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ATTENTION, AWARENESS, AND
Focus oN FOrRM RESEARCH:
A CriTicAL OVERVIEW

Ronald P. Leow

Georgetown University

==

ing/acquisition has recently made great inroads in becoming an es-

sential component of teacher-education programs nationwide
(e.g., Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford 1997; Leow 1994a, 1994b, 1995a,
1995b). Indeed, the findings from this line of research investigation (e.g.,
processing instruction) have, to a certain extent, already impacted on lan-
guage instruction in many L2 classrooms. Underlying these studies is the
premise that some level of attention to, and in some studies awareness of,
form or linguistic data is crucial for L2 processing to take place. To pro-
mote a further understanding of the roles of attention and awareness in
foreign language learning, I will (1) briefly describe current theoretical
approaches to the roles of attention and awareness in language learning,
accompanied by empirical studies that have tested these approaches;
(2) describe and situate recent focus on form studies conducted under an
attentional framework; and (3) provide, based on the review, some gen-
eral suggestions for teachers to consider in their role of language facilita-
tors in the classroom setting.

Psycholinguistic research in second/foreign language (L2) learn-

Theoretical Foundation

Many second-language acquisition (SLA) studies have looked to the areas
of cognitive psychology and cognitive science to provide an explanation
of or theoretical account for the role cognitive processes play in SLA (e.g.,

69
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70 FORM AND MEANING: MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES

Bialystok 1978, 1990, 1994; Carr and Curran 1994; R. Ellis 1993; Gass
1988; Hulstijn 1989; Hulstijn and Schmidt 1994; Krashen 1982; Robinson
1995a; Schmidt 1990, 1993, 1994, 1995; Sharwood Smith 1981, 1986,
1991, 1993; Tomlin and Villa 1994; VanPatten 1996). Studies in cognitive
psychology, cognitive science, and SLA share the following feature: Learn-
ing does not take place without attention. In other words, attention is cru-
cial for further long-term memory storage of L2 information to take place
(see Carr and Curran 1994; Robinson 1995a; Schmidt 1990, 1993, 1994,
1995; Tomlin and Villa 1994 for comprehensive reviews of studies that
support such a role of attention in language learning).

While the concept of attention has been interpreted in several ways
(see Robinson 1995a, pp. 287-288 for further discussion), SLA research
has focused primarily on the metaphor of a limited capacity channel or
processor in which information competes for attentional resources avail-
able to the learner. This interpretation is based heavily on the works of
Wickens (1980, 1984, 1989) who expanded Kahneman’s (1973) single
pool of attentional resources model of attention to include the allocation
of attentional resources from multiple pools. Wickens argues that the dif-
ficulty level of two tasks performed simultaneously may depend on
whether the attentional resources are coming from the same pool (serial
processing) or different pools (parallel processing). For example, serial
processing such as participating in two conversations at the same time is
much more demanding than parallel processing which may be exempli-
fied by driving a car and reading the billboards at the same time. How-
ever, Wickens concedes that concurrent processing may be possible in
serial processing if one of the tasks has been automatized, thus freeing up
additional resources for the other task. |

A few SLA studies have been conducted under the metaphor of adult
learners as limited-capacity processors of incoming information (Leow
1993, 1995¢; VanPatten 1990). VanPatten investigated the attentional ca-
pacity of adult L2 learners in the aural mode. He hypothesized that at-
tending to both form and meaning simultaneously would result in a
cognitive overload. VanPatten found an overall decrease of comprehension
when participants appeared to have attended to items deemed to be of less
communicative value (such as the Spanish article la and the third person
plural verb morpheme -n) when compared to attention paid to other
items of more communicative value (such as the noun inflacion). He also
found superior performance at the advanced level when compared to the

83



ATTENTION, AWARENESS, AND FOCUS ON FORM RESEARCH: A CRITICAL OVERVIEW 71

less advanced level, indicating that there may be a tendency at the early
stages of language learning to process only for meaning due to the con-
straints of attentional resources to accommodate both form and meaning
simultaneously. Attention was operationalized by asking participants to
mark on a sheet of paper every instance targeted linguistic forms were
noticed in the input.

Leow (1993, 1995¢) addressed the issue of simplification on learners’
intake in both written and aural modes. He hypothesized that textual sim-
plification of input, resulting in a more statistically comprehensible text,
should reduce the processing demands of adult L2 learners, thereby facil-
itating their intake of the linguistic items under study. In both the written
(Leow 1993) and aural (Leow 1995¢) modes, the results were the same:
Simplification did not appear to facilitate any significant intake of the tar-
geted forms in the input. Attention was operationalized by learners’ per-
formances on a postexposure multiple-choice recognition task; that is,
participants were simply requested to choose one of four items that gram-
matically completed an incomplete sentence.

