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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background and Motivation 

Research and learner’s perception reveal that the threshold for foreign language 

learning is, to a large extent, lexical.  Judd (1978) also asserts that the control over 

the lexicon is one major aspect of fluency in a language.  Apparently, when learners 

do not possess sufficient vocabulary, they will have a hard time using the target 

language.   

“Vocabulary development,” as Grabe (1991) puts it, “is a critical component of 

reading comprehension” (p.392).  Even intelligent learners who read well in their 

native language cannot comprehend texts to a satisfactory level if their L2 vocabulary 

size is below 3,000 word families or 5,000 lexical items, which approximately 

accounts for 95% of text coverage necessary for text comprehension (Laufer, 1997).  

Moreover, among the four general categories of reading skills (i.e. mechanics, syntax, 

vocabulary and comprehension), vocabulary skills are of prime value and more 

trainable (Kruse, 1987). 

It is clear that vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension have strong 

correlational relationship.  Killan, Nagy, Pearson, Anderson, and Garcia (1995) 

believe that there is a reciprocal relationship between vocabulary knowledge and 
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reading comprehension and a similar remark is found in Baker, Simmons, and 

Kameenui’s (1995) literature review:  

students need to develop strong beginning reading skills to be able to engage 

successfully in the volume of reading necessary for them to learn large 

numbers of word meanings through reading connected text (Anderson & Nagy, 

1991)….Stanovich (1986) explained how the development of strong 

beginning reading skills facilitated vocabulary growth, which in turn 

facilitated the further increases in reading.  This reciprocal, causal relation 

between reading and vocabulary seems to continue unabated throughout 

development.  

Such mutually facilitative effects can be further illustrated in Laufer (1997) and 

Krashen (1989).  Laufer (1997) estimates an addition of 1,000 words to vocabulary 

size results in 7% improvement on a comprehension test.  Though Laufer notes that 

the progress gradually levels off at a certain vocabulary level, the improved 

comprehension will generate more comprehensible input, which is a requisite for 

vocabulary acquisition (Krashen, 1989).     

Since vocabulary is essential to English learning, finding the best ways to learn 

vocabulary becomes a major concern for teachers and learners.  In general, 

vocabulary can be learned through direct instruction and exposure.  Although the 
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effectiveness of instruction on vocabulary has been widely accepted (Eeds & 

Cockrum, 1985; Gipe, 1978-1979; Jenkins, Matlock, & Slocum, 1989; Laufer, 2003; 

McKeown, Beck, Omanson, & Pople, 1985; Nation, 1982; Paribakht & Wesche, 1997; 

Qian, 1996; Zimmerman, 1997), direct instruction is unlikely to cover all the words 

learners need in language use due to the limited time and effort available in the 

classroom, so incidental learning through exposure is indispensable to the vocabulary 

growth (Baker, Simmons, & Kameenui, 1995; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985; 

Nagy, Anderson, & Herman, 1987; Nagy, 1997; Nation, 1982; Nation & Coady, 1988; 

Krashen, 1989; Oxford & Scarcella, 1994; Pitts, White, & Krashen, 1989; Schmitt & 

Carter, 2000).  Baker, Simmons, and Kameenui (1995) even point out to reduce the 

gap between students with poor versus rich vocabularies, direct teaching is not 

effective enough and the only realistic chance for poor learners is to acquire words 

from engaging in extraordinary amounts of reading independently.  

 Incidental learning of vocabulary takes place when learners pick up word 

knowledge through exposure, usually with the focus on the message of the text 

(Nation, 2001).  The advantages of such learning, as Huckin and Coady (1999) state, 

include exposures to a richer sense of a word’s use and meaning in context, the 

increase of pedagogical efficiency by enabling two activities—vocabulary acquisition 

and reading — to occur concurrently, and the benefit of individualized and 



 4 

learner-based learning.  

However, there are many unresolved questions concerning how learners acquire 

vocabulary from context (Fraser, 1999; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985; Huckin & 

Coady, 1999; Nation, 1982; Swanborn & de Glopper, 1999; Zahar, Cobb, & Spada, 

2001).  One of the questions posed by Huckin and Coady (1999) is “how many and 

what kinds of exposures to a word does the learner need for successful acquisition?” 

