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Processing Instruction and Russian: Further Evidence is IN 

 

Introduction 

that there is no evidence from either a theoretical or an empirical standpoint that mechanical 

drills are necessary for language acquisition, regardless of the language being studied.  In place 

of mechanical drills, Wong and VanPatten posit that focus-on-form instruction, and particularly 

one of its subsets, Processing Instruction (hereafter PI), can successfully replace mechanical 

drills in teaching L2 grammar. 

Leaver, Rifkin, and Shekhtman (2004) took issue with Wong and VanPatten (2003), 

raising many objections about the applicability of their conclusions to the teaching of Russian.  

In Wong and V -up to the response, the researchers challenged teachers 

of Russian to present empirical evidence that mechanical drills (i.e., traditional instruction, 

hereafter TI) are necessary for language acquisition, or that PI or other focus-on-form approaches 

would not work for Russian. 

The research study presented in this article is an attempt to do precisely that: the study 

compares the effects of TI and PI for learning a Russian syntactic construction involving 

directional versus location  to -

destination] and  at - location] distinction represents a similar learning challenge to 

the French causative faire construction featured in Wong and VanPatten (2003), although the 

nature of the processing problem is different in the two languages. 

 
 

*Manuscript (No Author Information)
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Background 
 
The Evidence for PI 

 

PI is an instructional intervention that seeks to alter certain faulty processing strategies 

that language learners exhibit, and VanPatten (2004) has formulated and explicated these faulty 

processing strategies in his theory of Input Processing. The first study to describe the effects of 

production of Spanish object pronouns in sentences with SVO and OVS word order. On this 

first noun of a sentence as the subject or agent, even if this was grammatically impossible.  

 on learning to correctly interpret oral 

and written input involving Spanish pronouns, while the TI group followed the traditional 

progression of mechanical, meaningful and communicative drills found in the most popular 

textbook of Spanish in use at that time.  Thus the TI group was focused entirely on producing 

forms, while the PI group did extensive work on interpretation of forms, including receiving 

explicit instruction about the processing problem involving the Spanish object pronouns and the 

First Noun Principle.  In the post-test, the PI group exhibited greater improvement than the TI 

group on the interpretation tasks and made gains similar to the TI group in producing sentences 

with object pronouns, even though the PI group did not create a single sentence with this form 

during the treatment.  The TI group made no statistically significant improvement in their ability 

effect  

their abilities to interpret input, which then clears the way for production of the targeted forms. 
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Since 1993 PI research has expanded to deal with a large number of languages and 

processing problems beyond the First Noun Principle.  Of particular relevance to the current 

study is the body of PI research that targets the processing problems caused by the Lexical 

Preference P  meaning from 

its lexical items rather than from grammatical forms where the two encode the same information 

is more likely to understand the past time nature of this statement because of the lexical item 

-

treatment targeting the Lexical Preference Principle will seek to remove lexical hints to sentence 

interpretation so that learners are pushed to process grammatical information. Cadierno (1995) 

examined the Spanish preterite tense and temporal adverbs, finding that the PI treatment, which 

forced students to recognize the time of an action based on verb form rather than temporal 

adverb, was superior to the TI and control groups on the interpretation task.  Both the PI and the 

TI groups performed significantly better than the control group on the production task, with no 

significant difference found between the PI and TI groups on the production task.  The 

improvement in interpretation for the PI group and the improvement in production for both PI 

and TI groups held from immediate post-test through the two delayed post-tests.  Benati (2001) 

conducted a similar study with the future tense in Italian, although he added an oral production 

task to the aural interpretation and written production tasks.  He found that the PI group 

significantly outperformed the TI group and that the TI group significantly outperformed the 

control group on the aural interpretation task.  The PI and TI groups showed similar 

improvement on the written and oral production tasks and both were significantly better than the 
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control group. The improvements in the PI and TI groups on the three tasks were maintained in 

the delayed post-test.  

Since 2004, Lee and Benati (see Lee and Benati, 2010 for an overview of the PI research 

studies) have been working to expand the database of PI studies so that it now includes not only 

English learners of Spanish, French, Italian, and Japanese, but also speakers of other L1s 

learning English as a second language.  Benati (2005) compared PI, TI and Meaning-Based 

Output Instruction (MOI) groups of Chinese and Greek school-age learners of English as a 

second language on the issue of the English simple past tense.  There again PI groups 

outperformed both TI and MOI groups on the sentence interpretation task; all three treatment 

groups improved similarly on production tasks.  Lee and Benati (2007a) have compared PI in 

traditional classroom instruction with computer-based delivery; they have offered evidence for 

the transfer-of-training and cumulative effects of PI to other structures (Benati and Lee, 2008) 

ati and Lee, 2010).  

all strands of PI research is that PI or SIA [structured input activities -authors] are always as 

effective or better when compared to other - emphasis of the 

original). 

 Nevertheless, PI research is just starting to look at the acquisition of languages that have 

complex noun phrase morphology, such as Germanic and Slavic languages.  Concerning German 

and the First Noun Principle, Culman, Henry, and VanPatten (2009) have examined PI with and 

without explicit instruction for teaching the German accusative case to English speakers, and 

they found that explicit instruction does seem to help learners make better form-meaning 

connections from the language input.  Morton, Yakimova and VanPatten (2011) found similar 
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benefit for explicit instruction in the speed at which learners of Russian began to process the 

animate accusative case endings in SVO and OVS sentences in a PI treatment.  Comer and 

deBenedette (2010) considered the applicability of PI treatments to various issues in Russian 

grammar, concluding with a brief PI vs. TI study of 

expressions.  In their preliminary findings both the TI group and the PI group improved between 

pre-test and post-test, although there was no statistical advantage for one instructional 

intervention over another in either interpretation or production.  This current study reexamines 

that grammatical point with an expanded and more carefully controlled treatment. 