Three current cognitive approaches to the role of attention in second/
foreign language learning have recently emerged (Robinson 1995a;
Schmidt 1990, 1993, 1994, 1995; Tomlin and Villa 1994). In a reaction to
what they call a coarse-grained approach to SLA attention-based research
(e.g., the metaphor of adult learners as limited capacity processor), Tomlin
and Villa (1994) propose a functionally based, fine-grained analysis of at-
tention. They divide attention into three components: (1) alertness (an
overall readiness to deal with incoming stimuli), (2) orientation (the di-
rection of attentional resources to a certain type of stimuli), and (3) de-
tection (the cognitive registration of the stimuli) (p. 190). It is the
attentional function of detection, Tomlin and Villa strongly argue, that is
crucial for acquisition to take place. Their functional model of input pro-
cessing, built on the role of attention in SLA, predicts that alertness and
orientation may separately or together enhance the chances of detection
but neither is required for detection to occur (p. 197).

To my knowledge, there is only one study (Leow 1998a) that has at-
tempted to investigate empirically the fine-grained analysis of attention
proposed by Tomlin and Villa (1994) in an effort to make some definitive
statement on the effects of attention in SLA. The main purpose of the
study was to address the question of which attentional functions or mech-
anisms are crucial for intake and subsequent processing to take place
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while adult learners interact with L2 data. Using specially designed cross-
word puzzles, Leow found that participants who detected the targeted
forms were able to take in and produce in writing significantly more tar-
geted forms than those who did not demonstrate this cognitive registra-
tion. In addition, this superior effect for detection was evident on the
immediate and two delayed posttests (administered five and eight weeks
after exposure). While these findings lend empirical support for Tomlin
and Villa’s fine-grained analysis of attention at a morphological level, the
issue of the role of awareness at the level of detection still remains to be
addressed.!

Schmidt (1990, 1993, 1994, 1995) posits a more important role for
awareness in his noticing hypothesis, also based on attentional processes.
In this hypothesis, learners need consciously to “notice” or demonstrate a
conscious apprehension and awareness of some particular form in the
input before that form can be further processed. Schmidt views focal at-
tention as isomorphic with awareness and rejects any dissociation be-
tween awareness and learning. In order to account for the distinction
between intake/item learning and restructuring/system learning, Schmidt
distinguishes two levels of awareness: at the level of noticing and at the
level of understanding. The latter is related to learners’ ability to analyze,
compare, and test hypotheses and usually incorporates their ability to ver-
balize the underlying rules of the language.

With respect to the differing roles of awareness at the levels of detec-
tion (posited by Tomlin and Villa 1994) and noticing (posited by Schmidt
1993 and elsewhere), Robinson (1995a) attempts to incorporate both
postulations into his model of the relationship between attention and
memory. Robinson assigns detection, which involves attention but not
awareness, to a stage of the learning process earlier than noticing. Robin-
son defines noticing as “detection plus rehearsal in short-term memory,
prior to encoding in long-term memory” (p. 296), a process that involves
some level of awareness and is crucial for learning to take place. Robin-
son, then, supports Schmidt’s position that no learning can take place
without some level of awareness present. He consequently assigns to
Tomlin and Villa’s attentional function of detection a less crucial role in
the encoding of information in short-term memory. ‘

The role of awareness in L2 learning has been a rather controversial
issue in SLA. On the one hand, several researchers have supported a disso-
ciation between learning and awareness (e.g., Carr and Curran 1994;
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Curran and Keele 1993; Hardcastle 1993; Tomlin and Villa 1994; Velmans
1991); while on the other hand, others have rejected this dissociation
(Robinson 1995a; Schmidt 1990 and elsewhere). In addition, there are
methodological difficulties in operationalizing and measuring what con-
stitutes awareness in SLA (see Leow 1997a for a review of relevant studies).

Recently, there have been a few studies that have specifically investi-
gated the role of awareness in L2 behavior and learning through the use
of on-line procedures such as think-aloud protocols (e.g., Leow 1997a;
Rosa 1999; Rosa and O’Neill in press). These studies (which will be dis-
cussed in more detail later) have provided empirical support for the facili-
tative effects of awareness on foreign language behavior and learning and,
consequently, Schmidt’s noticing hypothesis. Findings indicated that
(1) awareness at the level of noticing and understanding contributed sub-
stanfially to a significant increase of learners’ ability to take in the targeted
form or structure, (2) awareness at the level of understanding led to sig-
nificantly more intake and production when compared to awareness at
the level of noticing, and (3) there exists a correlation between awareness
at the level of understanding and usage of hypothesis testing and rule
formation.

In summary, the brief review of current approaches to the roles of at-
tention and awareness in SLA clearly indicates that the role of attention is
generally accepted to be of import to what is taken in and further pro-
cessed by the L2 learner. However, whether the same view holds for the
role of awareness in SLA remains speculative. While the current findings
of awareness-based studies appear to indicate a facilitative role for aware-
ness on further L2 processing, whether awareness is crucial for such pro-
cessing remains to be explored empirically (Leow 1997a).

The next section presents current SLA research conducted under an at-
tentional framework that has addressed several different strands of L2 de-
velopment in the foreign/second language classroom.

