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Word focused activities and vocabulary learning

"…the real intrinsic difficulty of learning a foreign language lies 

in that of having to master its vocabulary"  

(Sweet, 1899)

How do we learn words?

Words can be acquired from language input (reading or listening)

But 'pick up' rates are small (short texts 1-7; book 3-5)

Therefore many exposures to the new words are required

But to meet a word 2 times, about 20, 000 words 

have to be read in a text 

(at 2000 word frequency level) 

(Nation and Wang 1999)

Therefore vocabulary acquisition from reading requires 

a ‘flood of reading' ( 2 books a week )

' Flood of reading' - an unrealistic expectation  in L2 classroom

Hence, word focused instruction – a more efficient

 method for learning words

Learners can focus on words while engaged in

- authentic tasks (reading, writing, interaction)

e.g. reading + looking words up in a dictionary

- ‘artificial’  tasks (list, phrase, unrelated

 sentences)

e.g.   - match words in column A with their 


   synonyms/opposites in column B

 
- write sentences with given  words

Hence, word focused activities can be communicative

 or non communicative

Learners can focus on words 

With/without committing them to memory

e.g. -  read and look up unknown words 

 -  use new words in sentences

if words are remembered after the task

without deliberate memorization – learning is incidental 


if, in addition to the task, there is deliberate


memorization – learning is intentional

Hence, word focused activities can result in incidental

or intentional learning 

What determines task effectiveness for vocabulary learning? 

not necessarily

whether the task is communicative or not

and not necessarily

whether words are intentionally committed to memory, 

or learnt incidentally

But  task involvement load 

The Hypothesis of Involvement
 Assumption One

Retention of new words is conditional upon the following 

factors in a task: 

need                     search, evaluation

                                                                 

  motivational 

   cognitive                                 

                          dimensions


                         involvement

The involvement factors could be

a. Present/absent (+/-) in a task

b.  Moderate (+), strong (++)

Need: 

     moderate – imposed by external agent

      strong – imposed by learner

      Search: 

   search for meaning, or for form

    Evaluation: 

A selective decision in which a word’s context 

is taken into account. 

   moderate – in given context

   strong –      in original context

Presence/absence of factors & their

degree of  prominence = ‘involvement load’

Examples

	Task
	Status of  target

 words
	Need
	Search
	Evaluation

	 Reading &

Comprehension

 questions  (MC)
	Glossed,

Relevant to task
	+
	-
	-

	 Reading &

comprehension 

questions(MC)
	Not glossed, 

relevant to task
	+  +
	+
	-/+ 

(depending

 on word) 

	 Writing original 

sentences
	Listed with glosses
	+
	-
	+  +

	 Writing 

a composition
	Words selected

 by learner, 

looked up L1-- >L2 
	+  +
	+ 
	+ +


Assumption Two

Tasks with a higher involvement load will be more effective 

for vocabulary retention than tasks with a lower involvement load. 

Empirical Evidence for the Involvement Hypothesis

1. Reading compared with sentence   writing  

(Words glossed)

	
	Immediate

(max.=10)
	Delayed                

(max.=10)        
	Involvement

load

	
	N
	Mean
	SD
	N
	Mean
	SD
	

	   Reading
	31
	1.93
	2.1
	31
	0.44
	0.80   


	+need –search

-evaluation

	   Sentence  

    Writing             
	29
	6.89
	1.82
	21
	2.14
	1.71   


	+need –search

++evaluation

	 Difference
	 4.96* **
	  1.70***
	 


2. Reading compared with sentence writing and with

reading + sentence writing  
( Words looked up in the dictionary)

	
	Immediate

(maximum=10)
	Delayed 

(maximum =10)


	Involvement

load

	
	N
	Mean
	SD
	N
	Mean
	SD
	

	 Reading
	13
	4
	1.78
	10
	0.30*
	0.67
	+need +search

 -evaluation

	 Sentence

       Writing
	33
	4.09
	2.14
	23
	1.82
	1.49
	+need +search

+ +evaluation

	Reading + 

    Sentence
	21
	5.71*
	2.61
	21
	1.80
	1.99
	+need +search

 ++evaluation


3a. Reading compared with reading + text fill in  

and with composition 

Dutch-English experiment

Words glossed

	
	
	Immediate

(max.=10)
	Delayed

(max. =10)
	Involvement

load

	
	N
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	Reading
	20
	2.7
	1.5
	1.3
	1.4
	+need -search

 -evaluation

	Reading + 

Fill-in
	33
	2.9
	1.8
	1.6
	1.4
	+need -search

 +evaluation

	Composition

writing
	34
	4.9*
	2.3
	2.6*
	1.8
	+need -search

++evaluation


3b. Hebrew-English experiment


(words glossed)
	
	
	Immediate
	Delayed
	Involvement

load

	
	N
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	Reading
	31
	2.0*
	2.1
	0.4*
	0.8
	+need -search

 -evaluation

	Reading 

+Fill-in
	27
	4.0*
	1.9
	1.7*
	1.5
	+need -search

 +evaluation

	Composition

Writing
	41
	6.9*
	2.5
	3.7*
	2.4
	+need -search

 ++evaluation


Pedagogical implication

If higher involvement load leads to better retention,  

then design tasks varying in involvement load

           -for different words 
      (different importance/difficulty)

          - for different degrees of knowledge 

So far, argument for relatively complex tasks

But memorization of word lists (intentional learning)

 can be very effective as well
Qian 1996

Memorization of decontextualized words proved superior

 to guessing words from context

(Mondria 1993)

words guessed and verified            15%

      in a dictionary

guessed, verified and memorized    47% 

words memorized only                   50% 

List learning – not necessarily ‘shallow’ learning

The "recipe" for vocabulary learning

Quantity of exposure

Repeated encounters with words 

Quality of exposure: practicing words in involving tasks 

Quantity and Quality combined: recycling words 

in different contexts and tasks

Incidental and intentional learning combined
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