 

The Processing Problem 

 The central syntactic problem examined here is the distinction in Russian between 

directional expressions (i.e., going to a place) and locational expressions (i.e., being in a place).  

Both English and Russian can express this distinction by choice of verb (using a motion verb like 

choice of preposition (to versus in/at, for example) to express the distinction.  In Russian, since 

the same two prepositions ( can 

, signals the difference 

between a directional and a locational phrase.  

From the point of view of the Lexical Preference Principle, this means that learners of Russian 

are likely to interpret the directionality or locationality of a sentence based on the lexical 

meaning of the main verb rather than attending to the meaningful, but redundant, grammatical 

information encoded in the case of the object 
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this syntactic form requires structured input (hereafter SI) that removes lexical hints about 

direction/location and forces learners to attend to the grammatical expression of that meaning 

encoded in the choice of case endings. 

 One challenge in creating Russian SI for a study that requires a number of nouns 

expressing common place names is the complexity of Russian noun morphology. The case 

ending on a Russian noun indicates its grammatical function in the sentence; there are six 

possible cases, thus a noun could theoretically have as many as twelve distinct endings (six 

singular, six plural). The specific ending required in any given case depends on the gender of the 

noun (masculine, feminine, neuter) and on the type of final consonant on the noun's stem 

(hard/unpalatalized, soft/palatalized, glide). These two factors combine to determine the noun's 

declensional class.  For genders and declensional classes, see Table 1.1 

 It is difficult to imagine any communicatively focused language teaching which could 

restrict the choice of lexical items to those of only one gender and/or declensional class.  Thus 

the diversity of morphological endings in this research is of necessity larger than in other PI vs. 

TI studies.  Nevertheless for the study we restricted lexical items for the pre- and post-tests to 

singular nouns that fit five declensional classes (see Table 2).  The treatment materials were 

similarly restricted to these classes with a couple of exceptions: the high frequency Russian word 

, a neuter plural noun that L2 learners frequently misconstrue 

as a feminine singular noun belonging to declensional class 6. 

In addition to the fact that the place words belong to different declensional classes, their 

accusative and prepositional case endings themselves vary by declensional class, and any given 

ending may be associated with more than one grammatical case. Table 2 summarizes the case 
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endings for the five declensional classes targeted in this research.  Forms where the prepositional 

or accusative endings differ from the nominative are underlined. 

 As the table makes clear, even within this restricted set of declensional classes the 

endings for a specific case are often not unique.  For example, -

the prepositional singular of masculine, feminine, and neuter nouns with hard stems.  However, -

and a large class of neuter nouns with stems ending in - -.  To parse a form successfully a 

Russian speaker needs to connect the encountered word form with its contextual syntactic 

function (i.e., case) and its declensional class; in other words, successful parsing assumes that 

learners are aware of the nominative, «dictionary» form of a noun (for example, that the word for 

2). 

Previous PI research dealing with the Lexical Preference Principle has usually limited 

itself to a single form-meaning mapping (e.g., teaching the regular third person singular forms of 

the past tense or future tense) and has primarily examined verbal morphology.  The current study 

expands the extant PI research by focusing on complex noun morphology, where five possible 

surface forms (Accusative Ø ending, Accusative - - -

Prepositional - map to two complementary meanings (destination/location). 

 
Research questions 

1) Will the PI treatment for this topic in Russian show the same «two for one» effects on both 

interpretation and production as PI has shown in previous studies? That is, for both the 

interpretation and production tasks, will learners who have had extensive training in interpreting 

locational and destinational phrases in aural and written input perform better than learners who 

have had traditional output-focused instruction?  
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2) Is there any effect for institutional type on the effectiveness of PI and TI?  

3) Is there any difference between treatment types in the patterns of students' accuracy with noun 

forms from different declensional classes? Are certain noun classes easier for students to learn 

than others? 

 

Research Design 

The design of this study is quasi-experimental using intact groups that were randomly assigned 

to one of two treatments, with a pre-test and immediate post-test.  Due to logistical constraints, 

no control group was included in this study. 

 

Subjects 

The subjects come from six intact sections of beginning Russian classes, three enrolled during 

the Fall 2009 and three enrolled in Fall 2010 semesters.  Four sections were enrolled at a large 

public university (U1), and two sections at a highly selective private university (U2).  The 

average composite ACT score for entering students at the public university in 2009 was 24.8, 

while 75% of students enrolling at the selective private institution scored 29 or higher on the 

ACT.  At each institution half of the sections were assigned to the TI treatment, and half to the PI 

treatment.  From a total population of 80, two students did not agree to participate in the 

research; nine students failed to be present for all stages of the research (pre-test, 2-day 

treatment, post-test).  From the remaining pool the researchers excluded five subjects because of 

knowledge of another Slavic language that has a similar distinction of directionality and location, 

as well as another four subjects who had a pretest raw score of 13 or higher out of a possible 22 

(i.e., >55%).  This left 32 participants in the PI treatment (22 from the public university and 10 
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from the private university), and 28 in the TI treatment (20 from the public university and 8 from 

the private university).  Fifty-eight of these sixty participants reported studying at least one other 

foreign language before starting Russian, and twenty-four had previously studied two or more 

languages other than Russian. Fifty-four of the participants claim English as their first language; 

eight had some prior experience studying Russian, but all of these students were properly placed 

into a first-year language course.  None of the students with previous Russian scored high 

enough on the pre-test to be eliminated from the study.   

