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This article discusses major issues concerning vocabulary learning and 
instruction. The different “knowings” that constitute knowledge of a 
word are discussed, with the point made that students should develop 
a dlepth as well as a breadth of knowledge of vocabulary. Different 
ways that vocabulary is taught in the classroom are briefly reviewed. 
Though direct vocabulary teaching methods play an important role, 
studeuts are the best judges of which words are useful for them to 
learn. The main point of the article is that, in order to help intermedi- 
ate and advanced learners develop a depth and breadth of vocabulary 
knowledge, it is important to help them develop the skills and abilities 
to understand and learn vocabulary on their own. As learning through 
exposure to vocabulary in oral and written contexts is a major source 
of vocabulary development, helping students develop strategies and 
knowledge to use internal and external contexts to infer meanings is a 
major step towards helping them become independent learners. 

Introduc tioii 

I n  the inibal phase of learning a second o r  foreign language, often the main 
concern is with mastering the structure, basic vocabulary (often chosen to illus- 
trate the structure), correct pronunciation, etc. This seems to be the case both 
for beginnws who are  learning the language in  a classroom situation and  for 
those who are  learning it i n  a more natural setting. Learners worry about how 
they sound, how to put words together in the right order, and  how words a re  
inflected. Elut as soon as this initial phase is over, when a learner is just  begin- 
ning to feel able to communicate about everyday matters, the frustration of not 
knowing enough vocabulary seems to be very common. I n  fact, the acquisition 
of vocabulary is identified by most learners as their single greatest source of 
problems (IMeara 1980:221). For intermediate students, the lack of vocabulary 
is a problem for written and  oral production as well as for reception, especially 
when reading and listening to inore formal talks where there a re  no possibilities 
of intervening. For advanced students, the problem lies more in the area of 
reading a id  listening, as they usually have learned enough vocabulary to be  
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able to express whatever they want, even if their registers might be restricted 
and their choice of words limited. The lack of vocabulary or the imprecise use 
of words by learners is also disturbing to native speakers and is a significant 
source of misunderstanding, In a survey by Johansson (1978), native speakers 
of Enghsh rated lexical errors as more disruptive and serious than other errors 
made by learners. 

Vocabulary learning in language instruction 

In the second- or foreign-language classroom, there have been various tech- 
niques and approaches used by teachers to extend their students’ vocabulary. 
These range from pair-associate learning of a fixed number of words (usually 
rote learning of a word along with the mother-tongue translation) to an empha- 
sis on learning words in natural contexts. In the history of vocabulary instruc- 
tion, these extremes, and all the other techniques in between, seem to replace 
each other at certain intervals, with current statements on the teaching and 
learning of vocabulary having been around for a very long time (Carter & 
McCarthy 1988). 

The importance that has been given to vocabulary development throughout 
this century has depended, of course, upon the different views of language 
teaching and learning as a whole. The Classical Method (also called the Tradi- 
tional Method or the Grammar-Translation Method) did pay some attention to 
vocabulary, because the main purpose was to understand classical texts and 
translate them into the native language. With vocabulary selection based on the 
reading texts used, words were taught through bilingual word lists, dictionary 
study, and memorization (Richards & Rodgers 1986:4). Students were 
supposed to learn the meaning of words by rote and be ready for tests in which 
they were to translate text and words out of context. The Direct Method intro- 
duced constructed dialogues, and vocabulary was supposed to be learned 
through communication in the target language. Common everyday vocabulary 
was taught in context through the direct association of words and phrases with 
objects and actions, without the use of translation (Omaggio 1986). The Audw- 
lingual Method focused on language structure and the importance of forming 
correct language habits, so vocabulary was kept to a minimum till the basic 
structures were learned. The vocabulary that was used was subordinated to the 
need to demonstrate a particular structure. Cognitive e-Code learning (Rivers 
1981) strove to build up competence in a foreign language through a firm 
knowledge of the grammatical rules, but after the initial period, vocabulary 
learning was given equal importance. 

