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Abstract: The present study was conducted to investigate the relative effect of structured input, ref-
erential activities, and affective activities on the acquisition of English causative forms. The process-
ing of English causative structures is hindered by The First Noun Principle. Forty-one school-age
Chinese learners of English as a second language were assigned to three treatment groups: (1) Struc-
tured input group; (2) Referential-only group; (3) Affective-only group. This classroom-based study
adopted a pretest-posttest design. The test in the study assessed the interpretation and production
of the target feature at the sentence level. Results showed that the structured input group, and the
referential-only group made significant improvements in both the interpretation and production of
English causative structure, while the affective-only group yielded almost no learning gains from
pre-test to post-test.

Keywords: input processing; structured input activities; referential activities; affective activities;
English causative forms

1. Input Processing and the First Noun Principle

VanPatten’s (1996) input processing theory argues that L2 learners’ attention to in-
coming input is limited, causing processing problems. Input provides crucial data for our
processors which is accommodated into the system through form-meaning connections
and appropriate parsing when it comes to syntactic features. The input processing theory
specifically explores the psycholinguistic strategies used by L2 learners to derive intake
from input. Input is the language that L2 learners hear and read and has a communicative
intent. However, not all the input is processed. L2 learners process only a small portion of
the input (intake) due to the use of processing strategies. VanPatten asserts that L2 learners
may rely on default strategies that hinder efficient input processing. Therefore, modifying
how L2 learners process input could influence both the quality and quantity of intake, and
subsequently affect language development.

The input processing theory’s core assumptions are reflected in its two fundamen-
tal principles. The first principle, called The Primacy of Meaning Principle, suggests that
“learners process input for meaning before they process it for form” (VanPatten 2004, p. 11).
The second principle is known as The First Noun Principle and suggests that “learners tend
to process the first noun or pronoun they encounter in a sentence as the subject” (VanPat-
ten 2004, p. 22). In the case of English causative constructions, L2 learners are inclined
to assign the role of agent to the first element encountered in a sentence. This ineffective
processing leads to a delay in the acquisition of the linguistic feature as L2 learners mis-
interpret the meaning of the sentence. For instance, in the sentence “Jenny had her bike
repaired”, L2 learners are likely to think that it was Jenny who repaired the bike.

Languages 2024, 9, 39. https://doi.org/10.3390/languages9020039

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/languages


https://doi.org/10.3390/languages9020039
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages9020039
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/languages
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5999-560X
https://doi.org/10.3390/languages9020039
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/languages
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/languages9020039?type=check_update&version=1

Languages 2024, 9, 39

2 0f 12

2. Structured Input Activities

The main aim of structured input activities is “to alter the processing strategies/
principles L2 learners take to the task of comprehension and to encourage them to make bet-
ter form-meaning connections and/or parse syntactic features correctly” (VanPatten 1996,
p- 60). There are two types of structured input activities: (i) Referential; (ii) Affective.

Referential activities force L2 learners to focus on a form and its meaning at the same
time. Referential activities are ones where L2 learners must, for example, match a picture
to an utterance in the target language. These activities are usually written or oral ones.
Feedback is provided, indicating whether the answer is right or wrong.

Affective activities usually follow the referential activities and encourage L2 learners
to interpret the message they hear or read by engaging them in activities in which they
might need to express an opinion, or a belief, or provide other affective responses. Accord-
ing to VanPatten (1996, p. 170), affective activities reinforce form-meaning connections
established during referential structured input practices. Wong (2004) argued that affec-
tive activities might either reinforce form-meaning connections or intensify the represen-
tations of form set in referential activities by providing more chances to engage with the
target feature. Farley (2005) suggests that using a combination of referential and affective
activities is the most effective use of structured input practice. Structured input activities
aim at making L2 learners interpret and comprehend the linguistic feature in oral and writ-
ten forms without producing it. Metalinguistic feedback is not provided during structured
input practice.

3. What Are the Effects of Structured Input Activities?

VanPatten and Oikkenon (1996) originally investigated whether a combination of ex-
plicit instruction and structured input activities (full processing instruction treatment) to-
gether were the main factors impacting the acquisition of Spanish object pronouns. Three
groups of L2 learners participated in this study. The first group received only explicit in-
struction about the target feature. The second group received structured input activities
only. The third group received the full processing instruction treatment (explicit infor-
mation + structured input activities). The equal gains made on both the interpretation
and production tests by the processing instruction and the structured input groups were
greater than the ones from the group receiving only explicit information on the target form.
The main findings from this study clearly indicates that the structured input practice is the
causative factor in improving language processing.

