CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

The chapter reviews vocabulary development from reading. In the beginning,

there are discussions of incidental learning as a source of vocabulary acquisition and

evidence of word gains from incidental learning. The next section presents exposure

frequency as one of the factors influencing learning from context. Then, categories

of contextual situations are described, which is followed by discussions of how

different contextual situations affect the guessability of words in context and

incidental learning of vocabulary. Finally, the review discusses the relationship

between exposure frequency and contextual situations in vocabulary acquisition.

Based on the literature above, four research questions are posed to investigate effects

of exposure frequency and contextual situations of a word on EFL senior high school

students’ incidental learning of vocabulary from reading.

2.1 Incidental Learning as a Source of Vocabulary Acquisition

The top-down, naturalistic, and communicative approaches from 1970s to

1980s have contributed to the emphasis on incidental learning in vocabulary

expansion (Sokman, 1997). Although a variety of context exposures are

essential to the increment in the depth of word knowledge, not everyone agrees

that learners can acquire L2 vocabulary from context.



Those who oppose learning from context argue learners might run the risk

of inferring wrong meanings from context, which seldom offers enough

information, and that the inferring method only works well for learners who are

good at problem-solving skills (Hulstijn, 1992). In addition, they think that (a)

the effectiveness of learning words from context is not better than pair-associate

learning, (b) the number of words learned from context is quite limited, (c) a

top-down strategy like guessing might not be suitable for L2 learners because

they need to use more bottom-up recognition skills and to develop sight

vocabulary that could be processed automatically with or without context, (d)

learners might fail to guess successfully from context due to their limited

vocabulary size and insufficient contextual cues provided in the text, and (e)

even correct inferences could not guarantee retention (Hunt, 1996). Factors

such as personal learning style and cultural background might also make

learning vocabulary in context less effective than decontextualized word

learning (Qian, 1996). Nevertheless, many scholars still hold the position that

learning from context is conducive to vocabulary learning.

Compared with direct instruction, incidental learning is reported to be more

advantageous in some studies. Killan, Nagy, Pearson, Anderson, and Garcia’s (1995)

study revealed instructions before reading did not affect vocabulary learning and that



vocabulary was acquired incidentally during reading. Their study showed students

of all verbal abilities could learn vocabulary from context, as demonstrated in their

increment of vocabulary knowledge. Similarly, Nagy (1997) thought the nature of

most vocabulary instruction was superficial so incidental acquisition from context was

a better explanation for the substantial annual vocabulary growth of average native

speakers. Although he did not deny that explicit instruction seemed to play a greater

role in L2 vocabulary growth, he still believed L2 learners might learn more from

context where there were more unfamiliar words for them. In line with Nagy (1997),

Schmitt and Carter (2000) indicated words learned from direct teaching were very

limited so it was very likely that learners acquired a large amount of threshold

vocabulary for comprehension through exposure outside the classroom. Kim (2006)

even made a stronger claim that “Reading enables L2 as well as L1 learners to acquire

a much larger vocabulary than explicit vocabulary instruction alone can accomplish”

(p. 343).

Besides the aforementioned advantages over instruction, incidental learning was

found to involve other strengths over dictionary consultation in Eeds and Cockrum

(1985) and Knight (1994). In Eeds and Cockrum’s (1985) study, fifth-graders who

simply read the novel not only remembered almost as many target words as those who

laboriously copied their looked-up definitions on the worksheets but also had more
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fun because pure reading was “much more likely to promote interest in reading and

word meanings than a tedious assignment to look up and copy pages of definitions” (p.

497). Moreover, they found an unexpected mean gain between the immediate

posttest and the three-week delayed posttest in the reading-only group but not in the

dictionary group. Similarly, Knight (1994) not only displayed the forgetting rate of

the groups with access to dictionary was higher than that of the groups without the

access but discovered an unusual growth of the no-dictionary group between the

immediate and the two-week delayed supply-definition posttests as well.

Researchers in favor of learning vocabulary from context have also believed that

(a) words are inseparable from a text so they can not be learned without context, (b) a

critical problem for L2 readers lies in their small receptive vocabulary so they should

learn words through semantic field or contextualized activities, and (c) vocabulary

learning is an incremental process so more exposures to a new word in context help

learners gain more partial knowledge of the word (Hunt, 1996).

