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Abstract

Rchard Schmdt in his* noticing hypothesis” has proposed that noticingis vital for L2 interlanguage
developnent In line wth this argunent the present paper wll first attempt to explore the rationale
underlying Schmdt s noticing hypothesis within the context of input theoriesin SLA and then to further
eval uate the validity of both hisown clai mand that of somerecent empirical studiesclai nedtolendsupport to
hisclaim M positionisthat Schmdt s own evidence provesto beinadequate for hisclai m Additionaly |
argue that several recent attemptst o provide e mpirical support for Schmdt s notici ng hypot hesisall fall short of
that particular goal Therefore the paper conesto the conclusion that the issue that noticingis vital for L2
learning remnains unresol ved and much further researcheffortsarestill calledfortoreflectthecomplex nature
of the L2 learning process
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| ntroduction

Therole of conscious and unconscious processes in L2 learning has been a controversial issuein
applied linguistics for some time There are basically three views on this that |anguage learningis
essentially unconscious that conscious understandi ng of thetarget |anguage systemis necessary or that
the issue of consciousness should be avoided in SLA altogether Recently however when general
agreement has been reached onthei mportance of attention as a necessary condition for learningto take
place researchersin SLA have begun to move their battlefield to examne the role of attention in
mediatinginput andlearning giventhe obviousfact that |earners do not takein all of theinput exposed
tothem So this new round of debate centers more on whether the role that awareness playsin L2
learning is crucial for subsequent processing of L2 input data Again as expected researchers remain
much divided astothe amount and type of attention needed for L2 processing on the one hand some
researchers e g Carr Curran 1994 Tomin  Mlla 1994 have argued for a dissociation bet ween
awareness andlearning Onthe other hand Schmdt 1990 1993 1995 2001 Schmdt Frotal1l986 in
his notici ng hypot hesis has proposed that conscious attentiontothe for mof i nput plays a crucial role for
subsequent L2 development —that is learners must first demonstrate a consci ous apprehension and
awar eness of some particular formintheinput before any subsequent processing or intake of t hat noticed
formcantake place In ordertotest Schmdt sclai m the present paper wll first attempt to explorethe
underlying rational e for his notici ng hypot hesis by puttingit inthe context of i nput theories of SLA and
thentofurther evaluatethe validity of hisclai magainst somerecently published empirical studiesthat ai m
t o support his noticing hypot hesis

1 Input Process and Schmdt s Noticing Hypot hesis

As mentioned above several researchers havetriedto argue for a dissociation bet ween | earni ng and
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awareness For example Velmans 1991 postulated that task demands may appear to involve
consciousness duetothe need for focal attentive processing but in some cases focal attentive processes
may operate effectively without consciousness being present Simlarly Tomin and Mila 1994 viewed
t he process of attention as being too coarse grainedin SLA and thus proposed a fine grai ned analysis of
attention namely the attentional functions of alertness orientation and detection in their model of
Input processing They clai medthat though detectionisthelevel at which acquisitiontakes place andthe
most related to awareness none of the three attentional functions may require awareness to operate

However as Leow 1997 pointed out the data collection procedure offline postexposure
questionnaire used by these researchersto measure the presence or absence of awareness has potential
internal validity concerns especially because it is unable to account for what |earners actually paid
attentionto or became aware of duringthe experi mental exposure Additionally Schmdt 1995 pointed
out several other methodological problens that plagued studies cited as empirical supports by these
researchers For example these studies failled to methodol ogically establish a complete absence of
awarenessinlanguage learning |n other words some partici pants assigned to the unaware group coul d
have been descri bed as so mewhat aware but not completely unaware Consequently the categorization of
t he partici pants levels of awarenessinthe different groups couldleadto potential newinterpretations of
the same results