 Compared with learners in many other PI studies, the participants in this research are 

unusual in that for all but two of them Russian is at least the second foreign language that they 

have studied.  However, two previous research studies (Benati & Lee with McNulty, 2010 and 

Lee & Benati with Aguilar-Sánchez and McNulty, 2007) have included groups of learners with 

mixed backgrounds in foreign languages and even native languages, in both cases without 

compromising the research results.  Without a similar compromise as in this study, it may be 

impossible ever to extend PI research to less commonly taught languages, to which learners 

rarely come as a first foreign language.   

 

Instructional Context for Study 

 Both institutions use the same elementary Russian textbook Nachalo: Book 1 (Lubensky, 

Ervin, McLellan, and Jarvis, 2001) and had covered through chapter 3 part 2 before the 

experimental treatment.  Thus at the time of the treatment the students had become familiar with 

the prepositional case endings in the singular to express locations for all of the targeted 

declensional classes. They were familiar as well with the accusative case endings for all targeted 
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declensional classes in its function as direct object of a transitive verb.  For this reason, neither 

treatment needed to teach the morphological endings of either case.  The sole new grammatical 

point presented in the treatment was thus the distinction between directionality and location in 

 

 

Pre-test and Post-test 

Both the pre-test and post-test consisted of two tasks.  The first was a sentence-interpretation task 

for which students heard a sentence and had to place a check to show whether the sentence 

indicated the subject was headed to a destination (going to a place), was in a location (being at a 

place), or was neither of these (see Appendix A).  The block of 24 sentences created for the 

interpretation task featured 14 nouns, 10 of which occurred in both destinational and locational 

sentences (a total of 20 sentences); four nouns were in distractor sentences requiring the 

nominative case. These interpretation sentences were audio recorded by one of the researchers.  

There was a five second pause after each sentence, and the researcher read the sentences only 

once.  The presentation order of the recorded sentences was scrambled to create an A and B 

version of the audio recording, each containing 12 sentences. The interpretation task on each test 

included two distractors, six destinational sentences and four locational sentences.  Three groups 

heard version A on the pre-test and version B on the post-test.  Three other groups heard version 

B on the pre-test and version A on the post-test. 

 In the pre- and post-test production activity, students had to complete a sentence with a 

required form of a noun cued in Russian in the nominative case (see Appendix B).  Six sentence 

stems required destinational phrases, and six stems required locational phrases.  Three distractor 

sentences required the nominative case.  Vocabulary was glossed, and a picture of each cued 
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place word was included so that all students could understand the meaning of every sentence.  

Twelve nouns were picked for this section and were used to generate 12 destinational and 12 

locational sentences. From the total of 24 sentences, six destinational and six locational 

sentences were used in the pre-test, and the remaining 12 in the post-test. Thus the destinational 

and locational sentences in the production task on the pre- and post-tests were mirror images of 

each other: if a noun was in a locational phrase in the pre-test, it was featured in a destinational 

phrase in the post-test. The three distractor sentences for each version of production task 

included one masculine, one feminine, and one neuter noun.  A random number generator was 

used to establish the presentation order of the sentences in each part of the pre- and post-tests.   

 

Treatment Materials 

 Although the TI materials of VanPatten and Cadierno (1993) included mechanical, 

meaningful, and communicative drills, for this study the TI materials (see sample in Appendix 

D) included only mechanical drills, to test the claim made by Wong and VanPatten (2003) and 

disputed by Leaver et al. (2004). The majority of the mechanical drills were substitution drills 

that were conducted as whole class activities with the instructor presenting the model, then 

calling on an individual student to give the response, after which the instructor reinforced the 

answer by repeating the whole phrase.  One activity on Day 1 and two activities on Day 2 were 

completed by the students in pairs. 

 The researchers created the PI materials according to the guidelines presented in Lee and 

VanPatten (2003) and Farley (2005). The activities in the PI treatment asked students to interpret 

the grammatical forms in the input and map those forms to destinational or locational meanings.  

The activities (see samples in Appendix E) included both aural and written input, referential and 
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affective activities, and problem-solving tasks.  None of the activities required learners to 

produce the new construction.  Most of the activities were conducted as a whole class, with the 

instructor checking answers and surveying students' affective responses using show of hands and 

other techniques.  The PI treatment materials included one metalinguistic task which made 

learners reflect on destinational forms found in the written input and sort them into groups by 

noun gender, so that they could observe the pattern of declensional endings and, it was hoped, 

link the accusative forms they encountered in destinational meanings to the correct declensional 

patterns. 

 

Place Vocabulary in the TI and PI Treatments 

The TI and PI treatments were balanced for place vocabulary items with 162 tokens (51 types in 

the PI treatment and 52 types in TI treatment).  The complete list of vocabulary items, including 

their frequency in the treatment materials, is presented in Appendix C. Twenty-five of the tokens 

represent declension class 1; fourteen declensional class 4; seven represent declensional class 6; 

one represents declensional class 8, one represents declensional class 10; two types were 

indeclinable nouns that look like declensional class 8; one type was a neuter plural noun 

- classes) that learners often misconstrue as a feminine singular noun because the 

ending Generic place nouns of neuter 

gender are underrepresented in both the TI and PI treatments because such place nouns are 

frequently of foreign origin, and thus are treated by Russian as indeclinable.  