In addition, Krashen (1989) reviewed 144 studies to justify that reading input

contributed to acquisition of vocabulary and spelling. From the evidence he

gathered, even though instruction could account for gains for vocabulary and spelling,

it demanded greater time and effort than incidental learning from reading. Although

Krashen admitted extensive reading might not necessarily lead to acquisition every
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time, he believed it could better explain how learners acquire language after class and

how they know words beyond their current level and most important of all, make

learning more pleasurable. Krashen concluded by saying the benefits of incidental

learning, which echoed his Input Hypothesis and subconscious language acquisition,

were not limited to L1 studies. He believed that incidental learning could happen in

L2 as well.

Following Krashen’s (1989) claim, Day, Omura, and Hiramatsu (1991) extended

research on incidental learning from L1 to L2. They had high school and first-year

or second-year university learners of English in Japan do sustained silent reading of

an adapted story in the length of 1,032 words in about 30 minutes. The purpose of

the study was to see if these learners could acquire any of the 17 target words

occurring many times in contexts that were sufficient for word meaning inference.

Consistent with other findings on L1 incidental learning of vocabulary, these L2

learners obtained significant immediate word gains.

L2 learners can enjoy greater benefits of incidental learning when they can apply

L1 learning experience to foreign language learning. In a replicated study based on

Zahar, Cobb, and Spada (2001), Tekman and Daloglu (2006) found native Turkish

university learners who had received limited amounts of English instruction in

secondary school almost acquired twice the number of words acquired by Zahar et

12



al’s ESL seventh-graders consisting mainly of Francophones. Although fewer

cognates between English and Turkish than English and French might make Turkish

students inferior to Francophones in learning English, Tekman and Daloglu suggested

the reason why their Turkish participants did a better job was that their L1 reading and

vocabulary learning strategies had been transferred to L2 learning.

Not only does empirical research support learning from context, but some

advanced learners also express that they learn most of their vocabulary through

exposure. From the questionnaire collected from Chinese second-year non-English

majors at Beijing Normal University, Gu and Johnson (1996) reported that good

readers believed natural exposure (e.g. guessing and contextual encoding) was one of

the best ways to pick up words, so they recommended that teachers should encourage

students to read extensively.

To explain why acquiring vocabulary from context is better than learning

words from given meanings, Honeyfield (1987) stated that the attempt to infer

unknown meanings from context begot an active searching and thinking process,

which involved “consideration of possible meaning dimensions of the word (its

denotation, field of application, syntactic behavior, connotations, etc.)” (p. 319)

and made the word with the assigned tentative meaning dimensions

incorporated into a wider structure of thought, which corresponded to Ausubel’s
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meaningful learning theory and thus produced learning efficiency and better

retention (Brown, 1972). In addition, Hulstijn (1992) presented a ‘mental

effort’ hypothesis based on two assumptions: (a) inference required more

mental effort and (b) information attained with greater mental effort could be

better retrieved and recalled. This hypothesis predicted “that the retention of

an inferred word meaning will be higher than the retention of a given word

meaning” (p.113) and the prediction was supported by three of Hulstijn’s

experiments. Although it is arguable that other confounding factors such as

longer study time involved in Hulstijn’s mental effort hypothesis, Craik and

Tulving’s (1975) memory experiments demonstrated that what determined the

level of recall or recognition of a word was neither the amount of time spent on

the item nor the intention to learn; instead, they found it was the degree of

semantic involvement required in the task that determined retention.