Some recent approaches seem to emphasize the development of vocabulary 
in the context of functionallnotional phrases for the purpose of communicating 
one’s wants and needs in the second language. The Communicative Approach 
emphasized vocabulary practice and aimed at  giving learners opportunities to 
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interact with one another and the teacher in  as natural situations as possible 
(Palmberg 1986: 16). However, sometimes communicative language learning has 
been pre-emnpted by a somewhat narrow view of basic needs in communication 
in a restricted set of situations (Rivers 1983:123). This sometimes resulted in  
the learning of ‘hollow’ language, in the sense that students’ understanding of 
the various possibilities for meanings of words were sometimes lost in the 
process of learning appropriate expressions to be used in specific situations 
(Rivers 1983:124). Though some functional phrases may be frozen to the extent 
that the mieaning resides in  the phrase itself rather than i n  the individual 
words, vocabulary development is still a vital pa r t  of language learning. 
Without ark extensive vocabulary, i t  is difficult to convert phrases, structures, 
and illocutionary acts into comprehensible communication (Rivers 1983:125). 
(See River€$ 1981, Hvenekilde 1984, Omaggio 1986, Palmberg 1986, and Carter 
& McCarthy 1988 for a more detailed review of the main methods in language 
teaching.) 

As well as looking a t  different methods and approaches to language learning 
in  general, we also have to look a t  how vocabulary is taught. When vocabulary 
has actually been taught as a separate skill o r  knowledge, the techniques have 
differed. It seems like the traditional method of memorizing words has been a 
common way for students to learn vocabulary, whether the teacher gave trans- 
lations, demonstrated the words, used images, provided contexts in which the 
word was lo be learned, gave synonyms, o r  simply defined the word with o r  
without a translation into the native language. Sometimes students have been 
encouragedl to use certain mnemonic devices to help them store words in 
memory. Words may be taught in different groupings, such as in semantic o r  
situational sets, to provide more associative bonds for retrieval. 

However, before discussing the various ways vocabulary is taught in the 
classroom and the effectiveness of these direct forms of vocabulary instruction, 
we should look first a t  what constitutes knowing a word in  the sense that native 
speakers can be said to know a word. In doing so, we may then develop a better 
sense of how different methods of vocabulary instruction help students to 
develop knowledge of a word and what it is about a word that a student learns 
through such instruction. 

Knowledge of a word 

What do  we actually mean when we say that we have learned a word? Learning 
vocabulary is more than learning the simple meanings of individual words. The 
learning of a word is a long process, starting with the word being totally 
unknown and ending with a long list of ‘knowings’ for it. According to Richards 
(1976), Golden (1984a) and Nation (1990), some of the features included in  this 
process are getting to know: 
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-the concepts that the word represents 
- the associations the word evokes 
- the word’s connotations 
- the word’s collocations (e.g. what other words are used in connection 

-the word’s social and stylistic limitations 
- the word’s derivative possibilities 
- the word’s syntactic and morphological behavior 
- that the word might be polysemantic. 

with it 

Some of these deserve to be discussed in more detail. 
To know the concepts a word represents means that there is a link between 

a certain form (either written or oral) and a concept. According to schema 
theory, words represent conceptual frameworks or schemata (Anderson & 
Freebody 1981). Schemata are knowledge structures that represent what we 
know about concepts stored in our memory; they correspond to the meanings of 
concepts and contain networks of interrelations among the constituents of a 
concept (Rumelhart 1980). Some major features and aspects of schemata are: 

1) Schemata have variables, which can be thought of as slots that have asso- 
ciated values. Our knowledge of the default values of the variables and 
their interrelations constrain these variables. 

2) Schemata consist of a hierarchy of schemata embedded within schemata. 
3) Schemata represent knowledge at  all levels of abstraction, from ideologies 

to knowledge about the meaning of a particular word. 
4) Schemata represent knowledge rather than definitions (Rumelhart 1980). 

(For more detailed discussions about schemata, their features, processes, 
and functions, see Rumelhart (1980) and Adams & Collins (1979).) 

In first-language vocabulary development, the learning of words generally 
comes in the context of learning new concepts that these words represent. In 
view of this, Nagy & Herman (1987:30) advocate a knowledge-based approach 
to vocabulary teaching among first-language students in which instruction aims 
at establishing rich ties between new words and prior knowledge, presenting 
new words and concepts in the context of larger domains of knowledge. 
However, adult learners of a second or foreign language have already devel- 
oped a vast store of background knowledge, or schemata, through their inter- 
action with the society and culture of their native country: Therefore, isn’t 
vocabulary acquisition in a second or foreign language mostly a matter of asso- 
ciating new words learned in a foreign language with schemata already estab- 
lished in their first language? 