 

Procedures 
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A week before the experiment, the researchers visited all sections to explain the general purpose 

of the study and to ask the students to sign consent forms.  The study took place during two 

regular (50 minute) consecutive class sessions, and the two researchers conducted all treatment 

sessions at their respective institutions.  At the first session participants completed a short 

background survey and the pre-test (approximately 10 minutes).  Once the pre-test was collected, 

they received a treatment packet with materials for the two class days.  The TI and PI treatment 

packets started by familiarizing students with vocabulary for places.  Both TI and PI groups then 

received the same explicit information about the location/destination distinction and spent the 

remainder of day 1 working on destinational expressions.  The treatment packets were collected 

at the end of day 1, and students had no homework assignment before the next class session.  

After a warmup on the second day, students completed activities contrasting locational and 

destinational phrases, and at 40 minutes into the class hour they were instructed to put away the 

treatment materials, whereupon they completed the post-test.  Both the PI and TI treatments took 

approximately 75 minutes of regular class time over two consecutive days. 

 

Scoring 

The researchers scored the locational and destinational sentences in the pre- and post-tests, 

assigning 1 point for a correct answer, 0 for a missing or incorrect answer.  In the production 

versity], 

student misspelled the ending (e.g., - - - -

counted as wrong. Sentences containing distractors were not scored. 
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 In order to answer our third research question and explore how the two treatment types 

may have intereacted with student learning of the five different declensional classes of nouns, we 

calculated the Item Facility (hereafter IF) for each location-destination sentence used in the pre- 

and post-tests.  IF is calculated by dividing the number of students answering the item correctly 

by the number of students in the group.  IF ratings for test items range from .00  (very difficult) 

to 1.00 (very easy). 

 
Results 
 
The means and standard deviations for the pre-test and post-test interpretation and production 

tasks are listed in Table 3.  Figure 1 presents a bar graph of the results of the interpretation tasks 

for both treatment groups, while Figure 2 presents the results of the production tasks.  In Figure 3 

the interpretation task results are broken down by location and destination sentences, while 

Figure 4 presents the production task results divided by location and destination sentences. 

Figures 5 and 6 present the results of the interpretation and production tasks divided by location 

and destinational sentences for the public university, while Figures 7 and 8 present the analogous 

results for the private university. 

 

Pre-test  

To verify that the groups were the same before starting the treatments, two ANOVAs were 

conducted on the pre-test scores, one using the interpretation task results as the dependent 

variable, and a second one with the production task results as the dependent variable.  On the 

pre- p
2 

p
2=.034, nor was 

there an interaction between institution and treatment, F( p
2=.018. On the 
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pre- p
2 

=.064, nor for institution, F(1, 56)=.025, p=.874, p
2 =.000, nor was there an interaction between 

institution and treatment, F(1, 56)=.506, p=.480, p
2=.009.  We note, therefore, that the TI group 

had a significantly higher mean on the pre-test interpretation task than the PI group.  

 

Interpretation Task 

 A repeated measures ANOVA using the overall interpretation task score as the dependent 

p
2 = .602 meaning that both 

treatment groups improved significantly from pre-test to post-test on the interpretation task.  

There was a significant interaction for time x t p
2 = .120, with 

the PI treatment group improving significantly more from pre-test to post-test than the TI group 

(see Figure 1). There was a significant interaction for time x institution (F(1,56)=4.476, p=.039, 

p
2 = .074) with the private university students improving significantly more than the public 

university students from pre-test to post-test in both treatment groups (see Figures 5 and 7).  

There was not a significant interaction for time x treatment x institution (F(1,56)=.491, p=.487, 

p
2 = .009).  When locational sentences were separated out from destinational sentences, there 

was no significant interaction for time x treatment for the interpretation of locational sentences 

p
2 = .023), although there was a significant interaction for time x 

p
2 = .132), 

with the PI group making significantly greater improvement from pre-test to post-test (see Figure 

3). 

 

Production Task 
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 A repeated measures ANOVA revealed a main effect for time (F(1, 56)=87.041, p=.000, 

p
2 = .609) meaning that both treatment groups improved significantly from pre-test to post-test 

on the production task.  There was no significant interaction found for time x treatment 

p
2 = .004), which suggests that the PI groups performed just as well as 

the TI groups on producing locational and destinational forms, although the PI treatment did not 

require learners to produce a single form (see Figure 2).  There was a significant interaction for 

p
2 = .095), with students at the private university 

performing significantly better on producing destinational and locational phrases after both types 

of instruction (see Figures 6 and 8).  There was no interaction for time x treatment x institution 

p
2 = .011).  

When the production of locational sentences was separated out from destinational 

sentences, a main effect was obser p
2 = .158) and a 

p
2 = .152), with students in 

the PI treatment making significant improvement from pre-test to post-test, while students in the 

TI group performed worse at making locational sentences on the post-test (see Figure 4).  There 

p
2 = .085), with the 

private university students making a very large gain in accuracy in producing locational 

sentences (see Figures 6 and 8). There was not a significant interaction for time x treatment x 

p
2 = .043).  

In the production of destinational sentences, a main effect was found for time 

(F(1, p
2 = .619), and there is a significant interaction for time x treatment 

p
2 = .082) with the TI groups producing significantly more accurate 

destinational sentences (see Figure 4). There was not a significant interaction for time x 
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p
2 = .024) nor time x treatment x institution (F(1,56)=.132, 

p
2 = .002).  

 

Learner Accuracy and Noun Declensional Classes 

 Table 4 presents the Item Facilty averages and standard deviations broken down by noun 

classes and treatment groups for the interpretation task.  The interpretation task did not include 

any neuter nouns with a hard ending, so that category has not been included in the summary 

table.  Table 5 presents the IF averages and standard deviations from the production activity 

when grouped by noun classes.   