Several classroom-based studies (Benati 2004; Wong 2004; Lee and Benati 2007; Van-
Patten 2015) have been carried out over the years to measure the effects of structured input
practice. Overall, empirical research investigating the effects of the two main components
of processing instruction (explicit information + structured input activities) provides a clear
indication that structured input practice is the main factor for ensuring learners’ correct, ef-
fective, and appropriate language processing. Within the processing instruction and struc-
tured input research framework, few recent studies have been carried out to investigate the
effects of these pedagogical instructional treatments on the acquisition of passive English
causative forms. Benati and Batziou (2019) compared the effectiveness of structured input
activities to structured output activities in facilitating the processing of English causative
forms. The assessment included discourse-level immediate and delayed post-tests to as-
sess the interpretation and production of English causative forms. The study sampled 68
native Greek speakers studying English as L2. The participants receiving structured in-
put activities showed improvements in the immediate and delayed post-test compared to
the students receiving structured output activities. Benati and Chan (2023) investigated
whether motivation increased or decreased the effectiveness of structured input activities.
Self-paced reading tests were used in the study. The 50 participants’ first language was Chi-
nese, and their second language was English. The targeted grammatical feature was the
English passive causative form. The results showed that the group with high motivation
and the group with low motivation improved equally after exposure to structured input
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activities in both immediate and delayed self-paced reading post-tests. It was structured
input activities that could cause changes that facilitate correct processing and increase the
speed at which L2 learners process English passive causative forms instead of other addi-
tional factors such as learning motivation.

4. What Are the Effects of Referential and Affective Activities?

There is little research comparing the relative effect of the two types of structured
input practice: referential and affective activities. Marsden and Chen (2011) conducted a
classroom-based experiment to compare the effects of referential and affective activities on
the acquisition of the English past tense inflection for regular verbs -ed.

A pretest-posttest design was adopted. Participants were assigned to four groups:
structured input, referential-only, affective-only, and a control group. Structured input
group and referential-only group gained similarly substantial learning outcomes, while
the affective-only group made almost no improvement from pre-test to post-test. No con-
clusions about the effect of isolated referential activities or isolated affective activities can
be drawn based on Marsden and Chen’s (2011) study, since the referential + affective group
encountered items with the target form at double the rate of the referential only group and
the affective only group. One of the interpretations of the results is that only referential
activities are needed to bring change in the processing system. Unfortunately, another
shortcoming in Marsden and Chen’s study is the fact that they only tested for explicit
knowledge of a rule. Therefore, the fact that they found affective activities did not help L2
learners could be because they did not account for how to test processing change through
interpretation tasks.

Henshaw (2012) also investigated the relative effects of structured input activities, ei-
ther in combination or in isolation, on the recognition and interpretation of the Spanish
subjunctive. Participants were assigned to three groups: full structured input group (ref-
erential + affective activities); referential-only group; and affective-only group. A pre-test,
immediate post-test, and delayed post-test were administered to assess the effectiveness
of the instructional treatments. The findings in Henshaw’s (2012) study suggested that
structured input, referential activities, and affective activities facilitated the acquisition of
the Spanish subjunctive in an equal way. The results of this study indicated that the two
groups that engaged in affective activities were able to better maintain learning gains over
the span of two weeks than the group that received only referential structured input activ-
ities as measured via an interpretation test.

Robayna (2020) examined the effectiveness of the different aspects of the instructional
intervention of processing instruction (referential versus affective activities). Participants
in this study received instruction with either referential only, affective only, or referential
and affective in combination. A control group received no instruction. This study adopted
a pre-test, immediate post-test, and delayed post-test experimental design in examining
the effectiveness of instruction on the interpretation of different word order sentences and
present and past tense morphological sentences. A self-paced reading task was also devel-
oped in this study to measure online effects. The results from the sentence interpretation
test, for both word order and morphology, revealed that the referential affective group
made the most gains and maintained them a week later. The referential only group made
gains and maintained them only on the word order study. The affective only group did
not make any gains with either the word order or morphology. In the self-paced read-
ing test, only the referential group showed a change in processing for grammatical and
ungrammatical sentences within the word order sentences.
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5. Motivation of the Present Study

In reviewing the studies investigating isolated or combined effects of referential and
affective activities, it seems that there is still yet to be a verdict as to whether affective ac-
tivities play a role in input processing. Marsden and Chen (2011) showed that even in
attempting to maintain a task-essential element within affective activities, it was the ref-
erential activities that contributed to the learners’ gains rather than the affective activities.
A limitation in this study is the fact that they tested only explicit knowledge. Henshaw
(2012) showed affective activities to be responsible for the learners’ gains. In Robayna’s
(2020) study the referential group made gains and maintained them only in the correct
processing of word order sentences.