(p.182).  Few learners, especially those in a foreign language setting, can learn a 

word after a single exposure and studies have suggested that such a limited exposure 

results in a low rate of vocabulary acquisition (Horst, Cobb, & Meara, 1998; Hulstijn, 

Hollander, & Greidanus, 1996; Kim, 2006; Knight, 1994; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 

1985; Nation, 1990; Saragi, Nation, & Meister, 1978).  Even if learning words at the 

first sight is possible, not all kinds of contexts allow such learning to take place (Beck, 

McKeown, & McCaslin, 1983; Kelly, 1990; Hulstijn, 1992; Laufer, 1997; Pressley, 

2002).  In other words, exposure frequency and contextual situations may be two 

decisive factors in acquiring words from context.  Although many studies have 

surveyed these two factors separately (Beck, McKeown, & McCaslin, 1983; Carnine, 

Kameenui, & Coyle, 1984; Horst, Cobb, & Meara, 1998; Hulstijn, Hollander, & 

Greidanus, 1996; Jenkins, Stein, & Wysocki, 1984; Konopak, 1988; Nagy, Anderson, 

& Herman, 1987; Rott, 1999; Saragi, Nation, & Meister, 1978; Tekman & Daloglu, 
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2006), few discuss them together in research, especially in an EFL setting.  

Therefore, the study intends to investigate effects of exposure frequency and 

contextual situations of a word encountered in reading on EFL senior high school 

students’ vocabulary acquisition. 

1.2 Purpose 

Many studies of incidental learning are conducted in L1 settings (Nagy, Herman, 

& Anderson, 1985; Jenkins, Stein, & Wysocki, 1984; Nagy, Anderson, & Herman, 

1987; Saragi, Nation, & Meister, 1978), but as Nagy (1997) mentions, the potential of 

learning from context is greater for L2 learners.  Nevertheless, L2 learners usually 

have greater difficulty acquiring foreign vocabulary through exposure.  In addition, 

the by-product nature of incidental learning on the surface seems to leave teachers and 

learners an impression that such word gains are so unpredictable that they do not 

know how to select appropriate texts to increase vocabulary knowledge.  Therefore, 

to facilitate L2 vocabulary acquisition and make incidental learning more foreseeable, 

it may be necessary to control the quantity and quality of exposure.  By exposing 

students to reading passages constructed with exposure frequency and contextual 

situations taken into consideration, the study will provide information about whether 

senior high school students in Taiwan can learn vocabulary incidentally and what 

teachers should pay attention to when offering learners materials in terms of the 
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quantity and quality of exposure.  The ultimate goal of the study is to inspire 

teachers and materials developers to create more favorable conditions for vocabulary 

learning. 

1.3 Research Questions 

The study poses the following four research questions to investigate effects of 

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

students’ incidental learning of vocabulary from reading: 

1. Can EFL senior high school students acquire vocabulary incidentally from 

reading? 

2. Does exposure frequency influence EFL learners’ vocabulary acquisition?  

3. Do types of contextual situations of words in a text influence EFL learners’ 

vocabulary acquisition? 

4. What is the relationship between exposure frequency and types of contextual 

situations in EFL incidental learning of vocabulary? 

1.4 Definition of Terms 

Acquisition: The term is used interchangeably with ‘learning’ in the study. 

Incidental Learning of Vocabulary: It means learners acquire words from reading 

with the focus on meaning but they do not know they will be tested on vocabulary 

knowledge afterwards. 

Exposure Frequency: It refers to the number of times a word occurs in a set of given 
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texts. 

Contextual Situation: It refers to contextual clues surrounding target words that help 

learners acquire the meanings of these words.  There are two types of contextual 

situations discussed in the study.  One type belongs to explicit contextual situations 

and it contains definitions or synonyms as clues.  The other belongs to inferential 

contextual situations which requires learners more inferring ability to derive word 

meanings and the clues in this type are either in cause-effect or contrast relationships 

with the target words in the study. 

 