Current Classroom Research
Conducted Under An Attentional Framework

The *90s have witnessed a substantial increase in studies that have attempted
to draw learners’ attention to specific forms in the input in an effort to pro-
mote intake and subsequent processing of such forms. Schmidt’s (1993 and
elsewhere) noticing hypothesis that conscious attention is indeed necessary
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74 FORM AND MEANING: MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES

for learning to take place has provided the theoretical foundation for many
of these studies, with implications for a renewed role of grammar presen-
tation/exposure in the language curriculum. Many of these studies con-
ducted under an attentional framework have been included in what is
known as focus on form instruction (Doughty and Williams 1998) that is
premised on the roles of attention and awareness (noticing) in L2 learn-
ing. According to Doughty and Williams, this new focus is partially moti-
vated from research performed in naturalistic and immersions settings
(e.g., Harley 1992; Harley and Swain 1984) and research performed in con-
trolled effects-of-instruction (Doughty 1991; VanPatten and Cadierno
1993) and negotiation of meaning (see Pica 1994 for a review) contexts.
The findings, they argue, appear to demonstrate that instruction and in-
teraction based primarily on a focus on meaning may not be sufficient for
learners to pay attention to certain linguistic items in the input and that
focusing learners’ attention to form demonstrates positive effects on the
development of learners’ interlanguage.

The first mention of focus on form as a design feature in language
teaching methodology appears in Long (1991) in which he critiqued what
he called focus on formS instruction that is based primarily on a syllabus
designed to present discrete grammar instruction in isolation with no ap-
parent focus on meaning. Long defined focus on form as an attempt that
“overtly draws students’ attention to linguistic elements as they arise inci-
dentally in lessons whose overriding focus is on meaning or communica-
tion” (pp. 45-46). In other words, a key characteristic of the original focus
on form instruction was the prerequisite focus on meaning before any at-
tention to form is made. However, as Doughty and Williams (1998) point
out, this definition offers limited opportunities for L2 research to be con-
ducted in the L2 classroom. Consequently, Long and Robinson (1998)
modified the original definition to broaden potential investigation into
the effects of focus on form instruction and also to include more clearly
the notion of noticing (see Schmidt 1990 and elsewhere) and the alloca-
tion of attentional resources (see Wickens 1980, 1984, 1989):

Focus on form refers to how focal attentional resources are allo-
cated . . . Focus on form often consists of an occasional shift of at-
tention to linguistic code features—by the teacher and/or one or
more students—triggered by perceived problems with comprehen-
sion or production (Long and Robinson 1998, p. 23).
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A review of a representative number of focus on form studies reveals
that the typical pretest, instructional treatment/exposure, posttest re-
search design in which studies have employed many different techniques
to draw learners’ attention to targeted linguistic forms has been used.
However, by relying on participants’ performances on posttests con-
ducted after the instructional treatment or exposure, they have not really
operationalized the process of attention and/or awareness (noticing).
Consequently, only claims as to the role that noticing played in learners’
interaction with the targeted forms in the input can be made.

In addition to an incomplete empirical investigation of the effects of
focus on form, the term itself can be confusing and open to several inter-
pretations. On the one hand, if one were to follow closely Long and Robin-
son’s (1998) definition clearly based on the notion of communication,
there may be only a few studies that can claim to have addressed somewhat
this narrow definition of focus on form. The closest one may be Doughty
and Varela (1998) conducted in a content-based ESL classroom with the
main aim of determining whether and how learners’ attention can be
drawn to formal features without impeding their original communicative
purpose. Doughty and Varela operationalized implicit/incidental focus on
form instruction as the use of corrective recasts.

Participants were from two different intact classes, thirty-four ESL stu-
dents ranging from 11 to 14 years and studying at an intermediate level.
They were divided into two groups, the focus on form (FonF) group (21)
and the control (13), and participated in a series of science report tasks
conducted in both written and oral modes. In the instructional period,
which lasted over one month, participants in the FonF group participated
in both group and teacher/student tasks during which, in addition to the
science content instruction, the instructor provided corrective recasting
comprising two phases: repetitions to draw attention and recasts to pro-
vide the contrastive forms. The control group received only the science
content instruction. The targeted forms were the simple past and condi-
tional tenses. The research design was a pretest, instruction, immediate
posttest, and delayed posttest (after two months), corresponding to the
first, fifth, and sixth report tasks. Attention was operationalized by learn-
ers’ performances on these tasks.

Analyzing data comprising a combination of the targeted forms (past
and conditional) collected on participants’ transcribed oral and written
science lab reports, Doughty and Varela found an overall, significant
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increase in both accuracy and total number of attempts at past time ref-
erence on both the oral and written tasks from the pretest to the posttests
for the FonF group. The control group’s performances remained relatively
the same. For the delayed posttest, similar findings were found with the
exception that it appears that the effects of focused recasting might not
have been as robust in the written mode as it appeared to be in the oral
mode. Based on these results, Doughty and Varela claim that providing
appropriate and timely feedback in a sustained manner that did not
impede with natural communication promoted learners’ noticing of the
conditional, which then contributed to their superior performance. How-
ever, as noted earlier, the role attention played in learners’ actual process-
ing of the targeted forms/structures was not empirically investigated nor
were extraneous variables, such as out-of-class exposure, accounted for
between posttests.