It is hard to compare the results obtained between Marsden and Chen (2011), Hen-
shaw (2012), and more recently Robayna (2020) and draw any definitive conclusions. Sim-
ilarly to Marsden and Chen (2011), Henshaw (2012), and Robayna (2020), the present study
measures any potential difference between referential and affective activities. The research
database exploring the isolated and combined effects of referential activities and affec-
tive activities is limited to few studies, and the results are mixed. In addition, it would
be important to ensure that these effects are measured using participants from different
backgrounds and ages. The Age Hypothesis argues that this treatment (structured input)
would be equally effective with younger learners as well as it is with older learners (Benati
and Lee 2008, p. 174).

The main purpose of the present study is to compare the effectiveness and role of
structured input referential and affective activities on the acquisition of English causative
forms and to provide additional insights into the current debate on the role and effective-
ness of referential and affective structured input activities. The specific research questions
that guide this study are the following:

Q1: Which type of structured input activities (referential or affective) bring the most
improvement in the interpretation of English causative forms at the sentence level?

(Q2: Which type of structured input activities (referential or affective) bring the most
improvement in the production of English causative forms at the sentence level?

6. The Design of the Study
6.1. Overall Procedure

A classroom experiment was carried out to compare short-term effects of structured
input activities (referential and affective combined), referential activities, and affective ac-
tivities on the acquisition of English causative constructions. In the experiment, time and
the type of treatment were used as the independent factors. Participants were randomly
assigned to the three instructional groups: structured input group; referential-only group;
and affective-only group. This study adopted a pre-test and post-test design. The test items
measured the participants’ accuracy in interpreting and producing the English causative
forms. The assessment tests were the dependent factor. They consisted of an interpreta-
tion test at the sentence level and a production test at the sentence level. The pre-tests were
conducted a week prior to the start of the experiment. Participants who achieved a score
higher than 50% on the pre-test were not included in the final pool.

Two sessions were given to each group of participants over a one-day instruction pe-
riod. Each session lasted 40 min. A post-test was conducted immediately after the end
of the instructional treatment. Before the start of the experiment, the language teachers
received training on the use of the materials and test. They did not provide any grammar
explanation or feedback about the target feature during the experiment. Participants and
their parents signed a consent form to take part in the experiment, before the beginning of
this study (see the Overview of the study in Figure 1 below).
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Consent form Administered to all original pool
Pre-tests Interpretation test at the sentence level
(Iweek before instruction) Production test at the sentence level
Structured input group
Randomization Referential-only group

Affective-only group

Instructional Period 1 day (2 x 40 min sessions)
Post-tests Interpratation test at the sentence level
Immediate after instruction Production test at the sentence level

Figure 1. Overview of the study.

6.2. Participants

The participants used in the experiment were forty-one Chinese speakers with English
as their second language. They were recruited in grade seven from a private Middle School
in Huizhou, Guangdong Province. Their age was between 12 and 13 years old. All the par-
ticipants were English learners with a low proficiency level. Participants were randomly
assigned to three instructional groups: (i) Structured input group (n = 14); (ii) Referential-
only group (n = 14); (iii) Affective-only group (n = 13). Participants used the same English
textbooks and attended seven English lessons each week, with each lesson lasting 40 min.
All the regular English courses in the school adopted the typical traditional approach of
Presentation—Practice-Production and followed the junior high school English curriculum
standards in China. In addition, the following criteria were used to select the population
for this study: (i) Be native Chinese speaker; (ii) Take part in all stages of the experiment;
(iif) No exposure to the target feature before; (iv) Achieve a score of less than 50% in the
pre-tests to be included in the final pool.

