Arguments against “drilling”.
Leaver et al.’s comments

Wong & VanPattens comments

ARGUMENT ONE

“What we are stating in this article comes down to this: As far as acquisition is concerned, drills are simply unnecessary and at best a waste of time for the development of communicative ability (418)”

Leaver et al. were unable to show evidence that drills are necessary.  In addition, they were unable to prove that the extensive evidence against drills is flawed and/or irrelevant.

ARGUMENT TWO

 “Our concern is in the belief that mechanical drills are essential for acquisition.  We are less concerned about meaningful and communicative drills being viewed as essential or beneficial to acquisition.  In this paper, we use the term drill to mean mechanical drills (407)”

In their counter argument Leaver et al. appear to use the term “drill” differently. 

ARGUMENT THREE

“There are two aspects of learning a language for oral communicative purposes: the creation of an underlying implicit linguistic system (that consists of rules, forms, and lexical items); and the development of the ability to use that system to express meaning….This distinction is important for the present discussion because the utility of drills in language instruction needs to be examined from two different perspectives, namely, whether drills help to develop the underlying system and whether they are useful in promoting accuracy and fluency. (404)”
We are clearly suggesting that acquisition is more than just research a certain level (on a proficiency scale) and that in both SLA research and theory, the conceptualization of acquisition as multiple processes and products.  

Leaver et al. do not make these distinctions.  Thus they conflate the various dimensions of acquisition into a unitary phenomenon and ignore the vast literature on SLA in and out of the classroom with different languages.  

ARGUMENT FOUR

“By claiming that drills are not necessary and in some cases can hinder acquisition, we are not saying that no focus on form is necessary or that we are against instruction of any kind.   …We are obviously advocating some kind of focus on form, given the research we have been involved in regarding processing instruction (417-18)”

ARGUMENT FIVE

Leaver et al. have conflated drills, focus on form, and instruction in general in their response.  Any comments regarding the above argument must be careful not to confuse an argument against drills as an argument against instruction, focus on form, or anything else.  Because Leaver et al. do not understand the scope of the above position; they imbue Wong and VPs claims with the promotion of certain approaches to language teaching.
Wong and VanPatten state that some language may be more difficult than others to acquire for speakers of a particular first language.  They state “our point is not that instruction cannot help the learning of Russian, Japanese, or any other language. It is that the role of drills cannot change depending on language (416)”

Leaver et al. defend the difficulty of Russian.  But there is no dispute over this.  In addition, Leaver et al. provide no argument or citation of empirical evidence that drills are necessary to learn these more difficult languages.  They present the following:

1) FSI data states that it takes longer to learn Russian than French.

2) Greater aptitude is require dfor classroom learning of some languages.

3) Russian morphology is complex.

4) The interface between semantics and syntax may pose problems in Russian.

None of these points is disputed by Wong and VanPatten.  However, none of these points is evidence that drills are necessary.  That is “harder/more difficult” does not equate with “drills are necessary” or even “drills are useful”.  

The question that needs to research is the following:  

“What happens in Russian language teaching if drills are replaced by something like processing instruction?”

OTHER ARGUMENTS
Leaver et al. Argue that there is a difference between what is required at lower levels and what is needed at upper levels of language ability. Wong and VanPatten agree with this.
“…if our students are to attain any more sophisticated control of Russian and to use it in any more challenging contexts, they need to gain control of Russian grammar…” Here they are confusing drills with focus on form.  Wong and VanPatten do not argue against focus on form in the classroom.  Again, they argue that there is no evidence that drills are necessary.   In short, “taking longer to learn a foreign language” does not equate with “drills are necessary”.
Leaver et al. state “the issue, as many have said, is not whether to teach grammar but rather how to teach it”.  This is exactly the point that underlies Wong and VanPatten’s argument.  They are concerned about the how of focus on form. Particularly the relationship between instruction and underlying processes in acquisition.
When referring to an informal study of Slavic language teachers working at high levels of proficiency in which “nearly all of the teachers taught grammar overtly and very often used drills”.  Again, this is not in question.  But how is this evidence that drills are necessary…or what it has to do with the issue of how instruction in grammar takes places. “Using drills often” does not equate with “drills are necessary”, nor does it equate with “research on the how of grammar teaching”.

Leaver et al. also discuss the problem of learning only through comprehensible input and state that “Wong and VanPatten promoted the ultimate fallacy when they assumed, without evidence or attempted research, that contextualized, authentic input will be comprehensible to students of Russian”.  Wong and VanPatten did not make any reference, statement or implication leading to this assumption.  This must mean that Leaver et al. must think that because Wong and VanPatten see no evidence for the necessity of drills that Wong and VanPatten must believe that comprehensible input takes care of everything. VanPatten and colleagues have spent the last 12 years research the effects of processing instruction, whose focus on form and not some kind of “contextualized, authentic input”.   In fact, it was research on input processing and problems that learners have with authentic and contextualized input that led to processing instruction.   The “nonnecessity of drills” does not equate with “learners only need comprehensible input”.  

Leaver et al. refer to research in first language acquisition and associative memory as wells as research of Robert DeKeyser.  Unfortunately, there is no evidence that drilling exists in first language acquisition (as they state).  In fact, the opposite exists: Attempting to get young children to repeat something correctly almost always results in failure.  Children’s songs, nursery rhymes, and games do NOT teach first language through what is essentially drill.  There is not a single first language acquisition researcher that we know of who would suggest that language is “taught” to children.  Children don’t engage in songs and rhymes to get language, they engage in songs and rhymes because they have the necessary language to do so.

Memory research: current cognitive psychology does not argue that repetition or drills are necessary for learning either anything or everything; it argues that repeated exposures or behaviors tied to deliberate intentions lead to learning (in the case of language, this means communication).

Research on drilling and automaticity (DeKeyser): this research does not mean that drills are necessary.  Any low-level language function can be drilled to a point where people may look good at what they do.  But again, is it necessary?  Is it possible that there are other routes to automaticity?  Cognitive psychologists think so:  otherwise no human would learn anything without drilling. 

Learning only through comprehensible input causes many learners to fossilize at lower levels.  They use Higgs and Clifford’s 1982 study of American soldiers abroad as evidence for the necessity of drills.  However, not everyone fossilizes in untutored contexts.  In addition, the evidence for fossilization (Long 2003) is largely sketchy.  
Etc.

Lightbown (2004) says in a commentary on processing instruction, “VanPatten and Wong have been very clear that they do not see Processing Instruction as the best or only approach to teaching all language features.  They have also left no doubt that Processing Instruction is not proposed as the basis for taking learners all the way to spontaneous, accurate, automatized production of any language features”.