Although awareness was also not formally measured in the study,
Doughty and Varela reported an apparent increased “awareness” of the
targeted forms by the FonF group after a week or two of instruction.
Some students were self-correcting before the teachers’ recasts or were
using corrective recasts to correct their peers. However, this observation
was not elaborated in the report.

On the other hand, a looser interpretation of focus on form as any in-
struction or exposure that does not follow a focus of individual forms as a
way of organizing language instruction allows more freedom in opera-
tionalizing focus on form from several perspectives. This has led to an in-
evitable debate over the degree of drawing learners’ attention that is
permissible in focus on form. Drawing learners’ attention may range from
being implicit/incidental (Long 1991; Long and Robinson 1998) to ex-
plicit? (DeKeyser 1998; Harley 1998; Lightbown 1998; Swain 1998) with
several other interpretations that combine both implicit and explicit ori-
entation falling between these two extremes (e.g., VanPatten and Cadierno
1993). This paper takes a broader view of focus on form to include any in-
structional treatment or exposure that in some way attempts to draw
learners’ attention to targeted forms/structures in the input or L2 data.

A review of studies conducted under an attentional framework reveals
that the degree of focus on form is typically embedded in the instructional
treatment or exposure that is claimed, in some way, to promote learners’
attention to and subsequent noticing of targeted linguistic forms in the
L2 data or input. On the implicit/incidental end are, for example, input
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flooding (Trahey 1996; Trahey and White 1993; Williams and Evans 1998)
and written input enhancement (Alanen 1995; Jourdenais, Ota, Stauffer,
Boyson, and Doughty 1995; Leow 1997b; Overstreet 1998; Shook 1994; ].
White 1998). On the explicit end, for example, are implicit versus explicit
learning conditions in both artificial (e.g., de Graaff 1997; DeKeyser 1995,
1997) and natural languages (N. Ellis 1993; Robinson 1995b, 1996, 1997a,
1997b; Rosa 1999; Rosa and O’Neill in press), processing instruction
(Cadierno 1995; Cheng 1995; Collentine 1998; Sanz 1994; VanPatten and
Cadierno 1993; VanPatten and Oikkenon 1996; VanPatten and Sanz
1995), explicit feedback (e.g., Carroll and Swain 1993; Lightbown and
Spada 1990; Tomasello and Herron 1988, 1989; L. White 1991; L. White,
Spada, Lightbown and Ranta 1991), and classroom-based tasks designed
to draw learners’ attention to forms (Fotos 1993, 1994; Fotos and Ellis
1991; Harley 1998; Leow 1998b; Rosa 1999; Rosa and O’Neill in press).

Implicit/Incidental End

A brief review of studies employing a more implicit approach to focus on
form (e.g., input flooding) reveals unconvincing findings regarding the ef-
fectiveness of orienting learners’ attention to targeted forms in the input
(the intention being to have learners note these forms in the input).
Williams and Evans (1998) investigated the effects of different focus on
form instructional strategies (including input flooding that provided ad-
ditional written input modified to provide substantial incidences of the
targeted forms) on intermediate ESL learners’ subsequent accuracy and
use of English participial adjectives and the passive voicc. They found, for
one of the targeted forms (adjectival participles), no significant difference
in performance between the input flood group and the control group on
both a grammaticality judgment task and a sentence completion task. For
the other targeted feature (the passive), they found a similar result for the
narrative task but a significant difference on the sentence completion
task. Trahey and L. White (1993) investigated the effects of a two-week
input flood of materials containing English adverbs used naturalistically
on 54 francophone participants’ (average age, 11 years 2 months) pre-
emption of their L1 parameter setting. While the results did indicate that
participants responded to properties of the L2 input flood, they reported
that input flooding did not serve to preempt the first language setting in
this study.
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Similarly, studies that have addressed the effects of written input en-
hancement on L2 learners’ intake and production of targeted forms do
not provide a strong justification for the use of such external manipula-
tion of input to draw learners’ attention to targeted features in the input.
To enhance saliency, typographical cues, such as underlining, bolding,
italicization, shading, or uppercase letters, have generally been employed.
These studies have produced conflicting results. On the one hand, while
Jourdenais et al. (1995) and Shook (1994) found some positive effects of
written input enhancement, Jourdenais (1998), Leow (1997b), Overstreet
(1998), and J. White (1998) did not find enhancing targeted forms suc-
cessful in promoting further processing of targeted forms. Leow (1997b)
concludes that the present evidence for positive effects of textual or writ-
ten input enhancement designed to draw learners’ attention to forms in
the input is at best tenuous when compared to an absence of such en-
hancement. He suggests that

external manipulation may not have its desired effects due to
methodological factors that need to be considered and tightly con-
trolled, such as (1) the amount or level of attention learners pay to
the enhanced forms; (2) the role of awareness in processing input
into intake; (3) the amount of exposure to the enhanced forms; and
(4) the potential variation of learners’ overall L2 proficiency found
in experimental cells (1997b, p. 164).