 

Discussion 

Research Question 1 

 There was significant improvement on both interpretation and production tasks from pre-

test to post-test for both treatment groups; however, there were significant interactions found for 

treatment type, and so the answer to our first research question is positive. Even for a language 

like Russian and a processing problem that involves complex morphology, PI is more effective 

than TI (operationalized as mechanical drills), since the PI students improved more than the TI 

students on the interpretation task, and performed statistically as well as the TI group on the 

production tasks. The results of the current study are similar to those reported in the original 

VanPatten and Cadierno (1993) article and in subsequent PI research. Thus an instructional focus 

on learning to recognize the distinction between locational and destinational phrases in the 

language input translates into student gain in producing these forms, even though students were 

not required to produce a single form during the 75-minute treatment.  The improvement of the 
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PI groups on the sentence interpretation task in this study is of special interest, since on the pre-

test the TI groups scored significantly better on this measure.  Thus the larger improvement in 

the PI groups in the post-test suggests that PI is very effective at increasing students' abilities to 

map forms to meaning in oral input, and the PI treatment was most helpful in improving learners' 

abilities to map the accusative case forms to their destinational meaning. 

Furthermore, when we examined student performance on the production task by sentence 

type, it became clear that TI helped students make statistically significant progress only in 

producing destinational sentences.  The TI groups seemingly overgeneralized the grammar for 

expressing destination, since their performance in producing locational phrases deteriorated 

slightly from pre-test to post-test.  This is surprising, since the treatment materials included two 

exercises requiring students to produce locational phrases in contrast to destinational forms.  The 

PI group, in contrast, improved at producing destinational phrases and was statistically superior 

to the TI group in making locational sentences.  We conclude that the PI treatment actually 

taught learners to recognize the distinction between the destinational and locational sentences, 

and therefore primed them to be better at production of both forms.   

 

Research Question 2 

 The answer to our second research question is negative; in none of the statistical tests did 

we find an interaction for time x treatment x institution. Thus we cannot conclude that one type 

of instruction is better for learners at one kind of institution than at another.  In fact, given the 

significant interaction between time x institution for both the interpretation and production tasks, 

it is clear that students at the selective private university benefited from instruction (of either 

type) more than students at the public university.  Nevertheless, in light of the conclusion to 
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research question 1 of this study, we argue that PI can be a very effective tool for students at both 

highly selective elite institutions and for public institutions. 

 

Research Question 3 

We take an exploratory, qualitative approach to examining the IF data for patterns.  When 

we look at the IF for noun types in the interpretation task, we note that for both treatment groups 

test items containing feminine nouns became easier from pre-test to post-test.  It is likely that 

students had an easier time with feminine nouns, since the feminine endings are distinct for 

nominative, accusative, and prepositional (i.e., there is a one-to-one relationship between form 

and case), and also since acoustically the feminine accusative ending (-

and -

reduction in spoken Russian.  For masculine and neuter nouns in declensional classes 1 and 10, 

the mapping of surface forms to meaning is complex, and students in the PI treatment groups had 

an easier time mapping those endings to their meanings than the TI treatment groups, for whom 

these items remained almost as difficult on the post-test as they were on the pre-test.  

 When we examine the results of the production task, we note that for both the PI and TI 

groups nouns in all declensional classes got easier, although neuter nouns remain almost as 

difficult for the TI group on the post-test as on the pre-test.  It is hard to speculate about what the 

TI groups found difficult about this noun class, although declinable neuter place nouns are less 

common in the language than other declensional classes, and they were not as frequent in the PI 

and TI treatment materials as nouns from other classes. 

 For the PI groups it is the set of feminine and neuter nouns with - stems that remain 

relatively difficult. This is perhaps not surprising, since both types of nouns require surface 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



Processing Instruction and Russian: Further  20 

forms that deviate from general patterns: in the prepositional case, both end in , when the other 

three noun types end in .  In the accusative case, feminine nouns with -  stems require the /u/ 

typical of feminine hard stem nouns.  

It is possible that the PI tasks alone do not push students sufficiently to notice those details that 

are important for accuracy in the written language.  This suggests that PI tasks, while effective in 

teaching the meaning of a grammatical feature, should be followed up with opportunities for 

students to engage in meaning-based production activities in speaking and writing that target less 

salient features that are important in formal accuracy. 

 The greater change in IF values from pre-test to post-test on the production tasks may 

also have to do with the greater comfort level that students often have with written input over 

aural input.  While there was an overall time limit on the production task, learners could read, re-

read, and compare sentences in the task, since all 15 prompts were available to them at one time.  

In answering items on the interpretation task, students heard the item only once and had no more 

than 5 seconds to check their answer before hearing the next item. 

 

Conclusions 

 The present study's results have implications both for the PI research agenda, pedagogical 

practice and materials development.  This is the first PI study to look at a processing problem 

that is encoded in a wide range of morphemes.  Most PI studies targeting the Lexical Preference 

Principle narrow their treatment to a single grammatical form.  This study, for which students 

needed to map five surface morphological forms to two complementary meanings, still showed 

PI to be more effective than TI for interpreting those forms, and statistically as effective as TI for 
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producing them; it does not seem to have overstrained the PI dictum of «present one thing at a 

time» (Lee and VanPatten, 2003, p. 154).   

 We note a limitation to the data presented here.  The Effect size as calculated by Partial 

eta squared for the variable time is quite large (.602 and .609 for the interpretation and 

production tasks, respectively).  Hence time spent on instruction in general, whether in PI or TI,  

accounts for the largest part of the variance between pre- and post-test scores.  For logistical 

reasons the study could not include a control group, but had one been included, it is possible that 

the Effect size for the variable time would be smaller, and more of the variance might be 

explained by treatment type and other factors.   