Therefore, following Craik and Tulving’s discovery, Hermann’s (2003)

concluded that repeated rote learning was not the most effective way to learn a

new word. To enhance lexical retention, Hermann believed that words should

be learned from holistic and varied contexts so that learners could perceive the

semantic features of the target words more comprehensively to establish deeper

memory traces.
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2.1.1 Evidence of Word Gains from Incidental Learning

Word gains from incidental learning are not always satisfactory on the surface

but there are studies that show significant gains or interpret gains positively. For

example, Nagy, Herman and Anderson (1985) found learning vocabulary from context

did happen among L1 learners even though 23 of the 30 target words only occurred

once and the contexts surrounding the target words were not very informative. From

the findings, the researchers estimated that the likelihood of learning new words from

context in one exposure was about 10% or 11% for the eighth-grade students at the

average and above average levels. Although the figure seemed low, in their opinion,

when multiplied by the huge number of unknown words a learner meets, this could

result in substantial word learning. Two years later, Nagy, Anderson, and Herman

(1987) conducted a similar study on students in the third, fifth, and seventh grades and

discovered small but reliable vocabulary gains with 5% as an overall probability of

learning vocabulary from context at all grade and ability levels. If children read a

million words per year based on a rough estimate, the probability suggested incidental

learning accounted for about a third of children’s annual vocabulary growth according

to the researchers. Similarly, Pitts, White, and Krashen (1989) observed small but

significant vocabulary gains from L2 incidental learning and concluded “this small

increase, however, is enough to account for the massive amount of vocabulary
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acquisition seen in children” (p.275). The above perspectives on incidental word

learning can be more optimistic after an average probability of .15 calculated in

Swanborn and de Glopper’s (1999) meta-analysis across studies is taken into

consideration. Horst, Cobb, and Meara (1998) even observed 22%, a relatively high

pick-up rate, of unknown words from low-intermediate learners in an intensive

English program at a university in Oman after they were absorbed in a 21,232-word

simplified story read aloud by the teacher over six class hours within a ten-day period.

Nevertheless, Horst et al thought the power of incidental acquisition did not seem as

promising as suggested in previous studies because second language learners hardly

read as many texts written in the target language as native children and even when

they did, it still took them many years to acquire the most frequent word families in

English.

Although not all studies view incidental learning so optimistically (e.g. Zahar,

Cobb, and Spada, 2001), Nagy (1997) argued the amount of vocabulary growth from

incidental learning was often underestimated because the traditional measurement of

the size of the mental lexicon neglected the estimate for multiple meanings among

basic words. He believed that

lexical acquisition typically involves such an astronomical amount of

information that vocabulary instruction can only account for a minute fraction

16



of it....what is astronomical is not the number of ‘general vocabulary’ words

that a person learns in a year, but the growth in total lexical resources. (p.71)

Even though the rate of learning vocabulary from unreliable context is low, Nagy held

that cumulative gains would result over time.

2.2 The Frequency of Word Exposure as a Factor Influencing Learning from

Context

As Beheydt (1987) said, “Understanding and learning are not all-or-nothing

processes....even if prior learning had been incomplete, something was ‘saved’ from

the previous learning” (p. 60) so the importance of repetition in verbal learning was

beyond doubt. Research and common sense also tell us more exposures to a word

better the chances for retention (Judd, 1978). A new word encountered repeatedly is

more likely to be remembered because according to Sokman (1997), learners’

subconscious evaluation of how the recalled word is interpreted enhances retention.

Fraser (1999) attributed such higher retention to the positive effect of existing

memory structure on reappearing words and viewed this as an argument for the

incremental vocabulary growth over multiple encounters. The following review will

provide more evidence from empirical studies and researchers’ hypotheses on how

words are acquired through repeated exposures.

Saragi, Nation, and Meister (1978) conducted a classic study of how word
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occurrence influenced vocabulary learning in extensive reading. The researchers

asked twenty native speakers of English in pursuit of an M. A. degree to read a novel

A Clockwork Orange. The novel was about 60,000 words long and contained 241

different nadsat (a kind of slang or hip-talk of Russian origin) words, which were

unknown to these native speakers. These nadsat words were repeated from 1 to 209

times, with the average of 15 times each. The participants were told to read the

novel for a comprehension and literary criticism test later and they could take their

time reading the novel within three days. After reading, these native speakers were

asked to select English definitions for 90 of the nadsat words in a four-option

multiple-choice test. The results showed the correlation between the number of

word occurrences and the number of correct choices reached .34 at a significant level,

which confirmed that repetition facilitated learning. In a replicated study, Horst,

Cobb, and Meara (1998) further strengthened the role of exposure frequency in

incidental learning of second language vocabulary by providing a higher

correlation .49 between the number of times each word occurred in the text and the

word gains. While Saragi et al implied that the minimum number of repetitions for

words to be learned was around ten, Horst et al observed sizable learning gains after

words were repeated eight times or more. In addition, both studies did not rule out

the influence of other factors on incidental vocabulary learning. Saragi et al
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speculated that the meaningfulness of the context and similarity of words in the

mother tongue would affect the learning outcome and Horst et al noticed a tendency

towards more consistent word gains for those with larger vocabulary size.