Explicit End

Studies that have investigated the effects of focus on form of a more ex-
plicit nature have generally reported beneficial effects on learners’ ability
to notice targeted forms in the input. In both artificial and natural lan-
guage studies, attempts were made to create learning conditions designed
to address the effects of different types of instructional exposures. For ex-
ample, in natural languages, N. Ellis (1993) investigated the following
three types of instructional exposures: (1) explicit, operationalized as an
explanation of the grammatical rule (soft mutation in Welsh), (2) implicit,
operationalized as exposure to randomly ordered items of vocabulary in
which the grammatical rule was present, and (3) structured, operational-
ized as the presentation of the grammatical rule followed by examples.
Robinson’s (1995b, 1996, 1997a, 1997b) learning conditions were manip-
ulated to draw learners’ attention to specific targeted structures (English
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subject/verb inversion in sentences with fronted adverbials and pseudo-
clefts of location) in the input. His four conditions were the following:
(1) implicit in which learners were directed to memorize sentences that
contained the targeted structures, (2) incidental in which learners were
told to pay attention to content, (3) rule search in which learners were re-
quested to find the underlying rules, and (4) instructed in which learners
were provided with explicit instruction of the targeted structures. Rosa
and O’Neill (in press) investigated the effects of a variety of external con-
ditions premised on five degrees of explicitness based on a permutation
of two variables: + formal instruction and + directions to search for rules.
The findings of studies exploring the issue of explicit versus implicit
learning conditions have strongly suggested that learners exposed to the
explicit learning condition generally performed significantly better than
those exposed to the implicit learning conditions.

Studies that have explored the effects of explicit grammatical explana-
tion and negative feedback in ESL-intensive and French immersion pro-
grams in Canada have also generally reported a beneficial impact on
learners’ grammatical accuracy (e.g., Carroll and Swain 1993; Lightbown
and Spada 1990; L. White 1991; L. White, Spada, Lightbown and Ranta
1991). L. White (1991) argues that the provision of explicit grammatical
explanation and negative feedback is crucial in the L2 setting since they
promote hypothesis testing and restructuring of learners’ interlanguage.
However, the researchers have suggested that caution be taken when in-
terpreting these findings for the potential impact of several variables that
were not controlled in the research designs.

In the adult L2 classroom, Tomasello and Herron’s (1988, 1989)
Garden Path technique (rooted in Nelson’s 1987 cognitive-comparison
model of language acquisition) also provides positive evidence for the
provision of negative feedback. In these studies, participants were en-
couraged by the teacher first to produce orally an incorrect form by over-
generalizing a certain pattern and then were corrected by the teacher both
orally and in writing (on the blackboard), followed by a grammatical ex-
planation. Tomasello and Herron argue that negative feedback provided

-in a context where the focus is strictly on explicit grammatical instruction

can affect learners’ responses by helping learners to pay attention to the
rule and its features, thereby reducing the effects of generalization (how-
ever, see Beck and Eubank 1991; Carroll, Roberge, and Swain 1992; Long
1996 for several critiques of this type of feedback).
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Perhaps the most empirically supported type of instructional treat-
ment conducted under a more explicit focus on attention to form is the
so-called processing instruction (e.g., Cadierno 1995; Collentine 1998;
VanPatten and Cadierno 1993; VanPatten and Oikkenon 1996; VanPatten
and Sanz 1995). This type of instruction is defined as a grammatical ex-
planation of a rule (in which learners’ attention is explicitly oriented to
what to pay attention to and why), immediately followed by structured
activities to promote further processing of the input data. The effects of
this instructional treatment have been empirically compared to tradi-
tional instruction (Cadierno 1995; Collentine 1998; DeKeyser and Solaski
1996; VanPatten and Cadierno 1993), defined as grammatical explanation
and output practice of a grammatical point. It is hypothesized that the
highlighting or saliency of targeted forms provided in processing instruc-
tion draws learners’ attention to the targeted forms in the input, which
may then be noticed by learners while engaging in subsequent meaning-
based activities. Results have found no significant difference in perfor-
mance on written production tasks between learners exposed to
processing instruction and those exposed to traditional instruction. How-
ever, there are mixed results found for the interpretation task. While
Cadierno (1995) and VanPatten and Cadierno (1993) reported that the
processing group outperformed the traditional group on this task, Col-
lentine (1998) did not find any significant difference in performance be-
tween the two groups. As Collentine pointed out, the different results may
be due to the targeted forms (Spanish preterit and object pronouns versus
Spanish subjunctive) or the traditional group’s output-oriented tasks em-
ployed in the studies. In addition, both groups performed significantly
better than the meaning-based group in all the studies, lending further
support for the role of focus on form in the L2 classroom. (See VanPatten,
this volume, for more on this topic.)

