should mention that this structure is used when
the action itself is the focus of attention not the
agent, and this is why we present new structures
through comprehensible texts.

To sum up, students should become aware that
the ultimate goal of languge leamning is oral or
written communication and if they don't fully
realize this point they can come out of the
classroom beliveing that different structures are
to make things even more difficult to them. We
need approaches that activate students’ minds to
learn how they can use structures correctly and
effectively to interact with others.
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Table 2. T-test for Both Groups on Pre-test

Observed T - Value Two tailed Probability T Critical Df
Value (0.05)

0.53 2 61

Table 2, T-test for Both Groups on Pre-test

Observed T - Value Twao tailed Probability T Critical Df
Value ( ¢0.05)

0.53 2 61

Students on our two experimental groups were
taught certain grammatical items in two different
ways which were explained before. At the end of
the treatment, the students were required to take a
writing test which was in fact our post-test. After
runing statistical analysis on the results of the
writing test it was found that there was a significant
difference between the scores obtained from the
two groups (Table 4 and 5). Thus, the nuli-
hypothesis which read: "There is no significant
difference between the scores obtained from the
two groups"” was rejected.

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for Both Groups' Post-test

Group X v 8 N
A 71.67 124.99 .18 27
B 56.8 3352 579 36

Table 5. T-test for Both Groups on Post-test
Observed T - Value Two tailed Probability { ¢.05) D
7.18 349 6l

Conclusion and Pedagogical Implication

The present study has two dimensions: Firstly,
the effect of teaching grammar via the processing
input-based approach has been compared with the
traditional approach which is based on direct
explanation of grammatical items and subsequent
repetition and secondly, the results of dividing
students into groups working on texts has been

taken into consideration. i

Regarding the first aspect of the study, resdlts
of this research shows that teaching grammid' is
more useful when directed at processing the
structures by the students. Therefore, traditional
approaches are not as effective as the processing
input-based approach examined here.

On the other hand, dividing the students into
small groups for joint activities would result in
better understanding of structures and motivated
less talented ones to learn new structures presented
through texts.

Thus, the question of whether grammar should
be taught in classrooms or not is no longer
appropriate, and teachers should go after more
procedural input-based approaches that engage
students in task-based activities to discover how
second langauge structures fit into the context: in
which they are used. Besides, when students are
divided into groups, more knowledgeable students
help the others come at a common understanding
of how grammar structures are formed, and then
after teacher's guiding and explaining new
structures, students are asked to use the newly-
learned structures in their own sentences.

Put another way, input-based activities should
precede productive activities. For instance, so long
as students haven't found out how passive voice
is constructed, they shouldn't be expected to use
them in their own sentences. It is also found that
grammar teaching is more effective when besides
teaching the form, teachers clarify the contextual
appropriateness of each grammatical item; since
in actval communication outside the classroom,
form and meaning are so closely tied that withgut
knowing their relationship one can hardly chodse
correct structures. The actual use of ]inguis:tic
structures are bound to several sociolinguisiic
elements such as the context, the distance between
interlocutors and the purpose of communication.
For example, when teaching passive voice, we



the way the new structure works. After that, the
teacher states the correct rule by amending the
groups’ proposed generalizations. So far, the
groups’ members have been involved in the
process of comprehension, from now on, they are
required to produce what they have learned. and
this is done by means of “controlled structured
activities” which are made up of a number of
sentences whose words are jumbled. The students
in each group should unravel their disorder
according to the newly-learned rule and then
connect these separate sentences to make a
coherent text.

Writing their own texts, students are actually
expressing their unique understanding of their
topic or event; that is; each group may write a
different version of the story using almost the
same words, and so long as the grammar of the
language is not violated all scenartos are equally
acceptable. The teacher asks the groups to read
their texts, listens to everybody’s idea about them
and gives comments when necessary.

Unlike group A in which students play the
most important roles in learning grammar, in
group B students are required to listen to the

the new structures mechanically wi
receiving sufficient input.

Results
As mentioned before, prior
implementation of two distinct proce
teaching grammar, students were rg
assigned to group A and group B, rest
comprising 27 and 36 subjects. The p
aimed at making sure that these two g
homogeneous in terms of their &ﬁ
English grammar. They were

running a 70 item grammar 1
battery of Michigan Test an.
there wasn't any significant/dj
the average score of the tg&é
3). )

Table 1. Descriptive Statistic 1
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at the beginning of the semester through a battery
of Michigan Test (1997) which showed that they
were homogeneous in terms of their grammatical
competence. Each of the two classes were held
twice a week, each session lasting about 100
minutes. In group B, grammar was taught
traditionally; that is, in a linear, teacher-fronted
manner, and in group A, a Processing Input-Based
Approach was adopted that was basically
designed to let the students actually get involved
in group problem-solving activities to infer
grammar structures,

The treatment lasted for the whole semester
and consisted of the following grammatical
points: tenses, coordinating conjunctions,
correlative conjunctions, and conjunctive
adverbs. At the end of the semester, a directed
writing task was given to the students of both
groups to see how well they could utilize the
grammar structures they had been taught. The
content of this writing task revolved around the
importance of learning grammar and the way this
could be done best. This writing task had two
pUIposes:

Firstly, it was aimed at eliciting performance
from the students and secondly, it was devised to
help them express their idea about the course;
that is their reflection on grammar. Students’
writing were corrected on the basis of ESL
Composition Profile taken from Testing ESL
Composition: A Practical Approach” by Jacobs,
etal, 1981, p. 30.