6.3. Target Feature

The main reason for choosing the English passive causative form as a target feature
in this study is because it is often processed incorrectly by L2 learners due to the default
use of the First Noun Principle (VanPatten 1996). Empirical research has confirmed that
language learners do rely on this processing principle when interpreting sentences, regard-
less of age and language background (LoCoco 1987; VanPatten 1985). As confirmed by
the findings of the study conducted by Benati and O’Donoghue (2021), language learners
initially depend on this principle to process language input, after which they gradually de-
velop a more accurate strategy to correctly interpret the input. The First Noun Principle is
used by learners as a default strategy in processing both Object—Verb-Subject word order
in Noun Verb Noun sentences as well as Verb—Object-Subject word order in Verb—Noun-
Noun sentences. Language learners interpret the first noun encountered as the subject in
both pre-verbal position sentences and post-verbal position sentences. When encountering
the structure of English passive causative forms (noun + have/has/had + something + past
participle), learners tend to assign the agent of the action to the first noun mistakenly due
to the First Noun Principle. Potentially, effective instructional treatment tackling this pro-
cessing problem is worth investigating, hence English passive causative forms are chosen
as the target linguistic feature in the current study.

L2 learners tend to rely on the First Noun Principle in assigning the role of the sub-
ject in sentences and, in this way, they misinterpret the meaning of the sentence, causing
delays in processing and acquiring the syntactic feature. In the sentence “Alessandro had
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his jacket washed”, L2 learners would parse Alessandro as the person who washed the jacket
and, therefore, they would misunderstand the meaning of the sentence.

6.4. Materials

One main set of material was developed in this study. Structured input activities were
designed following the guidelines provided by Lee and VanPatten (2003). Instructional
materials were handed out to learners in the form of worksheets. Participants were not
given explicit metalinguistic feedback or any form of explanation information about the
target linguistic feature.

6.4.1. Structured Input Group

The set of material for the structured input treatment was developed by the researcher
following the guidelines on the creation of structured input activities presented originally
by Lee and VanPatten (2003). The instructional treatment for the structured input group
included forty-two target items spread across five activities: three referential and two af-
fective activities. Each activity (either reading or listening based on the structured input
guidelines) was developed to ensure that participants would process sentences containing
the causative structure effectively and appropriately. During the treatment, participants
were not required to produce the target feature. The referential activities incorporated
both auditory and written input and required participants to match a picture to an utter-
ance in the target language. Feedback is provided, indicating whether the answer is right
or wrong. In contrast to referential activities, affective activities do not have definitive
correct or incorrect answers. The intention was for participants to simultaneously map
meaning and structure while engaging with realistic scenarios. No metalinguistic expla-
nation or feedback is provided during structured input activities as the main aim of this
pedagogical intervention is to help L2 learners to become better processors of input.

6.4.2. Referential-Only Group

Additional referential activities were developed for the referential-only group, includ-
ing forty-two items in total. The input in the treatment was in both oral and written
form and no affective activities were included. Figure 2 provides a sample of a referen-
tial activity.

Who mended the dress? (a) Jane {b) someone else (c)
Who repaired the car? (a) Penny {b) someone else  {c)
Who delivered the flowers? {a) Emma {b) someone else (c)
Who invited all the people to the partv? (a) Peter {b) someone else (c)
Who tuned the guitar? (a) Bill {b) someone else (C)

Figure 2. Referential structured input activity.

Listen to the sentences and answer the questions, you can circle option (C) if you are
not sure.

6.4.3. Affective-Only Group

Additional affective activities were developed for the affective-only group, containing
forty-two target items in total. There were no referential activities in the treatment for the
affective-only group. Figure 3 provides a sample of an affective activity.
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Step 1: Indicate which of the following things happened to you in real life. Be prepared to

share with the class.

Yes No
1. T had my wehicle repaired last month. oo
2. T had my hair cut at least once last year. oo
3. Lhad my photo taken. (mym|
4. T had my bills paid. oo
5. Lhad my car washed. oo

Step 2: As the instructor reads the statements, raise your hand if it is true for vou. Someone
should keep a record on the board.
Step 3: Let's find out now which are the three most popular and the three least popular

things in our class.

Figure 3. Affective structured input activity.

7. Assessment

Two tests at sentence-level were developed for this study (interpretation and pro-
duction). It was decided that the interpretation test was administered before the produc-
tion test.