In an effort to tease out the differential effects of explicit grammatical
explanation and structured activities, VanPatten and Oikkenon (1996)
replicated VanPatten and Cadierno (1993) at a high-school level. Partici-
pants were placed into three groups: (1) regular processing instruction,
(2) explanation only, and (3) structured activities only. They found that
the groups exposed to regular processing instruction only and structured
activities only performed significantly better on both the interpretation
and production tasks when compared to the explanation only group. Van-
Patten and Oikkenon argue for the importance of carefully structured
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activities designed to draw learners’ attention to targeted forms while
downplaying the role of grammatical explanation in isolation.

The beneficial effects of activities/tasks are also found in studies that
have specifically employed tasks to draw learners’ attention to specific lin-
guistic forms or information. These tasks range from explicit metalinguis-
tic discussion (Fotos and Ellis 1991; Fotos 1993, 1994) to implicit
presentation with explicit orientation (Leow 1998b). This line of investi-
gation is based on the claim that task-based instruction/exposure also con-
tributes to language learning by drawing learners’ attention to crucial
grammatical information in the input (e.g., Long 1991; Long and Crookes
1993; Nunan 1989, 1993).

Tasks that have been designed to promote consciousness raising of L2
learners’ grammatical information (Fotos 1993, 1994; Fotos and Ellis
1991) have relied heavily on dyads and group work that have focused
more on learners’ cognitive understanding than on acquisition. A typical
task described in Fotos and Ellis (1991) contains four task cards listing
grammatical and ungrammatical sentences that illustrate the use of dative
verbs and specify the grammatical accuracy of each sentence and a task
sheet that provides basic grammatical and metalinguistic information
concerning dative verbs. The task sheet also includes a chart that partici-
pants fill out with the information. Participants are instructed to discuss
among themselves the formulation of rules concerning dative verbs. The
effects of this type of task have been empirically compared to more tradi-
tional instruction (usually defined as centered on the teacher who pro-
vides explicit explanation of the grammatical point—e.g., adverb and
indirect object placements and relativization—under investigation and
meaning-based instruction). Results generally indicated no difference in
performance between the consciousness-raising group and the tradi-
tional group. In some instances the latter group outperformed the con-
sciousness-raising group, for example, in delayed tasks (Fotos and Ellis
1991) and amount of noticing of targeted forms (Fotos 1993). However,
both types of instruction performed significantly better than the mean-
ing-based instruction (see Doughty and Williams 1998 for critiques of
this type of instruction). Noticing in the 1993 study was operationalized
by learners’ underlining targeted forms in a written text.

Harley (1998) investigated the effects of focus on form tasks on young
learners’ (7-8 years old) development of grammatical gender in French.
Tasks chosen for their design to orient learners’ attention to gender were
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those that required the naming of individual concrete objects such as in
the games I spy, Simon says, bingo, concentration, and my aunt’s suitcase.
During these games, participants were also explicitly encouraged to iden-
tify the phonological, orthographic, and morphological cues that assign
gender to an object. Harley found that while the experimental group per-
formed significantly better than the control group, “item” learning ap-
peared to be more promoted than “system learning.” She also found that
significant improved performance by the experimental group was main-
tained on a delayed posttest administered six months later. Attention was
operationalized by learners’ performance on the postexposure tasks.

Leow (1998b) used a problem-solving task (a crossword puzzle) in
which learners’ attention was explicitly drawn to a mismatch between the
correct targeted forms and incorrect forms induced by learners’ prior
knowledge of the regular verbal paradigm of Spanish preterit. A key char-
acteristic of this task was Loschky and Bley-Vroman’s (1993) notion of
“task-essentialness” that required learners to pay attention to the targeted
grammatical forms in order to complete the task successfully. The effect of
this type of instructional exposure, called learner-centered, was contrasted
with a teacher-centered exposure defined as the “use of instructional
strategies to draw the learners’ attention to the form(s) or structure(s) pre-
sented by the teacher” (Leow 1998b, p. 51). Investigating the effects of
amount (single vs. multiple) and type (teacher-centered vs. learner-cen-
tered) on 88 adult learners’ L2 morphological development, Leow found
that both learner-centered and multiple exposures contributed signifi-
cantly to learners’ ability to take in and produce in writing morphological
forms when compared to single and teacher-centered exposures. These su-
perior performances were maintained on both posttests administered
three weeks and fourteen weeks after the instructional treatment/exposure
period.

One striking finding was the learner-centered group’s superiority over
the teacher-centered group on all posttests. Both groups had been alerted
and oriented to the targeted forms either by the teacher or by the task in-
structions, and both had significantly increased their scores from the
pretest. Leow attributed the significant difference between the two groups
on the immediate posttest to the amount of attention at the level of notic-
ing. In other words, while the experimental task itself dictated the degree
of attention to be paid to the targeted forms in order to complete it suc-
cessfully, the role attention played in the teacher-centered group still
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remains speculative. In such an instructional treatment, in spite of efforts
to alert and orient learners’ attention to targeted forms, there is no evi-
dence to indicate that all of the learners were cognitively registering or
even paying attention to the forms.