Unlike the advanced learners in Saragi, Nation, and Meister (1978), who could

score 76% of the test items on average, the fifth graders in Jenkins, Stein, and

Wysocki (1984) seemed to have greater difficulty learning low-frequency target

words in informative contexts. Jenkins et al embedded each target word in a passage

in the length of four to six sentences and had participants read two, six, or ten

passages for each word. Their results showed word meanings could be learned from

context and more frequent presentations in context increased learning, but under

intensive repetitions like ten exposures, the amount of word growth ranging from 16%

to 27 % over the baseline was not satisfactory. To learn a word well, proponents of

incidental learning claim ten to twelve exposures are typically required (Coady, 1997)

and Nation (1990) even stated that sixteen or more repetitions were necessary for

Saragi, Nation, and Meister’s (1978) learners.

Similar to Jenkins et al’s (1984) methodology, Rott (1999) reduced the numbers

of four-to-six-sentence passages in which target words were embedded to two, four

and six exposures for each word. Although Jenkins et al (1984) only investigated

learners’ vocabulary acquisition without checking their vocabulary retention, Rott
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incorporated measurements for both acquisition and retention in her study. ~ She

asked 67 university learners of German as a foreign language to learn one of the two

sets of target words, with each set containing six target words. The results showed

words encountered two, four, or six times during reading were learned and retained

better than those never encountered. In addition, six encounters resulted in

significantly more word knowledge than two and four encounters but there were no

significant difference between two and four encounters.

Liu (2002) found EFL senior high school students demonstrated significant

words gains through repeated encounters of words when reading an assigned

simplified novel. Although these learners acquired more words in higher exposure

frequency ranges than in lower ones, words occurring more than twelve times did not

benefit most students significantly better than those occurring six to twelve times.

Therefore, the researcher proposed an optimal pick-up exposure frequency range

falling between six and twelve times.

Two more recent studies on word occurrence and its relationship with vocabulary

size were done by Zahar, Cobb and Spada (2001) and Tekman and Daloglu (2006).

Zahar, Cobb and Spada (2001) found word occurrence and vocabulary learning

correlated well at r = .36, with frequency accounting for 13% of learning variance.

In addition, to learn a word, learners with smaller vocabulary size needed more
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encounters with the word but learners with larger vocabulary size could learn a word

in fewer occurrences.  After replicating Zahar et al’s study, Tekman and Daloglu

(2006) found the general correlation between frequency and word learning was .54 at

a significant level, with frequency accounting for 29% of learning variance.

Although Tekman and Dalogu’s groups at the middle and the highest levels did follow

Zahar et al’ pattern that learners with larger vocabulary size could acquire words in

fewer occurrences, their group at the lowest level did not benefit greatly from the

increase of occurrence frequency as had expected. Tekman and Dalogu’s

explanation for such deviance was that the variety of context and times of word

appearance might make no difference to learners who did not possess sufficient

vocabulary to deduce all word meanings from context.

Besides direct exploration of effects of word occurrence, there are some studies

that do not aim to investigate the issue but still imply its importance. For example,

in Nagy, Anderson, and Herman (1987), word occurrence did not appear to influence

learning from context but the researchers held a positive view toward repeated

exposures. In their study, 70% of the target words only occurred once in their

passages, especially in narratives, but children still gained substantial word

knowledge from reading easier narratives even in a single exposure. Therefore, the

researchers believed
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although substantial information about a new word can be gained from a

single exposure, new conceptual structures are not acquired quickly or

easily...it may take repeated exposures not just to the words but to the system

of ideas in a new domain to produce a significant level of incidental learning.