The interpretation tests consisted of twenty sentences, with ten distracters and the
other ten target items. Target items chosen for the test were different than the ones used
for the treatments. Each of the sentence was read aloud to the participants just once at a
regular speed to gauge their immediate response to the auditory input. The participants
were required to determine who was carrying out the action and select the corresponding
image or choose “not sure” (see sample in Figure 4).

To determine the performer of the action described in each sentence, please choose ei-
ther option a or b, or choose “NOT SURE” if it is unclear who the agentis. (X} T-&M) ¥,
IR HPATHR R AD) . ATLAER e BB b W RARTCTARE RE NG HERS, 1HIE+%
R )

¢) NOT SURE

Figure 4. Sample item of the sentence-level interpretation test.

A sentence-level production test was also designed for this study to measure possible
effects of the treatment on L2 learners’ developing system (see sample in Figure 5). Al-
though participants were not required to produce the target feature during the treatment
received, a production test was used in this study to measure the competence of learners to
assess their internal system for production. This involved five sentences with blanks, four
of which demanded the participants to produce the English causative, while the other one
was a distracter. Participants were given a brief, coherent script with a missing part. They
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were offered the start of this sentence along with some hints. The main aim was for par-
ticipants to finish the second sentence in a manner that preserved the script’s conveyed
meaning. Only the target items were scored in the sentence-level interpretation test and
the sentence-level production test. In the interpretation test, no point was given for an
incorrect response and one point for a correct one. In the production test, each correct re-
sponse earned two points, while no points were given for incorrect responses. On a few
occasions, one point was given for using an incorrect verb form (such as opting for an
infinitive over a past participle) while constructing the structure correctly.

Rewrite the second phrase in each of the following scripts using the words provided in
parentheses to convey the same meaning as the previous phrase. You are allowed to make
any necessary changes but must include the given words. However, you must not delete
any words from the original phrase. (¥4 PL N SO 1) 55 — A1) fff 3% 5 SR L i B i) EAT 0SS
CMEIE S AT — A R A 8. R AT L E R B, (B S 4 e B . (A
BEMH R S £ A (K AR AT H24] . )

Jason hates doing housework. He often asks others to tidy his room. Last Sunday,

Jason had J(tidy, room)
Linda broke her legs. Therefore, she couldn’t cook or go to the restaurant. So she
had . (deliver, food)

Figure 5. Sample of sentence-level production test.

8. Results

A one-way ANOVA was used on the pre-test scores from all tests to determine any
prior knowledge of the target item and to ensure group homogeneity at the start of the
instruction. A two-way repeated measures ANOVA was adopted with “Treatment” as the
between-subject factor and “Time” as the within-subject factor, comparing the pre-test to
the post-test results. A subsequent post-hoc analysis was conducted to assess any differ-
ences in performance between the three types of treatments.

8.1. Sentence-Level Interpretation Data

A one-way ANOVA was performed on the pre-test scores. The results indicated that
there were no statistical differences among the three groups prior to receiving instructions
(F (2, 41) =0.023, p = 0.995). The descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 1 and showed
that the structured input group and the referential-only group improved from pre-test to
post-test at accurately interpreting sentences containing the target feature. In contrast, the
affective-only group did not.

Table 1. Sentence-level interpretation test (descriptive statistics).

Groups Mean Std. Deviation
structured input 2.000 1.690
Pre-test referential-only 2.143 2.445
affective only 2.000 1.754
structured input 8.000 4.342
Post-test referential-only 8.256 3.769
affective only 2.000 1.922

The repeated-measures ANOVA revealed a significant effect for Treatment
(F (2, 41)=6.972, p < 0.0001); a significant effect for Time (F (1, 41) = 63.242, p < 0.0001);
and significant interaction between Treatment and Time (F (2, 41) = 6.533, p < 0.0001).

Considering the statistically significant difference for Treatment, a Tukey post-hoc
test was carried out to compare groups’ performance from pre-test to post-test. The re-
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sults of the post-hoc test indicated no significant difference between the structured input
group and the referential-only group (p = 0.900). They were both statistically better than
the affective-only group (structured input > affective-only group, p =0.011; referential-only
group > affective-only group, p = 0.002).

8.2. Sentence-Level Production Data

A one-way ANOVA was conducted on the pre-test scores of the production test. The
results (F (2, 41) = 0.694, p = 0.560) suggested that there was no statistically significant dif-
ference among the three groups before instruction. Table 2 displays the average scores
and standard deviations of the three instruction groups for the sentence-level production
test. The descriptive statistics indicated that the structured input group, and referential-
only group made significant gains. However, the affective-only group made almost no
improvement from pre-test to post-test.

