured InputStructured Input
Referential activities:Referential activities: have right have right 
or wrong answers.or wrong answers.
Hear/Read a sentence...Hear/Read a sentence...
–– select from one of two picturesselect from one of two pictures
–– select from one of two ways to select from one of two ways to 

complete a sentencecomplete a sentence
–– select from one of two L1 select from one of two L1 

equivalentsequivalents
and so on.and so on.

A B



Structured Input (contStructured Input (cont’’))

Affective activities:Affective activities: learners respond with learners respond with 
information about themselves, the world around information about themselves, the world around 
them, they offer opinions, and so on.them, they offer opinions, and so on.

Ex: Which of the following are true about you Ex: Which of the following are true about you 
and your mother?and your mother?

La La admiroadmiro..
La La detestodetesto..
La La respetorespeto. . 
La ___?___La ___?___



VP & CVP & C
They compared PI to traditional instruction (TI) and They compared PI to traditional instruction (TI) and 
Control Control 

TI = explanation plus drill and communicative exercisesTI = explanation plus drill and communicative exercises
–– MechMech:: Juan pone Juan pone loslos platosplatos en la mesa en la mesa Juan Juan loslos pone en la pone en la 

mesa.mesa.
–– MeaningMeaning:: ¿¿DDóónde pone el profesor sus libros al entrar? nde pone el profesor sus libros al entrar? Los Los 

pone en el escritorio.pone en el escritorio.
–– CommComm:: ¿¿DDóónde pone nde pone JoeJoe sus llaves cuando llega a casa? sus llaves cuando llega a casa? Las Las 

pone en la mesa.pone en la mesa.
–– Note: so Note: so calledcalled ““contextualizationcontextualization”” doesdoes notnot makemake drillsdrills 

meaningfulmeaningful oror communicativecommunicative

Control = no instructionControl = no instruction



VP & CVP & C

Two measures: ability to interpret Two measures: ability to interpret 
sentences, ability to produce sentences. sentences, ability to produce sentences. 
Standard pretest/posttest design with Standard pretest/posttest design with 
delayed posttestsdelayed posttests

PI > TI = Control on interpretation (OVS PI > TI = Control on interpretation (OVS 
vs. SVO sentences)vs. SVO sentences)

PI = TI > Control on sentence production PI = TI > Control on sentence production 
(OV sentences)(OV sentences)



VP & CVP & C
Results of VP & C (1993): Interpretation
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VP & CVP & C
Results of VP & C (1993): Production
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VP & CVP & C

These results were revolutionary:These results were revolutionary: remember remember 
that the PI group never once produced object that the PI group never once produced object 
pronouns during the lesson.pronouns during the lesson.

““What appears to have happened in this study is What appears to have happened in this study is 
that processing instruction altered the way in that processing instruction altered the way in 
which the subjects processed input, which in which the subjects processed input, which in 
turn had an effect on the developing system and turn had an effect on the developing system and 
what the subjects could access for productionwhat the subjects could access for production””
(p. 238)(p. 238)



Along Comes VanPatten & Along Comes VanPatten & 
OikkenonOikkenon (1996)(1996)

EI = the information about a target EI = the information about a target 
structure or feature provided prior to structure or feature provided prior to 
treatment; that is, treatment; that is, ““The Explanation/Rule The Explanation/Rule 
PresentationPresentation””

Possible criticism of VP & C: EI was not Possible criticism of VP & C: EI was not 
the same in the two treatments. Could the same in the two treatments. Could 
““superioritysuperiority”” of PI be due to better EI?of PI be due to better EI?



VanPatten & VanPatten & OikkenonOikkenon

VP & O compared three groups: PI, structured VP & O compared three groups: PI, structured 
input (SI) only, and EI only using all the input (SI) only, and EI only using all the 
materials from VP & Cmaterials from VP & C

Results: Results: 
–– Interpretation: PI = SI >  EIInterpretation: PI = SI >  EI
–– Production: PI = SI; PI > EI; SI =  EI Production: PI = SI; PI > EI; SI =  EI 

Repeated in a number of studies with different Repeated in a number of studies with different 
structures and languages, but SI better than EI structures and languages, but SI better than EI 
across the board in those studies. across the board in those studies. 