(p.266)

In addition, Day, Omura, and Hiramatsu (1991) worried that learning from

insufficient exposures would not last long.  Although they found significant word

gains from incidental learning, they were not sure whether these gains would become

long-term retention because these words were encountered in only one story.

Therefore, they speculated that if learners could encounter these words again and

again in various contexts from extensive reading, these words would become learners’

long-term receptive knowledge. For vocabulary to enter long-term memory, Hulstijn

(2001) also valued the importance of repetitions in retaining the new word knowledge,

whether they occurred from natural encounters with high-frequency words in contexts

or from deliberate rehearsal with low-frequency words.

Some researchers have hypothesized that word repetitions reduce learners’

vocabulary load in reading and help establish the complete meaning of a word as well.

Based on this hypothesis, Kyongho and Nation (1989) aimed to look for materials that

provided learners with repeated exposures to a word and found the chance of word
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repetitions in follow-up newspaper stories was greater than unrelated ones. In

addition, Schmitt and Carter (2000) also agreed that narrow reading of the same topic

over many texts was a good way of learning from context and lessening learners’

burden in comprehending authentic texts. They thought narrow reading not only

helped learners read more fluently because they had been familiar with background

knowledge but also increased the chance of multiple exposures to words and

facilitated word learning. Their corpus analysis of two sets of 7,843-word

newspaper readings, including a series of reports on a running story and a collection

of unrelated stories, demonstrated that words in serial reports did occur more

frequently. Not only did the corpus analysis show the potential of reducing the

vocabulary load of texts from narrow reading, but learners also responded to narrow

reading favorably in the questionnaire after they read a continuing story over several

periods.

Reencountering new words can also help secure form-meaning connections.

Hulstijn, Hollander, and Greidanus (1996) asked Dutch first-year advanced university

students of French to read a French story containing 16 low-frequency target words,

with half of the words occurring once and the other half three times in the story.

They found frequency of word occurrence enhanced incidental vocabulary learning,

especially when readers had access to external meaning reference. Their conclusion
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was that if the form-meaning connection was established initially through external

meaning references, reappearance of a word would reinforce the connection in the

reader’s mental lexicon; however, if learners read without any meaning support, they

would often ignore the unknown words or infer their meanings incorrectly, which led

to the limited reoccurrence effect. Similarly, Paribakht and Wesche (1997)

explained the high word gains in their Reading Only (RO) treatment resulted from

several occurrences of target words in different meaningful contexts of the

supplementary texts. In addition, the fact that the reading plus vocabulary exercise

treatment yielded higher gains also supported redundant exposure to target words in

varied and meaningful contexts of use could strengthen the form-meaning connections.

Schmitt and Carter (2000) also stated although research generally supported the

position of learning from exposure by presenting low probability between 5% to 14 %

of learning in one exposure, “the cumulative effect of multiple exposures from

sustained reading is considerable” (p.4). They held that repeated exposures of

vocabulary from reading not only consolidated the establishment of the new words in

learners’ mind but also provided various contexts to expand learners’ knowledge of

these words.

Finally, frequently appearing words are easily learned probably because their

“activation threshold,” as termed in Beheydt (1987), is low. According to Beheydt’s
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review, the activation threshold of a word determines how easily the word can be

retrieved, and words that have just been retrieved will have temporarily lower

activation threshold and be more readily accessible. When words are encountered

frequently, their recurrent activation will contribute to a permanent lowering of the

threshold. With such evidence found in psycholinguistic research, Beheydt explains

why it does not take too much effort to learn words that appear frequently.

2.3 Context and Incidental Learning of Vocabulary

Words should be learned in context because students need to know the linguistic

environment of a word to take in its full meaning (Judd, 1978). In the process of

semantizing vocabulary in foreign language learning, Beheydt (1987) states “it is

absurd to learn words out of context” (p. 57) because a word has versatile senses, an

instance of which depends on the word’s interaction with other surrounding words and

only in the context can we know the syntactic and morphological behavior of a word.