Table 2. Sentence-level production test (descriptive statistics).

Groups Mean Std. Deviation
structured input 0.000 0.000
Pre-test referential-only 0.000 0.000
affective only 0.077 0.266
structured input 2.357 2.158
Post-test referential-only 2.500 2.557
affective only 0.231 0.576

The repeated-measures ANOVA revealed a significant effect for Treatment
(F (2, 41) = 3.424, p = 0.020); a significant effect for Time (F (1, 41) = 43.444, p < 0.0001);
and significant interaction between Treatment and Time (F (2, 41) = 3.807, p = 0.012).

The Tukey post-hoc test was carried out to compare groups’ gains from pre-test to
post-test. The test indicated no significant difference between the structured input group,
and the referential-only group (p = 0.910). They were both statistically better than the
affective-only group (structured input > affective-only group, p = 0.026; referential-only
group > affective-only group, p =0.001).

8.3. Summary of Results

The two questions of the present study were as follows:

Q1: Which type of structured input activities (referential or affective) bring the most
improvement in the interpretation of English causative forms at the sentence level?

(Q2: Which type of structured input activities (referential or affective) bring the most
improvement in the production of English causative forms at the sentence level?

The main findings from this study provide enough evidence to offer an answer to
research question 1. Participants in both the structured input and the referential-only in-
structional groups improved their accuracy in the interpretation of causative English forms.
The affective-only group did not.

In relation to question 2, the results of the sentence-level production test echoed the
ones obtained for the sentence-level interpretation test in that the two instructional groups
(the structured input and the referential-only group) equally improved from the pre-test
to the post-test. The affective-only group did not.

9. Discussion and Conclusions

The present study compared the effects of structured input activities with those of
referential and affective activities on learners’ interpretation and production of English
causative forms.



Languages 2024, 9, 39

10 of 12

Accuracy scores were used to measure sentence-level interpretation among the three
instructional groups (structured input, referential-only, and affective-only). The data anal-
ysis confirmed that the structured input group and the referential-only group outperformed
the affective-only group on the post-test. The two instructional groups equally increased
in the accurate interpretation of English causative forms from the pre-test to the post-test.
This is original evidence of the effectiveness of structured input in helping L2 learners to
process syntactic structures. These results are consistent with previous findings obtained
(Marsden and Chen 2011; Robayna 2020) which indicated that the referential-only group
outperformed the affective-only group. As the common element among the two instruc-
tion groups is the “referential activities”, it can be concluded that “referential activities”
might be the causative factor influencing the effects of structured input practice.

The results from the sentence-level production test showed that both the structured
input group and the referential-only group improved from the pre-test to the post-test. The
affective-only group made almost no improvement in the production of English causative
forms. Once again, the structured input and the referential-only group shared a common
element: the referential activities. It can, therefore, be inferred that referential activities are
the causative variable for the improvement in the production of the target feature.

Based on the results of this study, we might conclude that practicing referential ac-
tivities enabled L2 learners to interpret English causative forms accurately and enriched
participants” intake. The results from this experiment concerning the production test are
consistent with previous findings (Marsden and Chen 2011). Referential activities push
learners away from non-optimal processing strategies, such as the First Noun Principle
in the present study. Referential activities, by modifying how L2 learners processed in-
put, might cause changes in their developing linguistic system so that learners can tap into
that system to string together words to produce accurate English causative forms at the
sentence level. More research should be conducted to further measure this claim.

Overall, the findings from the data collection in this study indicate the following:

e  Structured input and specifically referential activities are the causative factor in pro-
viding L2 learners with the ability to process language input more accurately and
effectively. In the case of this study, L2 learners receiving referential structured in-
put activities do not rely on the First Noun Principle when they need to accurately
interpret sentences containing English causative forms;

e  Structured input and specifically referential activities might be the causative factor
in providing L2 learners with the ability to produce sentences containing the target
feature accurately. Referential activities facilitate the accommodation of new linguis-
tic features into learners’ developing system. The evidence shows that L2 learners
can begin stringing words to produce English causative forms at the sentence level,
even though they are far from demonstrating consistent production accuracy. Further
research is needed to generalise this claim;

e  The results of the present study provide further support for the Age Hypothesis (Be-
nati and Lee 2008). The participants in this experiment are school-age learners
(12-13 years old). This hypothesis suggests that, no matter the age of the participants,
structured input practice will be effective in helping L2 learners to process input more
accurately and appropriately.