For his own part Schmdt argued for the opposite point of view that focal attentionisisomor phic
with awareness and consequently learning cannot take place wthout awareness Acknow eging that
consci ousnessis pri marily associated withtheinput side of the nervoussystem Schmdt 1990 focused his
discussion of the role of consciousnessin adult L2 |earning on input processing He appearedto equate
noticing with attention plus awareness and operati onalized noticing as a cognitive operation that takes
place both during and i mmediately after exposure to the input that is available for self report 1990
132  For Schmdt 1 not all input has equal value and 2 only that input which is noticed then
becomes avail able for intake and effective processing Skehan 1998 48 | ndeed Schmdt argued
strongly agai nst any i nput convertingintointake wthout being noticed first by thelearner Therefore
t he* noticing hypothesis” can also be stated as“ what | ear ners noticeininputis what becomesintake for
learning” Schmdt 1995 20

Inter s of noticing andinput process of L2 data Schmdt was mainly concerned with threeissues
first the process through which input becomes intake second the degree to which the |earner
consciously controls the process of intake third the role of conscious understanding in hypothesis
formation 1990 138 To illustrate his point Schmdt 1990 143 highlights six major factors
influencing noticing when learners are processing L2 input data Two are concerned wth the input
qualities i e 1 Fequency ofinput which ceteris paribus increasesthe chance of being noticed by L2
learners 2 Perceptual salience of input which ceteris paribus is morelikelyto be noticed another
t wo are concerned with focusedinput 3 Instruction may also have a pri mng effect whichincreasesthe
chance of noticingfeaturesininput 4 Task demands are a powerful deter mnant of whatis noticed and
provide one of the basi c argumentsthat whatislearnedis whatis noticed Theremainingtwo factors are
internal ones which haveto do withindividual differences of the L2 learner per se 3 Expectations or
readi ness of theindividual |earner islikely to have an effect on his her noticeability 4 Processing
compacity of theindividual learner also proveto be aninternal factor influencing his her noticeability
An alternative wayto understand Schmdt sideaistoincorporateall thesesix factorsintotheinfor mation
processing model and connect them wth operations of the working memory and long term memory

Skehan 1998 where noticing plays a mediating rol e between input and the operation of these two
memory systenms Figure 1l

That istosay all thesesix factors will exert theirinfluence upon noticingin L2 data processing Put
In anot her way before we can clai mthat” noticingisvital for L2l earning” we need empirical evidence
fromall thesesix factors Coviously at this moment the SLA fieldjust has not arrived there yet The
followng part of the paper will critically examne some major empirical supports for the noticing
hypot hesis
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Figure 1 Factorsinfluencing noticing adapted from Skehan 1998

2 Qitical Review of Supports for the Noticing Hypothesis

2 1 Schmdt s Owm Evidence

Tojustify his ownargument Schmdt pri marily drew evidencefromadiary study of his own personal
attemptstolearn Portuguesein Brazil Schmdt Frotal986 For example remarkable correspondence
was found bet ween his reports of what he had noticed when Brazilians talked to hi m and the linguistic
for ms he used They also compared his perfor mance on 21 verbal constructions and found that he had
been taught 14 of these Their |ater analysis appearedto suggest that presence of for ns and frequencyin
input did play some part t hough not the whole part Schmdt based his argument mainly on the evidence
that there were many cases in which it was possible to match the new forns and constructions of
Portuguese onthe tape with commentsin his own journal and more often than not he could further
identify t he apparent source of i nnovation as somet hing very specificthat someone had mentionedto hi m
before Inthissense itisverylikelythatthesefor ns had been presentin comprehensibleinput all al ong
Besi des citing fromhis own experience of | earning Port uguese Schmdt alsoreferredtoseveral other SLA
studiesto support hisclaim suchas 1 enhancedinput designedto drawlearner s attention to specific
fornsintheinput e g Doughty 1991 2 competition bet ween formand meaning e g VanPatten
1990 3 “ uptake” studies i e learners clai ns regarding what had drawn their attention and what
they hadlearned duringthelesson e g Simani 1992

However it must be pointed out that there areseveral [i mtationsinherent withthese evidence when
we cometotalk about the role of awareness at thelevel of noticing 1 In Schmdts own example of
| earning Portuguese despite what hesaid weshouldalsoacknow edgethat scenarios differ whenlearners
process L2 input datain diary entries andin natural interactions Cbviously this example aloneis far
fromenough to claimthat L2 |earners need to notice before they can learn anything Even Sch mdt
hi nself ad mtted that thoughit his own example provides evidence for a close connection bet ween
noticing and emergence in production the study does not show that noticing is sufficient for |earning