The context-dependent nature of words makes learning in context “certainly deepen

students’ understanding of the words in question, and this deepened understanding, in

turn, can facilitate students’ use of the words productively later on” because “the

context in which words are presented can provide some additional linguistic, semantic,

or sociolinguistic knowledge of the target words” (Qian, 1996, p. 134). When words

are frequently learned out of context, Prince (1996) warned that learners might have
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difficulty developing the ability to handle discourse. Hermann (2003) also indicated

that learners could not fully acquire the subtle and elusive features of target words if

they did not restructure the boundaries of the interlanguage state by learning words

collocationally in context and encountering them in diverse meaningful environments.

Therefore, to explore how learners acquire word meaning from context, it is necessary

to know what kinds of contexts exist in texts, which contexts make words guessable,

and how different contexts affect incidental learning of vocabulary.

2.3.1 Categories of Contextual Situations

The classification of contextual situations reviewed in this section is based on

participants’ introspection, empirical findings and scholars’ definitions.

From twenty advanced doctoral students’ verbal report of the types of contextual

aids they used to determine pseudo-word meanings in random contextual situations,

Ames (1966) found fourteen categories of contextual clues: (1) clues derived from

language experience or familiar expressions; (2) clues utilizing modifying phrases or

clauses; (3) clues utilizing definition or description; (4) clues provided through words

connected or in series; (5) comparison or contrast clues; (6) synonym clues; (7) clues

provided by the tone, setting, and mood of a selection; (8) referral clues; (9)

association clues; (10) clues derived from the main idea and supporting details pattern

of paragraph organization; (11) clues provided through the question-and-answer
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pattern of paragraph organization; (12) preposition clues; (13) clues utilizing

non-restrictive clauses or appositive phrases; (14) clues derived from the cause and

effect pattern of paragraph and sentence organization. In 1969, Quealy replicated

Ames’s study and found senior high school students used similar types of contextual

aids.

Although Ames (1966) and Quealy (1969) reported types of contextual aids

based on participants’ introspection, they did not provide which contextual situations

benefited learners more. In fact, not all contextual situations are created equally for

learners to infer meanings of unknown words and the evidence is illustrated in the

following two empirical studies. From the tenth-graders’ frequencies of correct

response in five contextual devices, Dulin (1969) derived a hierarchy of ease of

meaning-acquisition (from easiest to least easy): (1) language experience, (2)

cause-effect relationships, (3) contrast, (4) direct description, and (5) linked synonym

and/or appositives, with significant differences found between theses types except

between cause-effect relationships and language experience. Moreover, Beck,

McKeown, and McCaslin (1983) speculated that the effectiveness of natural contexts

in revealing word meaning would fall along a continuum from misdirective contexts,

nondirective contexts, general contexts to directive contexts. Their speculation was

verified from a test of the continuum on thirteen adult volunteers.
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In addition, many scholars classify contextual situations with their own

definitions. Although Artley (1943) and McCullough (1943) admitted that any type

of contextual clues seldom occurred individually and discretely in typical prose, each

of them still suggested a set of categories (cited in Dulin, 1969). The former

classified contextual aids into: (1) typographical aids, (2) structural aids, such as

appositive phrases or clauses and non-restrictive phrases or clauses, (3) substitute

words, such as linked synonyms or antonyms, (4) word elements, (5) figures of

speech, (6) pictorial representations, (7) inference, such as figuring out meanings from

cause-effect relationships, (8) direct explanation, (9) background or experience, and

(10) subjective clues, such as tone, mood, and intent. The latter grouped contextual

clues into: (1) comparison or contrast from simile, parallel construction or analogy, (2)

the ‘rebuilt’ cliché, a new synonym substituting for a well-known phrase, (3) the

anticipation of a new word with only one kind of referential meaning from the

preceding context, (4) the only logical summation of several preceding lines, (5) a

linked synonym or direct definition, (6) readers’ past experience, and (7) a

combination of the above types. In addition, Sternberg and Powell (1983) classified

external contextual cues into eight categories that were not independent in their

functioning, including temporal cues, spatial cues, value cues, stative descriptive cues,

functional descriptive cues, causal/enablement cues, class membership cues, and
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equivalence cues. Moreover, after combining many reading experts’ findings, Kruse

(1987) also developed a list of various types of contextual aids: (1) word elements

such as prefixes, suffixes, and roots, (2) pictures, diagrams, and charts, (3) clues of

definition, including parentheses, footnotes, synonyms and antonyms, (4) inference

clues from discourse, including example clues, summary clues, and experience clues,

and (5) general aids such as the syntactic function of a word in question and the

subject being discussed, which narrow the possible meanings of the word but do not

provide specific information to explain it.