9.1. Pedagogical Implications

The present study makes some important contributions at the pedagogical level.

Firstly, the evidence that referential activities are the causative variable accounting
for the improvement in the acquisition of the target feature in this study strongly indicates
that these activities are essential in language instruction.

Secondly, structured input practice achieves two main goals: (1) It introduces learners
to the language in a context that is both engaging and easy to grasp without overburden-
ing them; (2) It grants L2 learners the chance to both process input and increase the level
of intake.
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Thirdly, the findings from this empirical study highlight the effectiveness of struc-
tured input practice in focusing simultaneously on form and meaning, paving the way for
a pedagogical approach to focus on form that seamlessly integrates form and meaning.

Despite the observation that the affective activities are less effective than the referen-
tial activities, the main finding of this study should not be overly emphasized to suggest
that affective activities are not effective. Affective structured input activities combined
with referential activities further enhance the input for L2 learners and make the input
more meaningful to them. Affective activities prioritize meaning over form, as they seek
to prompt learners to respond in a real-life scenario and to draw on their personal experi-
ences. More significant learning gains can be achieved through the combination of refer-
ential and affective activities in the long term.

Finally, the findings from this study emphasize that structured input alone can lead
to gains in language learning without the need for explicit information.

In this study, the absence of explicit information on the grammatical structure un-
der investigation in the structured input group and the referential group did not hinder
progress, illustrating that explicit information is not necessary.

9.2. Limitations of the Study

There were four main limitations to this study. Due to the restricted teaching sched-
ule at the school where the experiment was conducted, the treatment’s duration of approxi-
mately 80 min was shorter than the regular intervention duration found in other structured
input studies (Marsden and Chen 2011). A longer intervention period might have resulted
in more significant gains.

The sample size, with less than 15 participants in each group, was relatively small, and
no control group was set due to practical reasons. Engaging a larger number of participants
in the experiment should be considered in future research as this limitation can affect the
validity and the generalizability of the findings.

Another limitation to this study was the absence of delayed post-tests to assess reten-
tion regarding the acquisition of the target feature. Future research should include delayed
follow-up tests to measure long-term effects.

9.3. Further Research

This current study has provided valuable insights and contributions to both theory
and practice while also identifying unresolved questions that may be explored in future
investigations.

Further investigation is needed to evaluate the long-term effects of the three instruc-
tional treatments as measured via an interpretation and production test.

In future research, the effects of the three instructional treatments should be measured
using online tests to measure in-depth processing and implicit knowledge. In addition, the
written test used in this study provided L2 learners with an opportunity to monitor their
answers. To solve this issue, there are two ways to modify the administration of the tests.
One way is to use oral tasks only, ensuring real-time responses are identified. The other
way is to use online measurements, such as eye-tracking, to track spontaneous responses
of learners.

Another aspect would be to replicate this experiment in other languages to see if the
same patterns are confirmed. Other linguistic features should also be investigated to com-
pare the effects among the structured input group, the referential-only group, and the
affective-only group, as the complexity of the target grammatical structure may lead to
different results.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, A.G.B.; methodology, Z.Z. and A.G.B.; software, Z.Z.;
validation, Z.Z.; formal analysis, Z.Z.; investigation, Z.Z.; resources, Z.Z. and A.G.B.; data curation,
Z.7.; writing—original draft preparation, Z.Z. and A.G.B.; writing—review and editing, Z.Z. and
A.G.B,; visualization, Z.Z. and A.G.B.; supervision, A.G.B.; project administration, Z.Z. All authors
have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.



Languages 2024, 9, 39 12 of 12

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declara-
tion of Helsinki, and approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of THE UNIVERSITY OF
HONG KONG (protocol code A9/1021 and 10 March 2023).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the
study.

Data Availability Statement: Data are contained within the article.

Acknowledgments: Our gratitude goes to all the participants of this study and colleagues and re-
viewers who read this paper and provided valuable comments and suggestions for improvement.
The usual caveat of responsibility (ours alone) applies.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

Benati, Alessandro. 2004. The effects of structured input activities and explicit information on the acquisition of the Italian future
tense. In Processing Instruction: Theory, Research and Commentary. Edited by Bill VanPatten. Mahwah: Erlbaum, pp. 207-25.
Benati, Alessandro, and Carl O’'Donoghue. 2021. Processing modern standard Arabic transitive sentences: Investigating L1 transfer
and First-Noun Principle effects. In Input Processing and Processing Instruction: The Acquisition of Italian and Modern Standard Arabic.