 More important than the mere fact of both groups' improvement, and significant 

especially for Russian language pedagogy, is the nature of each group's progress. The PI group 

had superior performance on the interpretation task and improved at producing both destinational 

and locational phrases; the TI group's improvement in production extended only to destinational 

expressions. Our finding that the TI group overgeneralized one construction is another piece of 

evidence for what VanPatten and Wong termed the unnoticed negative effect of traditional 

grammar instructional formats  (VanPatten & Wong, 2003, 112).  

Based on our results we agree with the conclusion reached by Wong and VanPatten 

(2003) that mechanical drills are not necessary for language acquisition, even when targeting a 

complex form-meaning mapping in Russian. Nevertheless, we note that in our research students 

did learn something of the targeted forms from TI.  Because TI can produce a certain kind of 

result, and because a classroom with production-focused TI activities appears to engage students 

because they are 'always talking' (i.e., producing morphologically accurate surface structures), it 

may seem to some teachers that TI 'works'.  As the study results suggest, however, TI may 
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'work', but only in a very limited way, and it can be replaced by PI and other kinds of focus-on-

form instruction.3 

The challenge remains to take the results of this study and develop and disseminate a 

range of model PI and SI treatments for common grammar topics that can replace the mechanical 

exercises that still account for the bulk of grammar practice in current Russian textbooks at the 

elementary level (Comer, forthcoming).   We started that work in our earlier study (Comer & 

deBenedette, 2010), but more remains to be done. In addition to rethinking Russian grammar 

instruction within a PI/SI framework, the field will need to work on teacher training so that 

materials are implemented in a way that never separates instruction in language form from 

attention to meaning and communication.  

 PI offers the possibility of adjusting even the most basic instruction in Russian 

morphology and syntax to include (rather than ignore) a focus on meaning, and to push learners 

to interpret as well as produce forms accurately.  Some of the most challenging features of 

Russian grammar are precisely ones where subtle differences in morphology and syntax result in 

large changes in meaning, changes that language learners are likely to miss entirely or seriously 

[where to - destination  at - location] distinction presented in this study, initial 

presentation of the distinction (along with much of the output-focused practice in textbooks) 

occurs alongside work on verbs of motion. The lexical and collocational reach of the distinction, 

however, stretches beyond that initially encountered contrast between «motion verbs» and verbs 

like «to live» and «to work». Learners must eventually be able to associate directionality with 
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both verbs and nouns that do not obviously ap

position and positioning («the book stood on the shelf» vs. «he stood-put the book on[to] the 

shelf»; «the coat hung on the hook» vs. she hung-put the coat on(to) the hook»), they must not 

only learn multiple verbs where English may have only one («to hang»), they must also apply the 

 to - destination / where at - location] distinction in a new lexical environment. 

Because PI's structured input activities help learners link forms with meaning and focus on 

accurate interpretation of forms, they are a highly appropriate pedagogical tool for tackling these 

issues.  Creating such activities requires instructors and materials designers to think differently 

about how form and meaning interact, and it requires instructors to think about ways to 

manipulate language input that force learners to attend to the meaning(s) inherent in grammatical 

forms.  As challenging as it may be to create such new materials in languages where they have as 

yet been little used, the evidence from PI research shows the benefits of this approach to input in 

instruction. 
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Notes 

 

1 The breakdown and numbering of declensional classes in this article departs from the 

traditional presentation of Russian declension patterns in the standard academic grammars 

(Cubberley, 2002) in an attempt to make 

to an audience of non-Russian specialists. 

 

2 

language input. Thus, it is critical for learners to identify both a wo

form when comprehending a sentence. 

 

3 A limitation of our study is that we operationalized TI as mechanical drills alone (rather than 

using a mix of mechanical, meaningful and communicative drills), and, as one reviewer pointed 

out, classroom practice is usually not so limited. We agree that classroom work on grammar may 

feature a wider range of output-based grammar activities than the ones used in the TI part of this 

research study. We question, however, the extent to which existing grammar materials for 

Russian make learners work on comprehending (rather than producing) forms, and check 

input before production begins. Furthermore, given that mechanical drills 

are not necessary for acquisition to occur, there would seem to be no reason to have the gamut of 

practice activities on any given topic start with mechanical drills as a first step  in learning 

grammar forms.
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Table 1: Place nouns according to gender and declensional classes 
Russian Word Gender Declensional Class 

 Masc. 1. hard consonant 

 Masc. 2. soft consonant 

 Masc. 3. stem ending in - 

 Fem. 4. hard stem 

 Fem. 5. soft stem 

 Fem. 6. stem ending in - 

 Fem. 7. stem in soft sign 

 Neut. 8. hard stem 

 Neut. 9. soft stem 

tory] Neut. 10. stem ending in - 
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Table 2: Case endings by gender and declensional class 
Gender & 

Declensional class 

Nominative Accusative 

direction)  

Prepositional  

location) 

1. Masc. / Hard 

ending [university] 

   

4. Fem. / Hard ending    

6. Fem. / stem ending 

in - 

   

8. Neut / hard ending     

10. Neut / stem in -

- [dormitory] 
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Table 3: Pre-test and Post-test scores by treatment type, task type, and 
institution  
Variables  Pre-test  Post-test  

 Institution N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Interpretation 

(max. 10) 

      

