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Noticing

Reformulation and
reconstruction: tasks that
promote ‘noticing’

Scott Thornbury

In various guises reformulation and reconstruction tasks have a long tra-
dition in ELT methodology. Since both task types foreground meaning,
they fit well into a task-based model of instruction, and because the
starting point in both cases is whole texts, their use is consistent with a
discourse-oriented view of language. However, their potential for focusing
learners’ attention on form (that is, noticing both what is present in input
and absent in output) has received little attention. This article rehabilitates
techniques that exploit both the meaning-driven and form-focused po-
tential of these two task types.

The role of noticing in second language acquisition has been the subject
of some attention recently (see for example Batstone 1996, Schmidt
1990). It has been suggested (Schmidt and Frota 1986) that two kinds of
noticing are necessary conditions for acquisition:

1 Learners must attend to linguistic features of the input that they are
exposed to, without which input cannot become ‘intake’.

2 Learners must ‘notice the gap’, i.e. make comparisons between the
current state of their developing linguistic system, as realized in their
output, and the target language system, available as input.

‘Matching’ is the term used by Klein (1986) for this second type of
noticing: ‘the learner must continuously compare his current language
variety with the target variety’ (1986: 62). Ellis (1995) prefers the term
‘cognitive comparison’, since this ‘better captures the fact that learners
need to notice when their own output is the same as the input as well as
when it is different’ (ibid.: 90). Noticing operations occupy a key role in
Ellis’s model of second language acquisition, facilitating the process
whereby explicit knowledge becomes implicit knowledge. In short: ‘No
noticing, no acquisition’ (ibid.: 89).

It follows that language teachers should try to promote noticing, by
focusing their learners’ attention on the targeted language in the input,
and on the distance to be covered between the present state of their
interlanguage, on the one hand, and the target language, on the other.

In the classroom, the first kind of noticing is customarily promoted
through activities and procedures involving input enhancement
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(Sharwood Smith 1993), whereby targeted features of the input a
made salient in order to facilitate their becoming intake. Tt
presentation stage of the traditional Presentation—Practice-Productio
(PPP) model of instruction is designed to do just that. However, tt
effectiveness of this kind of approach has been called into question on
number of grounds, not least because, given the current state of o
knowledge of acquisition order, this kind of pre-emptive strike c
targeted forms ‘could only be appropriate by chance’ (Allwright 197
170).

The second kind of noticing is traditionally mediated through correctis
feedback. Evidence suggests, however, that, when it comes to correctio
there is a considerable mismatch between teacher intentions and learn:
outcomes, and that ‘the greatest error teachers make may be tt
assumption that what occurs as ‘correction’ in classroom interactic
automatically leads to learning on the part of the student’ (Chaudrc
1988: 152). Schmidt’s own experience of learning Portuguese suggeste
that, in order to benefit from correction, he had to know he was beir
corrected: implicit correction techniques such as clarification reques
made no impression, whereas hearing the correct version immediate
after making an error allowed him to match his present level with tl
target (Schmidt and Frota 1986).

Given, then, the somewhat hit-and-miss nature of both presentation ar
correction, what other kinds of activities and procedures might t
conducive to noticing and matching?

Tasks that provide opportunities for noticing are ones that, even
essentially meaning-focused, allow the learner to devote some atte:
tional resources to form, and, moreover, provide both the data and tl
incentive for the learner to make comparisons between interlanguag
output and target language models. Two generic classroom task typ
that meet these criteria are, I will argue, reformulation tasks ar
reconstruction tasks.

Opportunities for noticing alone are not enough, however, if t
learners lack the strategies to take advantage of them. Since noticing is
conscious cognitive process, it is theoretically accessible to training ar
development. This suggests that the teacher’s role is to develop noticir
strategies that the student can apply independently and autonomousl
This, too, is an issue I will address.

Reformulation has gained currency in recent years as a technique in tl
development of students’ writing skills: rather than simply correcting
student’s composition, which usually involves attention to surfa
features of the text only, the teacher reformulates it, using the conte
the student has provided, but recasting it so that the rewritten drz
approximates as closely as possible to a putative target language mode
It is then available for comparison with the student’s own draft. (S
Hedge 1988 for a more elaborated description of this procedure.) Tl
technique has also been promoted for the teaching of speaking skills
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