Studies that Have Investigated the Role of Awareness
in L2 Development

Relatively few empirical studies have directly addressed the role of aware-
ness in L2 development in the L2 classroom. Some focus on form studies
have made indirect references to the role of awareness (e.g., Doughty and
Varela 1998; Jourdenais et al. 1995; Leeman, Arteagoitia, Fridman, and
Doughty 1995) although this construct was not operationalized or mea-
sured. Other studies have made direct attempts to operationalize and
measure awareness in their research designs, employing off-line proce-
dures such as debriefing postexposure questionnaires (Robinson 1995b,
1996, 1997a, 1997b), on-line procedures such as think-aloud protocols
(e.g., Leow 1997a; Rosa 1999; Rosa and O'Neill in press), or a combina-
tion of both on-line (think-aloud protocols) and off-line (grammaticality
judgment task and rule-statement test) procedures (Alanen 1995). Be-
cause on-line procedures produce more robust data with respect to the
role of awareness during interaction with the input or L2 data, only stud-
ies that have employed think-aloud protocols as a measurement tool of
awareness will be presented.

Leow (1997a) quantitatively and qualitatively addressed the role of
awareness in foreign language behavior at a morphological level in relation
to Schmidt’s noticing hypothesis. He first undertook to establish that
noticing did indeed occur before attempting to address the role of levels of
awareness and their effects on L2 behavior. Awareness in this study was
based on Tomlin and Villa’s (1994) restricted definition and Allport’s
(1988) criteria for the presence of awareness: (a) a show of some behav-
ioral or cognitive change (e.g., verbal or written production of the stem
change of the targeted form) due to the experience and (b) a report of
being aware of the experience or (c) some form of metalinguistic descrip-
tion of the underlying rule. Leow analyzed the think-aloud protocols pro-
duced by twenty-eight adult beginning learners of Spanish who were
required to complete a problem-solving task (a crossword puzzle) and
their immediate performances on two postexposure tasks designed to elicit
recognition and written production of the targeted forms—the “irregular”
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third person singular and plural preterit forms of stem-changing -ir verbs
in Spanish. From the analysis of the think-alouds he identified three levels
of awareness: (+ cognitive change, — meta-awareness, — morphological rule
formation] where participants did not provide a report of their subjective
experience nor did they verbalize any rule; [+ cognitive change, + meta-
awareness, — morphological rule formation] where participants did report
their subjective experience but did not provide any verbalization of the
rule; and [+ cognitive change, + meta-awareness, + morphological rule
formation] where participants provided both a report and a verbalization
of rule formation (similar to Schmidt’s 1995, p. 29 notion of understand-
ing that is a higher level of awareness).

His findings led to three conclusions: First, he found that meta-aware-
ness appeared to correlate with an increased usage of hypothesis testing
and morphological rule formation (conceptually driven processing),
while absence of meta-awareness appeared to correlate with an absence of
such processing. Second, the findings indicated that more awareness con-
tributed to more recognition and accurate production of the noticed
forms by facilitating or enhancing further processing of such forms con-
tained in the L2 data. One consequence of this increased allocation of at-
tention could have contributed to learners’ more effective intake and
immediate retrieval of noticed forms when compared to less awareness at
this level. Finally, the findings provided empirical support for the facilita-
tive effects of awareness on foreign language behavior.

Rosa and O’Neill (in press) extended Leow’s (1997a) line of investiga-
tion by exploring the role of awareness at a syntactic level, namely, on
learners’ intake of Spanish conditional sentences in the context of a prob-
lem-solving task. Sixty-seven participants were randomly assigned to five
different conditions premised on five degrees of explicitness (a combina-
tion of + formal instruction and + directions to search for rules). Intake
was measured by learners’ performance on a multiple-choice recognition
administered immediately after the experimental task. Like Leow (1997a),
concurrent think-aloud protocols were used to establish different levels of
awareness. Rosa and O’Neill found results similar to Leow’s (1997a)
study: While both awareness at the level of noticing and understanding
contributed substantially to a significant increase in learners’ ability to
take in the targeted structure, awareness at the level of understanding also
had a differential impact on the amount of intake when compared to
awareness at the level of noticing.
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Rosa (1999) expanded Rosa and O’Neill’s study (in press) to include
novel exemplars, a written production task, and delayed posttests. Using
a computerized task, she found corroborating evidence for the overall
facilitative effect of awareness (at both the level of noticing and under-
standing) on L2 learning. Likewise, higher levels of awareness (i.e.,
understanding) proved to be more effective than lower levels (i.e,
noticing).

The overall findings from these studies indicate a strong role for
awareness in L2 development and that as the level of awareness increases,
there appears to be a corresponding improvement in learners’ per-
formances. The studies also revealed that several participants, irrespective
of experimental condition with different instructions, demonstrated sim-
ilar levels of awareness. For example, Robinson found in a postexposure
questionnaire that several participants in his implicit learning condition
demonstrated awareness, even at the level of understanding. Similar
findings were found in Alanen (1995) and Rosa and O’Neill (in press)
participants’ think-aloud protocols gathered on-line while completing a
task.