Processing 

Instruction 

U1 22 3.36 1.53 6.27 2.29 

U2 10 3.50 1.18 8.20 1.55 

Total 32 3.41 1.41 6.88 2.25 

Traditional 

Instruction 

U1 20 3.75 1.12 5.35 2.46 

U2 8 4.63 .92 7.13 1.96 

Total 28 4.00 1.12 5.86 2.43 

Total U1 42 3.55 1.35 5.83 2.39 

U2 18 4.00 1.19 7.72 1.78 

Total 60 3.68 1.31 6.40 2.37 

Production  

(max. 12) 

      

Processing 

Instruction 

U1 22 3.77 1.85 6.91 4.34 

U2 10 3.30 2.00 9.50 2.88 

Total 32 3.63 1.88 7.72 4.08 

Traditional 

Instruction 

U1 20 4.45 2.16 7.90 2.36 

U2 8 4.75 1.16 9.75 1.67 
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Total 28 4.54 1.91 8.43 2.32 

Total U1 42 4.10 2.01 7.38 3.53 

U2 18 3.94 1.80 9.61 2.35 

Total 60 4.05 1.93 8.05 3.37 
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Table 4: I tem Facility Averages (Standard Deviations) for interpretation task 
by treatment types and noun declension classes 
 Pre-test Post-test 

 PI 

(3 groups) 

TI 

(3 groups) 

PI 

(3 groups) 

TI 

(3 groups) 

1. Masculine 

Nouns Hard 

ending 

3 items 

.35 

(.146) 

.50 

(.135) 

.74 

(.249) 

.58 

(.131) 

4. Feminine 

Nouns  Hard 

Ending 

3 items 

.34 

(.158) 

.29 

(.112) 

.70 

(.209) 

.69 

(.249) 

6. Feminine 

Nouns with -  

stem 

2 items 

.33 

(.205) 

.42 

(.240) 

.73 

(.121) 

.69 

(.203) 

10. Neuter 

Nouns with -  

stem 

2 items 

.36 

(.117) 

.38 

(.222) 

.52 

(.307) 

.39 

(.252) 
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Table 5: I tem Facility Averages (Standard Deviations) for production task by 
treatment types and noun declension classes 
 Pre-test Post-test 

 PI 

(3 groups) 

TI 

(3 groups) 

PI 

(3 groups) 

TI 

(3 groups) 

1. Masculine 

Nouns Hard 

ending 

4 items 

.36  

(.283) 

.42  

(.302) 

.67  

(.187) 

.80  

(.238) 

4. Feminine 

Nouns  Hard 

Ending 

4 items 

.28  

(.191) 

.34  

(.256) 

.66  

(.190) 

.74  

(.311) 

6. Feminine 

Nouns with -  

stem 

1 item 

.34  

(.091) 

.44  

(.063) 

.47 

(.120) 

.90 

(.093) 

8. Neuter Nouns 

Hard ending 

2 items 

.27  

(.098) 

.40  

(.231) 

.66  

(.191) 

.41  

(.183) 

10. Neuter 

Nouns with -  

stem 

.30  

(.224) 

.27  

(.098) 

.46  

(.081) 

.80  

(.155) 
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1 item 
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Figure 1: Interpretation Task
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Figure 2: Production Task
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Figure 3: Interpretation Task-details
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Figure 4: Production Task-details

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 

http://www.editorialmanager.com/fla/download.aspx?id=16929&guid=0641ecf2-0739-4523-a573-c9f31ca848af&scheme=1


Figure 5: Interpretation Task-public university
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Figure 6: Production Task-public university
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Figure 7: Interpretation Task-private university
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Figure 8: Production Task-private university
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Appendix A. Interpretation task from pre- and post-tests 

Directions: You will hear 12 sentences; check the column that best reflects the meaning of the 

sentence.  If the subject of the sentence refers to being in a place or at a place, then put a check 

mar

ation or 

destination; es only once. 

 

 In a location Headed to a destination Neither 

1.    

2.    

 

Sentences read to the students in Version A 

 

 

[Professor Petrovskii is now at a lecture.] 

 

 

 the dormitory.] 

 

 

 

y.] 

 

Appendix A: Interpretation Task directions and sentences
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Sentences read to the students in version B 

1. [Vova is now off to the park.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ya is now at the dormitory.] 
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Appendix B. Production task from the Pre- and Post-tests 

Directions: Complete the sentence with a word cued in the picture.  You will write the word in 

Russian in the correct form.  Pay attention to the meaning of the sentence to determine whether it 

expresses destination, location or another meaning.  

 

Example: 

We study at _______________________ 

{clip art image of a library} 

library    

 

You will write:   We study at the library.  Your answer will be in Russian. 

 

Vocabulary Reminder: 

 we were 

 we went 

 we worked 

 we went 

 

Pre-test sentences 

 [We went to work.] 

. [We went to the university.] 

.] 

 

. [We went to Irkutsk.] 

. [We went to the lake.] 

Appendix B: Production Task directions and sentences
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. [We know what kind of cafe that is.] 

. [We know what kind of store that is.] 

. [We went to the village.] 

 

 

 

. [We know what kind of pharmacy that is.] 

 

 

Post-test sentences 

 

t the lake.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

worked in Irkutsk.] 
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Appendix C.  

Table 6. Vocabulary items used in PI and TI treatments, with an indication of their declensional 

classes and their frequencies in the treatment materials. 