1990 141 author s own e mphasis 2 Asfor theother several studiescited by Schmdt they did not
specifically set out t o addressthe role of consciousness or awareness and t heref ore cannot and shoul d not
serve as evidencetosupport hisclaim For example they would not be ableto explain what role noticing
had playedin learners behaviour andin that sense they could only serve as anecdotal evidence Leow
1997  Therefore much more empirical evidenceis neededtosupport theclai mthat“ noticingisvital for
L2 |ear ning”

2 2 Recent Empirical Studies of Awarenessin SLA

Recently several SLA researchers haveset up a number of empirical studiestoinvestigatethe effect
of awareness on L2 learning They have all mentioned that t heir fi ndings have provided support for the
facilitative rol e of awarenessin L2 |earning behaviour and consequently provide empirical support for
Schmdt s argument that* noticingisvital for L2 learning” Mjor studiesfallingtothisline of argument
are briefly sketchedin Table 1 foll owed by critical commentsinthe next part of the paper
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Tablel Recent Empirical Studies Supportingthe Noticing Hypothesis
Dat a
The . Tar get L : L
: Subjects J Tasks Elicitation Mbj or Findings
Sudies For ns
Procedures
6 Those learners who showed some
. Sem 1 areadingtask |TAPs and evi dence of having acquiredthe target
Al anen |partici pants e ,
artificial |2 a grammatical [Postexposure structures were the ones who had
1995 bet ween . . .
F nisha j udge ment task Tests noticed them and subsequently
18 and 45 : : ,
mentioned themin their TAPs
a meta awareness appeared to
correlate with an increased usage of
1 aproblem . : .
: hypot hesis testing and mor phol ogi cal
solvingtask a :
rule formation whereas absence of
28 adult stem crossword puzzle
. : met a awar eness appeared to correlate
Loew |beginning |[changing |2 two post ) :
. TAPs with an absence of such processing
1997 earners ir verbs |exposure tasks :
. . . and b that learners of highlevel of
of Spanish |n Spanisha | recognition R
: awareness performed significantly
task witten .
. better thanthose with al ower | evel on
producti on task . .
both the recognition and witten
production of thetargeted for ns
1 aproblem
: Learners who demonstrated awar eness
solvingtask a .
of targeted mor phol ogical for ns were
32 adult stem crossword puzzle ) : .
. : TAPs and abletotakein and producein witing
Loew |beginning [changing [2 two post : L
. Retrospectivepgignificantly more of these forns
2000 earners ir verbs |exposure tasks . .
. . . I nterviews compared to learners who did not
of Spanish |n Spanish | recognition
. appear to be aware of these forns
task witten :
. duri ng exposure
producti on task
Wiereas both awareness at the levels
of noticing and  understanding
contri but ed subst anti al | to a
Rosa 1 aproblem . . Y .
67 adult : significant increase of learners ability
1999 . . solving task .
begi nning |Spanish to recognize the targeted structure
Rosa - puzzl e task TAPs
. earners conditi onal : : awar eness at the level of
O Neill . 2 Mitiplechoice : . :
of Spanish L understanding also had a differential
1999 recogniti on task :
mpact on the amount of intake when
comparedto awareness at thelevel of
notici ng
However my positionisthat despite all the opti mstic and encouraging results reported by these

researchersfor the facilitative rol e of awareness they all fell short of their clai mto havelent support to
Schmdt s noticing hypot hesisthat® noticing is vital for L2 data processing” All these recent attempts
have provedto be both worthwhile and valuabl einthat t hey have hel ped usto gain a better understandi ng
of the cognitive processes underlying L2 learningin one way or another or to putitin another way most
of these studies deserveto be applauded withtheir obviously highinternal validityinter ns of their robust
research design in particular Leows 2000 study and Rosa and O Neill sstudy | am more ready to
accept however that they have demonstrated to usthe different degrees of attention paidto L2 input
canleadto more or less learning Si mard Wng 2001 but not in the sense that they proved that
noticingisthe prerequisite for all subsequent L2 data processing WVMen we refer back tothesix factors
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influencing noticinginthe earlier part of the paper thesestudies have only mentionedlightly one or two
factors e g task demands instruction whil e all the ot her aspects have not been touched upon Al
t hese st udi es combi ned t oget her woul d seemso mni mal when we are searching for the answer t o account
for thefact that whenthereis nonoticing L2Ilearning does not take place Besides thesestudies are not
wit hout |i mtationsthenselves a deeper | ook at some aspects of them will do justice to my standpoi nt
here