So. . .So. . .
Explicit information does not appear to be Explicit information does not appear to be 
necessary or even useful in PI; Structured necessary or even useful in PI; Structured 
input alone is sufficient to bring about input alone is sufficient to bring about 
changes in knowledge and performance.changes in knowledge and performance.

It appears that EI was not causing the It appears that EI was not causing the 
results in the VP & C study.results in the VP & C study.



But...But...

Imagine the following scenario: Learner A in +EI Imagine the following scenario: Learner A in +EI 
group and Learner B in group and Learner B in ––EI group. EI group. 

During class, after the explicit information, During class, after the explicit information, 
Learner A begins to process the target feature Learner A begins to process the target feature 
relatively soonrelatively soon——maybe during the first activity.maybe during the first activity.

Learner B, however, takes longer to begin to Learner B, however, takes longer to begin to 
process correctly. However, by the end of the process correctly. However, by the end of the 
lesson, Learner B is at the same place as lesson, Learner B is at the same place as 
Learner A. Learner A. 



But...But...

Thus, there could be a Thus, there could be a ““hiddenhidden”” effect for effect for 
EI masked by a pretest/posttest EI masked by a pretest/posttest 
experiment.experiment.
–– Learner A Learner A ““got theregot there”” sooner than Learner B, sooner than Learner B, 

we just couldnwe just couldn’’t see it.t see it.

What is needed a research design where What is needed a research design where 
learners are tracked during the treatment. learners are tracked during the treatment. 



Fernandez (2008)Fernandez (2008)

Took the referential materials from VP & C Took the referential materials from VP & C 
and loaded them into eand loaded them into e--Prime. Target = Prime. Target = 
word order and object pronouns, First word order and object pronouns, First 
Noun PrincipleNoun Principle

Assessment = trials to criterion, reaction Assessment = trials to criterion, reaction 
time after criteriontime after criterion

Trials to criterion = answering three Trials to criterion = answering three 
targets in a row plus one distractortargets in a row plus one distractor



Fernandez (contFernandez (cont’’))

Results:Results:
–– For word order and object pronouns (FNP): For word order and object pronouns (FNP): 

no difference between +/no difference between +/--EI on any measureEI on any measure

Conclusion: EI doesnConclusion: EI doesn’’t play a hidden role t play a hidden role 
in processing object pronouns and word in processing object pronouns and word 
order in Spanishorder in Spanish



To Be Sure   To Be Sure   

German has case markings on articles; and word German has case markings on articles; and word 
order can vary. Like Spanish, itorder can vary. Like Spanish, it’’s possible to s possible to 
have OVS sentences. Case markings would be have OVS sentences. Case markings would be 
redundant in SVO sentences, hence the major redundant in SVO sentences, hence the major 
processing problem for learners of German.processing problem for learners of German.
–– DerDer Mann Mann ruftruft die Frau. (SVO)die Frau. (SVO)
–– Den Den Mann Mann ruftruft die Frau. (OVS)die Frau. (OVS)

So, letSo, let’’s see if Fernandezs see if Fernandez’’s results hold for L2 s results hold for L2 
German.German.



Henry, Henry, CulmanCulman & VanPatten (2009)& VanPatten (2009)

Followed FernandezFollowed Fernandez’’s design as closely as s design as closely as 
possible. possible. 

Two groups: +EI/Two groups: +EI/--EI.EI.

Responses were tracked and reaction Responses were tracked and reaction 
times recorded.times recorded.