Russian  English Declension 

class 

Number of 

occurrences 

in PI 

materials 

Number of 

occurrences 

in TI 

materials 

 England 6 1 1 

 pharmacy 4 6 6 

 Arizona 4 0 0 

 bank 1 4 5 

 pool 1 0 0 

 library 4 6 7 

 Washington 1 2 2 

 Voronezh 1 1 1 

 Denver 1 1 1 

 disco 4 1 1 

 class n/a 5 5 

 institute 1 5 3 

 Irkutsk  0 0 

 California 6 2 2 

 Canada 4 1 2 

Appendix C: Vocabulary in Treatments
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 Kansas 1 1 0 

 café n/a 5 5 

 Kiev 1 1 1 

 movie 

theater n/a 

1 1 

 movie 

theater 1 

1 2 

 club 1 2 3 

 conservatory 6 6 7 

 office 4 0 0 

 concert 1 6 6 

 Kostroma 4 1 1 

 Kursk 1 1 1 

 lecture 6 1 1 

 store 1 5 5 

 Mexico 4 1 1 

 Moscow 4 2 2 

 museum 1 9 8 

 Novgorod 1 1 1 

 dormitory 10 7 6 

 lake 8 7 6 

 Oregon 1 1 1 
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 park 1 5 6 

 post office 4 4 4 

 Pskov 1 1 1 

 work 4 6 7 

 restaurant 1 8 6 

 Russia 6 4 4 

 Saratov 1 1 1 

 village 8 0 0 

 Smolensk 1 1 1 

 gym 1 6 6 

 stadium 1 6 6 

 theater 1 2 1 

 Texas 1 1 1 

 Topeka 4 2 2 

 Tula 4 1 1 

 university 1 6 6 

 Ufa 4 1 1 

 Florida 4 1 1 

 France 6 3 4 

 school 4 8 8 

 Japan 6 1 1 

Total   162 162 
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APPENDIX D. Sample tasks from the TI treatment 

Activity 3.  Make sentences from the cues below to tell where Sergei went to last week. 

Remember: to indicate direction, you will need to put the word in the accusative case. 

 

_______.  (and 12 more nouns) 

[Sergei went to ____.      university] 

 

Activity 4.  Making sentences. Using one item from each column, make as many grammatically 

correct sentences as you can from these words. 

 

[my father went] 

 

[my sister went] 

 

[I went]  

For females:  

[I went] 

 

 

[pharmacy] 

[library] 

and 16 more nouns 

 

Day 2. 

Activity 3.  The questions on the left ask if a person is headed to ( ) to a place (destination 

in the accusative case). Disagree and state that the person 

(location in the prepositional case).  The first sentence has been done for you. 

 

Appendix D: Sample TI Treatment Tasks
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Is momma going to the pharmacy? No, she is already at the pharmacy. 

 

Activity 5. Work in pairs.  You have to do the odd numbers, while your partner will check your 

answers.  When your partner does the even numbers, you check the answers. 

The sentences in the left hand column tell where people were.  Transform them into 

sentences that tell where people went to. 

For example:   

Mark was in Kursk.  Mark went to Kursk. 

.    

 

Activity 6.  The exclamations in the left hand column cause you to wonder when the speaker has 

ever been ( ) to the place mentioned.  Complete the responses with the directional form of 

the words cued in the exclamations. 

Model:  !  ? 

  [What a big library there is there. When did you go to the library?] 
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Appendix E. Sample tasks from the PI treatment 

 

Activity 2a. You will hear a series of statements about what destinations your regular classroom 

teacher might have gone to in the past week.  Listen to the sentences and based on what you 

know of your teache

a likely destination ). 

 

 
[Yes] 

 

[Probably] 

 

[Probably not] 

1.    

total of 10 sentences 

 

2b.  Now you will hear what destinations your teacher has actually gone to in the past week.  

Circle the number for each.  How many did you guess correctly?  

 

Activity 3a. What destinations have you gone to in the past week?  Circle all the sentences that 

are true for you.  

 

Male students read from this column Female students read from this column 

. 

[I went to the gym.] 

.  

[I went to the gym.] 

and nine more sentences 

 

Appendix E: Sample PI Treatment Tasks
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Activity 3b.  Compare your answers with a classmate, by reading the sentences that you circled 

aloud to your partner.  

» if you have the same answer as your partner. 

Give yourself a point for every answer you have in common with your partner. 

 

Activity 4c. ) to?  Match the sentence starts 

in the left column with actual places that people in your family have gone to. 

 

  . 

[to Washington] 

  . 

[to California] 

and three more options  and six more options 

 

Day 2 

Activity 2.  As you listen and watch the next part of the presentation, you will see on each slide a 

pair of images.  Note which form of the word is used as a destination, and which one is used as a 

location.  Write in D=destination or L = location before each form of the word. 

 

1. ____- - accusative] ____- [park - prepositional] 

2. ____- [school - prepositional] ____- [school - accusative] 

and six more pairs 
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Activity 4.  [Jim] recently got a cell phone and he likes to call his friends and let them 

know where he is and where he is going.  Look at the list of things he said, and indicate for each 

whether he is telling his friends where he is headed (destination with the accusative case) or 

where he is already (location with the prepositional case). 

 

: [Jim says] On his way /  

where he is going 

Is already there /  

where he is 

. 

[I am now at the university.] 
  

. 

[I'm headed to the stadium today.] 
  

and eight more sentences 

 

Activity 6. John and Olga like to travel, and they are describing where they were or where they 

went to this past summer.  Pay attention to the place phrase to decide whether it expresses 

location (prepositional case) or destination (accusative case). Complete each sentence with  

 if they are talking about a location  

OR    if they are talking about a destination. 

 

1. _____________________ . 

[1. ____________________ in Russia.] 

and 10 more sentences. 
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Activity 6b.  Compare you Circle all the 

sentences  
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