Edited by Alessandro Benati. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, pp. 111-33.

Benati, Alessandro, and James F. Lee. 2008. Grammar Acquistion and Processing Instruction: Secondary Cumulative Effects. Bristol: Multi-
lingual Matters.

Benati, Alessandro, and Mable Chan. 2023. Motivational factors and structured input effects on the acquisition of English causative
passive forms. Ampersand 10: 100111. [CrossRef]

Benati, Alessandro, and Maria Batziou. 2019. The relative effects of isolated and combined structured input and structured output
on the acquisition of the English causative forms. International Review of Applied Linguistics in Language Teaching 57: 265-87.
[CrossRef]

Farley, Andrew. 2005. Structured Input: Grammar Instruction for the Acquisition-Oriented Classroom. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Henshaw, Florencia. 2012. How effective are affective activities? Relative benefits of two types of structured input activities as part
of a computer-delivered lesson on the Spanish subjunctive. Language Teaching Research 16: 393—414. [CrossRef]

Lee, James F., and Alessandro Benati. 2007. Second Language Processing: An Analysis of Theory, Problems and Possible Solutions. Dallas:
Continuum.

Lee, James F., and Bill VanPatten. 2003. Making Communicative Language Teaching Happen. Volume 1: Directions for Language Learning
and Teaching. New York: McGraw-Hill.

LoCoco, Veronica. 1987. Learner comprehension of oral and written importance of word order. In Foreign Language Learning: A
Research Perspective. Edited by Bill VanPatten, Trisha Dvorak and James F. Lee. Cork: Newbury House, pp. 119-29.

Marsden, Emma, and Hsin-Ying Chen. 2011. The roles of structured input activities in processing instruction and the kinds of knowl-
edge they promote. Language Learning 61: 1058-98. [CrossRef]

Robayna, Tiffany. 2020. Teaching Grammar Online: The Intersection of Computer Assisted Language Learning and Processing In-
struction in Spanish as a Second Language. Ph.D. dissertation, Florida State University, Tallahassee, FL, USA.

VanPatten, Bill, and Soile Oikkenon. 1996. Explanation versus structured input in processing instruction. Studies in Second Language
Acquisition 18: 495-510. [CrossRef]

VanPatten, Bill. 1985. The acquisition of ser and estar by adult learners of Spanish: A preliminary investigation of transitional stages
of competence. Hispania 68: 399-406. [CrossRef]

VanPatten, Bill. 1996. Input Processing and Grammar Instruction: Theory and Research. Lower Hutt: Ablex.

VanPatten, Bill. 2004. Input processing in second language acquisition. In Processing Instruction: Theory, Research, and Commentary.
Edited by Bill VanPatten. Mahwah: Laurence Erlbaum Associates, pp. 5-32.

VanPatten, Bill. 2015. Foundations of processing instruction. International Review of Applied Linguistics in Language Teaching 53: 91-109.
[CrossRef]

Wong, Wynne. 2004. Processing instruction in French: The roles of explicit information and structured input. In Processing Instruction:
Theory, Research, and Commentary. Edited by Bill VanPatten. Mahwah: Erlbaum, pp. 187-205.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual au-
thor(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amper.2023.100111
https://doi.org/10.1515/iral-2016-0038
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168812436919
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9922.2011.00661.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263100015394
https://doi.org/10.2307/342218
https://doi.org/10.1515/iral-2015-0005

	Input Processing and the First Noun Principle 
	Structured Input Activities 
	What Are the Effects of Structured Input Activities? 
	What Are the Effects of Referential and Affective Activities? 
	Motivation of the Present Study 
	The Design of the Study 
	Overall Procedure 
	Participants 
	Target Feature 
	Materials 
	Structured Input Group 
	Referential-Only Group 
	Affective-Only Group 


	Assessment 
	Results 
	Sentence-Level Interpretation Data 
	Sentence-Level Production Data 
	Summary of Results 

	Discussion and Conclusions 
	Pedagogical Implications 
	Limitations of the Study 
	Further Research 

	References