To define context in a broader sense, Nation and Coady (1988) divided context

into ‘context within a text’ and ‘general context.” The former meant morphological,

syntactic, and discourse information in a given text and the latter involved readers’

background knowledge of the subject matter of a given text. Engelbart and

Theuerhauf (1999) thought Nation and Coady’s ‘context within a text’ and ‘general

context’ referred to ‘verbal’ and ‘nonverbal’ contexts respectively but such definitions

had failed to make a sufficient distinction. Therefore, in Engelbart and Theuerhauf’s

version, ‘verbal context’ was defined as the linguistic environment of an unknown

word, including grammatical context (morphology, syntax and phonetics) and

semantic context (collocations, synonyms and antonyms), whereas ‘nonverbal

context’ was viewed as the content-oriented environment of an unknown word,
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including situative context (location, speaker, time, acting person' and matter
surrounding the unknown word), descriptive context (partial definition of a word),
subject context (background knowledge of the subject matter) and global context
(knowledge of the world).
2.3.2 How Different Contextual Situations Affect the Guessability of Words in
Context

Guessing word meanings from context is one of the most common ways of
vocabulary building for native speakers of English (Kruse, 1987) and “a very
powerful strategy for dealing with low frequency vocabulary” (Liu & Nation, 1985, p.
39). Clarke and Nation (1980) believed that a large proportion of unknown words
could be guessed from context, and Nation and Coady (1988) estimated learners were
likely to guess from 60 percent to 80 percent of the unknown words in a text if the
density of the unknown words was not too high. However, as Beck, McKeown, and
McCaslin (1983) indicated, “natural contexts are not meant to demonstrate the
meanings of particular words, but rather to communicate ideas” (p.178), so studies
have shown that not all words are guessable in natural contexts (Beck, McKeown, &
McCaslin, 1983; Kelly, 1990; Hulstijn, 1992; Laufer, 1997; Pressley, 2002). The

distinction between good and poor guesses is influenced by the strength of the

! Acting person means the grammatical subject.
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contextual cues (Hulstijn, Hollander, & Greidanus, 1996). Therefore, the following

review discusses how different contextual situations influence the guessability of

words in context.

Carnine, Kameenui, and Coyle (1984) explored how well children determined

word meanings in different contextual situations and provided information about

students’ utilization of contextual cues when the explicitness of the context clues was

different. Their results showed participants were better at determining the meaning

of unfamiliar words when contextual clues were provided and the clues belonged to

the category of synonyms rather than that of inference because the latter evoked a

greater depth of cognitive processing.

Additionally, Bensoussan and Laufer (1984) verified learners could not make

correct guesses in contexts without clues for the target words. In their study, 60

first-year EFL non-English majors were asked to guess meanings of 70 words in a

574-word text. Of the total 70 words, no clues were found for 29 of them. For the

remaining guessable 41 words, 13 words were surrounded by clear and explicit clues

like definitions, explanations or illustrations and 28 words were surrounded by

indirect clues like collocations, contrasts, word pairs, words used as qualifiers, or

punctuation signals. As expected, students exploited contextual clues for 17 of 41

guessable words and they could not guess the remaining words without contextual
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clues.

Li (1988) also reported adult advanced English for Academic Purposes (EAP)

trainees in China who received cue-adequate sentences with sufficient clues for the

target words not only had an easier time guessing word meanings but also scored

significantly higher in both word inference and retention than those who received

cue-inadequate sentences that did not contain such sufficient contextual clues for the

target words. In Li’s explanations, adequate-cue sentences enabled participants to

perform better because “according to schema theory, to identify something new

involves an attempt to find a relevant schema” (p. 410) and adequate contextual cues

could serve as the bridging information linking the new words to a previously learned

concept in the schema.

Although the guessability of a word depends greatly on contextual clues, Beck,

McKeown, & McCaslin (1983) pointed out that “contexts occurring in text selections

do not reliably assist readers in discovering the meanings of unknown words” (p.180).