Henry, Henry, CulmanCulman & VanPatten (cont& VanPatten (cont’’))

We found an effect for EI. Those in the +EI We found an effect for EI. Those in the +EI 
group began processing OVS sentences sooner group began processing OVS sentences sooner 
than those in than those in ––EI. No reaction time differences.EI. No reaction time differences.

Conclusion: the FNP may interact differently with Conclusion: the FNP may interact differently with 
different structures depending on the formal different structures depending on the formal 
cues that learners are forced to attend to.cues that learners are forced to attend to.

However, at no time have we shown that EI is However, at no time have we shown that EI is 
necessary. At best, it is beneficial. necessary. At best, it is beneficial. --EI groups EI groups 
always wind up in the same place as +EI groups always wind up in the same place as +EI groups 
in the end. in the end. 



Our Current Research
The problem with the previous studies is with 
population differences, you always have 
problems of comparability. So...
A large scale study with the same population 
pool in Spanish, German, and Russian. 
OVS
– Clitic objects and word order in Spanish
– Case marking on articles (German) and on nouns 

(Russian)



Preliminary Results

Spanish data match Fernandez: no effect 
for explicit information
Trend for an for both German and Russian 
( p = .07)



Conclusions Conclusions 

This kind of research has both theoretical This kind of research has both theoretical 
importance as well as practical importance.importance as well as practical importance.

Theoretical importance:Theoretical importance: (1) underscores the role (1) underscores the role 
of input in SLA for building a linguistic system; of input in SLA for building a linguistic system; 
(2) demonstrates that SLA does not proceed (2) demonstrates that SLA does not proceed 
from explanation to internalization of from explanation to internalization of ““rules.rules.””

Practical importance:Practical importance: the development of onthe development of on--line line 
materials to supplement classroom practice. materials to supplement classroom practice. 
Students are notorious for not reading intro Students are notorious for not reading intro 
material. material. 



Conclusions (contConclusions (cont’’))

Because Fernandez, and our studies use Because Fernandez, and our studies use 
onon--line methods, they demonstrate the line methods, they demonstrate the 
adaptability of PI to onadaptability of PI to on--line outline out--ofof--class class 
work.work.



ConclusionConclusion

So, here we are at the end. How would I like to So, here we are at the end. How would I like to 
wrap up?wrap up?

““If you have the right activities (and by If you have the right activities (and by 
implication implication you have identified the learning + you have identified the learning + 
processing problemprocessing problem), explanations you ), explanations you 
provide are icing on the cake. Theyprovide are icing on the cake. They’’re not as re not as 
important as you might think.important as you might think.””

What something like PI can do is interface with What something like PI can do is interface with 
the learning processes to push along underlying the learning processes to push along underlying 
competence.competence.



Daddy, are you 
coming home now?



BillBill

Paso 1. Paso 1. CuandoCuando Bill Bill llegallega a casa, a casa, ¿¿ququéé
hacehace con con laslas llavesllaves??
–– Las Las dejadeja en la mesa.en la mesa.
–– Las pone en un Las pone en un cajcajóónn..
–– Las Las cuelgacuelga..
–– Las ____?_____ .Las ____?_____ .



BillBill

Paso 2. Paso 2. DespuesDespues de la de la cenacena, , ¿¿ququéé hacehace Bill Bill 
con con loslos platosplatos??
–– Los lava en Los lava en seguidaseguida..
–– Los Los dejadeja parapara mmááss tardetarde..
–– Los mete en el Los mete en el lavaplatoslavaplatos..
–– Los ___?____Los ___?____



BillBill

Paso 3. Paso 3. IndicaIndica lo lo queque hacehace Bill en Bill en cadacada
situacisituacióónn..
–– CuandoCuando Bill Bill llegallega a casa, se a casa, se quitaquita loslos zapatoszapatos 

y y loslos ________.  ________.  LuegoLuego, se , se quitaquita la la roparopa y la y la 
___________. ___________. DespuDespuééss se se tomatoma un martini...un martini...



How Does Competence Develop? How Does Competence Develop? 
(cont(cont’’))
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