
CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Vocabulary is central to language. A large body of research has been 

done to uncover the mental lexicon of speakers of English as a first 

language (Brown & McNeil 1966; Fromkin 1973; Cutler 1982; Aitchison 

1982, 1994). During the last decade, there has been a growing interest in 

vocabulary acquisition among second language researchers (Koda, 1997: 

35). Despite increasing numbers of studies in this area, little is known 

about Chinese EFL learners' vocabulary development in English, 

especially with regard to the phonological processing of Chinese EFL 

learners in lexical storage and retrieval. Due to pressure from college 

entrance exams, research on phonological and lexical aspects of EFL 

teaching in Taiwan have largely focused on the quantity of learners’ 

vocabulary, their command of syntactic structures, and cohesive/coherent 

problems seen in their compositions. But not enough has been done to 

study the mechanisms of lexical storage and lexical recall, which are 

crucial to vocabulary retention.  

It is this particular aspect of the learner’s lexicon that we wish to 

probe in this thesis. In this study, we aim to investigate Chinese EFL 

learners' lexical storage and retrieval processes by analyzing vocabulary 

errors in written tests and recall errors in a specifically designed 

vocabulary recall experiment. Using the results of our data analysis and 

experiment, we wish to answer the following research question:  

 1



(1) What is the structure of English lexical storage in Chinese EFL 

learners, especially with respect to phonological organization? 

The organization of this thesis is as follows. Chapter 2 provides the 

theoretical background needed to explore the issues pertaining to the 

research questions and results of this study. It begins with a brief 

introduction to the importance of learner errors in the study of language 

and pedagogy, followed by a review of previous research on 

cross-linguistic differences in phonological processing and the influence 

that the role of orthography exerts. In the end, a detailed comparison of 

the segmental inventories and non-linear syllable structures of English and 

Chinese is presented, so as to serve as the basis for discussions of 

preserved and altered phonological features in word recall.  

Chapter 3 describes the overall research design of this study, which is 

divided into two sections: an examination of learner errors from written 

tests, and elicited experiment responses. The written test data consist of 

natural lexical errors collected from answers on student test sheets. The 

elicited experiment responses are obtained through an immediate word 

recall experiment. The subjects participating in this study are students 

from Municipal Taipei Nankang Senior High School. 

Chapter 4 introduces the results of the written test data collection and 

experiment responses elicitation. The results are broken down by gender 

and year of study, and errors are reviewed for preservation of word-initial 

segments, word-final segments, stressed vowel, and number of syllables. 

The data gathered from Chapter 4 are discussed in Chapter 5, and the 

relevance of factors such as gender, personality, L2 proficiency level, 
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duration of formal EFL instruction, and L1 transfer are explored. In 

addition, sound-related errors are broken down according to preserved 

phonological feature to determine what aspects of a word are more salient 

in the word recall of Chinese EFL learners. As the details of English lexical 

storage in Chinese EFL learners become available, through comparisons 

with the lexical storage strategies of English native speakers, we should be 

able to see the extent to which the lexical encoding of Chinese speakers is 

affected by the segment inventory, syllable structure and phonotactic 

constraints.   

This present study should shed light on the awareness of lexicon and 

phonology in the process of L2 acquisition. Furthermore, the analyses of 

learner errors and experiment responses further indicate to teachers and 

curriculum developers which part of the target language students have 

most difficulty producing correctly. Knowledge of Chinese EFL learners' 

lexical encoding should be of value to the field of EFL lexical pedagogy in 

Taiwan.   
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