Laufer (1997) further warned that in fact, not every unknown word was surrounded by

existent or usable contextual clues in natural texts and that some clues might even be

misleading or only provide partial information. In addition, the researcher believed

readers were likely to receive suppressed clues simply because their expectations and

concepts were different from those of authors. Therefore, the unstable quality of
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contextual clues made incidental learning filled with potential pitfalls, as reviewed in

Pressley (2002).

2.3.3 How Different Contextual Situations Affect Incidental Learning of

Vocabulary

As Beck, McKeown, and McCaslin (1983) indicated, “all contexts are not

created equal” for vocabulary development. Although explicit and semantically rich

clues are more likely to lead students to a specific and correct meaning of a word,

there are mixed findings on whether such clues will facilitate vocabulary acquisition.

Several findings in favor of explicit and semantically rich contexts in facilitating

vocabulary acquisition are as follows. Konopak (1988) found 55 eleventh-grade

students with the high or average reading ability could learn the definition of words

better in a history text revised to contain four contextual characteristics (proximity,

clarity of connection, explicitness, and completeness) than in the original version of

the text. Lawson and Hogben (1996) also supported the positive effect of rich

contexts. They asked 15 advanced university-level Italian learners’ to concurrently

report their cognitive actions in learning 12 Italian unknown nouns, half of which

were followed by contextually rich example sentences and the other half by

no-contextual-clue example sentences. The researchers found the elaborative

strategies, including the use of context, were not used often by participants but were
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associated with better recall. In addition, when provided with more contextual clues

in the example sentences, participants used contextual strategies twice as often as

when provided with no clues in the example sentences.

However, contexts with more explicit clues do not necessarily lead to better

vocabulary learning. As Beck, McKeown, and McCaslin (1983) pointed out, “even

the appearance of each target word in a strong, directive context is far from sufficient

to develop full knowledge of word meaning” (p.180). Similarly, Nagy, Anderson,

and Herman (1987) analyzed the strength of contextual support based on the scale in

Beck et al (1983) and showed learning from context in general was not influenced by

contextual richness, though their separate analyses for expositions and narratives

showed that strength of contextual support was associated with learning from context

in expositions but not in narratives. Sokman (1997) also cited three studies to argue

that vocabulary was not automatically acquired in pregnant contexts with rich clues.

In her opinion, if words could be guessed and the immediate need of comprehension

had been met, readers might not bother to store the word meaning in their memory.

Some scholars even claim that rich contexts will weaken the possibility of

learning vocabulary from context. For example, Jenkins, Stein, and Wysocki (1984)

found the word gains were not as high as expected under informative contexts like

synonyms and other temporal, spatial and descriptive contextual clues, and they
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explained the modest word gains might involve the redundancy of information in the

text, which reduced students’ attention to the unfamiliar word to comprehend the

passage. Nation and Coady (1988) also argued that if there were enough contextual

clues, readers might be satisfied with understanding the meaning of the sentences

without knowing and learning the target word.

2.4 The Relationship Between Exposure Frequency and Contextual Situations

Few studies investigate exposure frequency and contextual situations in one

research and this section only reviews two of them. One study was done by

Sternberg and Powell in 1983. They hypothesized that the usefulness of external

contextual clues was mediated by seven variables, one of which was word occurrence.

In addition, their empirical tests showed external contextual cues and mediating

variables could predict the quality of high school students’ definitions for

low-frequency target nouns in passages. The other study was conducted by Zahar,

Cobb, and Spada in 2001. Their context analysis was based on Beck, McKeown,

and McCaslin’s (1983) four-point scale of context levels and there were no

misdirective contextual clues surrounding the target words in their study. The result

of their study showed that for ESL seventh-graders, there was no difference in

contextual informativeness of the six most acquired words that occurred seven times

on average and the four least acquired words that occurred 2.75 times on average. In
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other words, vocabulary learning in their study was influenced by frequency of word

occurrence, not by contextual support. Since there are not enough data to reach a

conclusion in this area, the present study intends to investigate effects of these two

factors in an EFL setting to make a further contribution in this field.
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