The roles of attention and awareness in L2 learning are, without doubt,
areas of investigation that warrant further empirical research in the class-
room setting. The present challenges to SLA researchers are to test
further the current approaches presented earlier and to improve the op-
erationalization of both attention and what constitutes awareness in L2
learning in the experiments conducted in the classroom setting. As
pointed out by Leow (1998a), due to the research design of most of these
studies in which attention was operationalized as performance on post-
exposure tasks, only claims can be made on the actual role attention or
awareness played in learners’ performances after instructional treatment
or exposure. These challenges may necessitate the use of both on-line and
immediate off-line data collection as far as is permissible under the con-
ditions of the research designs. In addition, while it is accepted that some
form of attention should be paid to formal features in the foreign lan-
guage classroom, there are several areas of research that warrant future re-
search. These areas include the selection of forms, the presentation of
forms, and the timing of forms, together with curricular decisions with
respect to focus on form instruction (see Chapter 10 in Doughty and
Williams [1998] for a thorough discussion of these issues), and the role of
individual learning styles. |
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Suggestions for the Classroom Teacher

Based on the review of both theoretical and empirical evidence as pre-
sented earlier, several suggestions may be made. First of all, the crucial
role that attention plays in subsequent processing of incoming input, that
is, L2 development, is generally accepted by both theorists and re-
searchers. The present overview of studies that have addressed in some
way the effects of focus on form also strongly suggests that explicit focus on
form provides an overall benefit for faster learning and higher levels of
performances when compared to lack of exposure to this type of instruc-
tional treatment or exposure. In other words, the findings suggest that ef-
forts, such as input flooding and written input enhancement to draw
learners’ attention implicitly to targeted forms in the input may not be as
successful as those efforts that explicitly do so, for example, explicit learn-
ing conditions and classroom-based tasks designed to draw learners’ at-
tention to forms. Explicitly drawing learners’ attention to targeted forms
through the creation of explicit conditions, exposure, or instruction ap-
pears to promote the allocation of more attentional resources to notice
such forms that may be potentially overlooked by the learners. This ap-
proach incorporates the notions of L2 learners’ limited attentional re-
sources and the low salience of specific linguistic forms or structures that
are routinely encountered in the L2 data.

Second, in addition to attempting to draw learners’ attention explicitly
to form in the input, it is also suggested that careful consideration be
made in designing pedagogical tasks that learners perform in the class-
room. The findings suggest that classroom tasks or activities designed to
promote noticing of targeted forms during instructional exposure to L2
data or while engaging in meaningful interaction facilitates learners’ ori-
entation to and potential noticing of targeted linguistic forms in the
input. Indeed, it appears that these tasks must be carefully designed not
only to promote learners’ attention to the targeted forms in the input or
L2 data but also to be robust enough to warrant noticing of the forms (see
Leow 1998b).

Third, preliminary findings on the role of awareness in L2 development
indicate that, in addition to the facilitative role of awareness at the level of
noticing in further processing of L2 data, higher levels of awareness (that
is, understanding) translate into more learning. Since raising one’s aware-
ness of linguistic forms or structures is more an internal process than an
external one, it is suggested that computerized or individualized tasks be
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included in the classroom and/or laboratory activities. These are tasks in
which learners need to notice (and perhaps understand the underlying
rules of) the targeted form or structure in order to complete the task
successfully. |

Conclusion

This paper has presented an overview of the theoretical issues surround-
ing the roles of attention and awareness in adult language learning; it then
provided a brief, critical summary of studies that have in some way at-
tempted to investigate empirically their roles in the foreign language
classroom. As pointed out, more robust research designs are certainly
warranted in future studies exploring these crucial aspects of L2 develop-
ment while other theoretically driven alternatives to current instructional
proposals are also warranted. Current research findings are promising;
and, hopefully, as we increase our understanding of the processes in-
volved in language learning, we will become more aware of the variables
that contribute to language learning and teaching and pay attention to the
instructional procedures we use in the formal classroom.

Notes

1. Leow notes that the question of whether the presence of awareness at
the level of detection was crucial for further processing to take place was
not an issue in this study. The focus was on the differential effects of
Tomlin and Villa’s three attentional functions motivated by the coarse-
grained versus fine-grained approaches to the study of attention in SLA.

2. It should be noted that Doughty and Williams (1998) reject any ex-

plicit explanation of formal knowledge that is not immediately fol-
lowed by activities along the lines of their focus on form instruction
with signals and brief interventions (p. 250). This distinction would
appear to eliminate from Doughty and Williams’ definition of focus on
form instructional, task-based approaches such as consciousness-rais-
ing (Fotos and Ellis 1991; Fotos 1993, 1994) and processing instruction
(e.g., Cadierno 1995; Collentine 1998; VanPatten and Cadierno 1993;
VanPatten and Oikkenon 1996; VanPatten and Sanz 1995), and the
Garden Path technique (Tomasello and Herron 1988, 1989), together
with more recent studies that investigated on-line processes to address
empirically the effects of attention and awareness on language learning
(e.g., Leow 1997a, 1998a, 1998b; Rosa 1999; Rosa and O’Neill in press).
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