Firstly the narrow subject base andtarget forns Evenif we agreethat the number of subjectsin
most cases arerelatively adequate exceptthat maybein Leows 1997 study whichinvolved about 28 |ess
t han statistically satisfactory as he admtted hi nself they still present a number of other more serious
concerns a Subject base Their linguistic backgrounds are rather narrowinthe sensethat only Spanish
and Finnish areinvolved by these | do not mean that these two languages thenselves present any
problem and these arejust NOT enough to represent the realistic world of L2 [earning A broader
subj ect basethat involves more diverse L2 linguistic backgroundsis definitely called for before we can
reach a more solidconclusion on L2learningitself b Target forns The subjects linguistic proficiency
Issolowthat | cannot resist casting much doubt on all these fi ndings when resear chers clai medt hat t hese
|earners have acquired the si mple morphol ogical or sem artificial structuresin Alanens case target
for ns si mply becausethey had noticedthempreviously Additionally whilethesetarget structuresareso
promnent and tendto have meaning potential the effect of saliency was not measured Another pointin
Leowstwo studies 1997 2000 is particularly worth mentioning viz these subjects had only been
exposed to Spanish for about three weeks roughly about 7 8 hours of for mal exposureinthe classroom
but the medium of instruction for these Spanish beginners was Spanish through which ideas new
infor mation and soforth were exchangedinthe oral aural and witten modes 2000 562 Shouldthis
be possibl e for these groups of beginners | have my own reservations In both Leows 1997 and 2000
studies he hinself admtted that” thefindingsclearly cannot be extrapolatedto ot her linguistic for ns or
structures” 1997 494 2000 573 andallthe other studiesinthis group have madesi mlar comments at
the end of their papers

Secondly the methodol ogical issues thenselves | e the data collection procedures and the data
anlysis procedures that were admnistered in these studies As already shown in Table 1 the data
collection procedures used in these studies is mainly the online elicitation measures of think aloud
protocols TAPs Though TAPs have been clai med to be able to far outperform offline elicitation
measures such as postexposure questionnaires they are not as perfect as they may seem |In Sch mdt
2001 19 owncomments about Leows 1997 study “ itisdifficulttosee howsuchtechniques coul d show
t hat subjects did not attendto or notice something since verbal reports TAPs even when concurrent
cannot be assumedtoinclude everythingthatis noticed” Still there areseveral ot her concernsthat need
to be addressedinter ns of TAPsusedinthesestudies i e theissue of reactivity effect Leow Mrgan
Short 2004 Bowes Leow 2005 Suchreactivity effect mght result from 1 [earner s prior know edge
of thetarget for ns due to the fact that these mor phol ogical structures are so salient and tend to have
meani ng bearing potential 2 task demands i e text modes witten or oral text length etc 3
multiple exposure They were not addressedin all thesestudies while we do not have empirical studiesin
SLAto preassumetheir absence

Concl usion

Therefore we cancometotheconclusionthat thoughthefacilitiverole of awareness has generally
been confir med by several studies Schmdt s noticing hypothesisthat” noticingis vital for L2 |earning”
remains unresolved given such inadequate evidence in SLA so far However as Truscott 1998
suggests the problensinherent with this hypothesis can be“ eli mnated or greatly reduced” if it can be
ref or mulated as“ noticingis necessary for L2learning” Mich further empirical studies are crying out to
be done to show the effects of such factors as frequency saliency instruction individual differences

such as processing capacity aslearners areinteracting wth L2 input data However despite all these
li mtationsinherent in this hypothesis i mplications for teaching instructions and |earners can still be
demystifiedin the light of insights drawn from such analysis carried out in the present paper for
example input enhancement focus onform FonF etc The SLA fieldislooking forwardtothe next
wave of research withinthis framework
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