Procedure

In this study , great importance has been
attached to students’ social and cognitive abilities.
The approach planned for teaching grammar to
group A has two phases: comprehension and
production. Comprehension comes first, because
it is the way we expect grammar structures to be
processed and learned before they can emerge in

learner’s output. This is what happens in |
acquisition too.

In this approach, students are provided with
comprehensible texts, which include certain
grammar structures. These texts would act as a
trigger for the students’ higher order thinking
patterns to start working. They are required to
read and process the given passages and thereby
come up with their own generalizations about the
new structures. This way, students are actually
involved in a problem-solving procedure whereby
they look at each text as a problem to be solved
in order to comprehend the idea of the passage
and reach at a conclusion concerning the way the
new structure is formed. This input-oriented way
of teaching grammar is in accord with Van
Patten’s 1996 “PROCESSING INSTRUCTION™
which is specially based on the idea that for tfle
learners to learn the grammar of language, th{ey
should first process the input they are exposed
to. In other words, unless language is meaningful
for the students, they wouldn't be able to form
their own hypothesis about the nature of its
grammar. Language is made meaningful when it
serves a communicative function or conveys an
idea to the students, and the logic behind
presenting grammar through texts is to make them
integrate semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic
properties of language.

In this study, students were divided into
different groups so that small-scale societies were
provided in the classroom each of which
consisting of members with different individual
zones of potential growth. Via group problem—
solving activities, more competent students aid
less competent ones in arriving at a joint
understanding of the passage and the neiw
grammar structure. After the formation of
different hypotheses by different groups, the
teacher reads all the alternatives to every group,
and asks them to justify their consensus about



meaning connections might happen compared
with what goes on in less controlled situations™
(p. 60).

*Structured Input” is the centerpicce of what
Van Patten refers to as “Processing Instruction”,
an approach to grammar instruction that combines
a traditional focus on form with comprehensible
input in an attempt to “alter the processing
strategies that learners take to the task of
comprehension and to encourage them to make
better form-meaning connections than they
would, if left to their own devises” {p. 60).

Paying due attention to social identity of L2
learners, the above-mentioned method has been
applied in a study to present new structures. In
this approach, learners were provided with
controlled situations through giving
comprehensible input which had to be read and
processed by the students. In this method, L2
grammar 18 internalized by encouraging subjects
to solve grammatical problems in much the same
way that a young child solves (constructs) the
grammar of his native language. Problem-solving

in this context refers to the induction of
grammatical rules by means of explicit analysis
of languge samples. It is essentially a discovery
procedure involving hypothesis formation leading
to the formulation of rules. There is strong
evidence to suggest that problem-solving is a
vitluable strategy for discovering L2 grammar,

Research Question

This investigation is designed to answer this
question:

“Does the application of a Processing Input-
Based Approach to teaching grammar result in
significantly higher performance of university
students on a directed writing task?”

Design and Instrumentation

Subjects of this research were 63 first-semester
Iranjan university students majoring in English
translation or English literature. These students
comprised group A which consisted of 27 people
and group B which had 36 subjects.

Students in these two groups were pre-tested
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Abstract |

The linear process adopted in traditional approaches to teaching grammar results fin
decontextualization of structures presented in textbooks. Learners are given isolated sentences,
which are expected to be internalized through exercises involving repetition, manipulation, and
grammatical transformation. These exercises are designed to provide learners with formal,
declarative mastery, but often don’t provide opportunities for leamers to explore grammatical
structures in context. Hence, they make the task of developing procedural skill-being able to use
the language for communication—more difficult than it needs to be, because learners are denied the
opportunity of seeing the systematic relationships that exist between form, meaning, and use.

In this study, the Processing Instruction Approach to teaching grammar has been compared
with the traditional method of teaching grammar in terms of their effect on two groups of universiéty
students’ writing ability. The results showed that students who were taught grammar in accordani:e
a processing input-based approach gained a considerably higher level of writing ability.

Key Words: processing instruction, structured input-based activities, writing ability.

Introduction

Rutherford (1987} argues that a fixed, static
entity is exactly what most traditional language
teachers envisage when they use the term
grammar. He refers to the common-place
preseniation of grammar in foreign and second
language instruction as “the accumulation of
entities” (p, 17). According to what he says,
traditional approaches to teaching of grammar are
predicted on the beliefs that language is composed
of discrete entities and that the essential
characteristics of the entities (e, g.. the rules for
their formation) can be directly imparted to the
leamner. (p. 56).

There are many teacher, however, who have
grown wary of a traditional, teacher-centered
approach to explicit grammar instruction.
Rejecting the traditional belief that grammar is
acquired through an explicit examination of a rule
followed by application of it in the form of a
mechanical drill, many teachers have opted
instead for a so-called comprehension-based
pedagogy in which students come to know
grammar through exposure to “comprehensible
input” (Krashen 1982).

4

Although comprehension-based approaches to
instruction may vary greatly in how instructors
attempt to render the input comprehensible, they
are similar in their reduced emphasis on formal
grammatical  analysis.  Consequently,
comprehension-based approaches are often
described as shifting the pedagogical focus from
form to meaning. Today, the terms “focus on
form™ and “focus on meaning” are frequently
understood as a shorthand for two competing
ideologies within the foreign language teaching
protession, the two extremes of an ongoing debate
over the efficacy of grammar instruction.

Van Patten and Cadierno (1993) claim that the
debate between traditional and non-traditional
approaches to grammar misses the point. The
question is not whether grammar should be
taught, but how it should be taught. _

Based on studies of input processing, th;é
cognitive processes that learners employ tb
comprehend meaning-bearing input, Van Patte]fi
(1996) suggests that instruction be based on
“Structured Input Activities” in which learners
are given the opportunity to process the input in
a “controlled situation” so that better form-
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