The learning of concepts does not only apply to children - adults learn new 
concepts as well as new words all their lives. Concept learning is not restricted 
to the context of first-language learning, since new knowledge about the world 
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is often acquired through a second o r  foreign language (af Trampe 1984). 
Imagine foreign stutlents who come to study a t  universities in the U.S. joining 
fraternities and  going through hazings; if these concepts were unknown i n  their 
native countries, they would not only have to learn these new words, b u t  also 
the concepts behind them. 

What !seems more common, however, is that the schemata representing 
known concepts may undergo a change as we come to understand differences 
between concepts we know and similar ones commonly held by members of the 
second- o r  foreign-language culture and society, because we usually try to 
understand new concepts by relating them to some prior knowledge about 
things that a re  (even remotely) similar. Rumelhart (1980) identifies three 
processes whereby new schemata a re  developed: accretion, tuning, and  
restructuring. Accretion nccurs when the schema is adequate to account for the 
experience that is activated, bu t  the experience or information leaves some 
trace that can later be the basis for future recall. No new schemata a re  
constructetd in  this process. Tuning occurs when our  schemata a re  inadequate 
for interpreting the experience or  information, and  so a schema may be modi- 
fied through upgrading its variable constraints and  default values, replacing a 
constant pa r t  of the schema with a variable one, o r  vice versa. Restructuring 
occurs w h m  the change is great enough that the old schema is copied with the 
new modifications to form a new schema. 

For example, in Korea there is a concept of dating called a “meeting” which 
is a highly organized form of dating where a male representative from one 
university meets with a female representative from another university and  they 
arrange for a number of male students and  female students to meet as a group 
at an  arranged place. At a subsequent meeting of, say, ten male and  ten female 
students, each male student draws from a box a piece of paper with a number 
from 1 to 1.0, ant1 each female student does likewise. The male student with the 
number 1 is then matched with the female student who drew the same number, 
and so on. Each student pairs up with hislher partner and then goes on a date. 
(Notice th.at an  English loan-word is used to represent this new concept, 
because it differed enough from any other such concept i n  Korea, such as 
arranged marriages, that a Korean word might carry very different variables 
and default values.) Nowadays, Korean students coming to America might 
learn about blind dates. They may at first relate this word to their schema of 
meeting. However, as they learn the full meaning and  concept of a blind date, 
they may find that the variable o r  constant components a re  sufficiently differ- 
ent (blind dates a re  not so organized, a greater range of people (i.e. non- 
university) participate, and  it doesn’t involve a group, with usually one person 
introtlucin;; a friend o r  relative to another friend or relative) that  a new 
schema, along with the new wnrtl, wnultl be learned. 

Therefore, sometimes a schema may be adequate enough for a word in a 
second language to be learned to represent this schema, bu t  sometimes the 
second-lan,guage learner’s schema may have tn be accommodated in  order for a 
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word to be fully known, with all the variable and constant components that 
accompany the meaning of the word. Such accommodation may extend to creat- 
ing a new schema. This may support the notion that the compoundcoordinate 
distinction between bilinguals may not be 60 dichotomous as once proposed. 
Instead, a bilingual’s lexicon may include a native word and a foreign word to 
represent one meaning or concept, as well as cases for which a native word 
represents one meaning or concept, and a related foreign word represents a 
different meaning or concept; for some words, the compoundcoordinate 
distinction may be a matter of degree along a continuum as one acquires a 
fuller, broader knowledge of the foreign word (Grosjean 1982). 

Our long-term memory consists of a vast network of interrelated concepts, 
and words are linked to these. They become linked with these interconnections 
and associations when we find that they evoke the meanings we intend for our 
listeners or help us to interpret what is said to us. Every listening or speaking 
experience modifies, expands, or strengthens these networks (Rivers 1977: 
167). This could also be said for reading and writing experiences. Thus, 
knowing a word also means developing these links in our conceptual network. 

To know a word also means to know that its meaning can be polysemous. 
Polysemy is a ubiquitous part of most languages; Nation (1983; cited in Carter 
and McCarthy, 1988) estimates that the 850 words on C. K. Ogden & I. A. 
Richards’ Basic English word list (Ogden 1929) includes 12,425 meanings, and 
Johnson & Pearson (1984) estimate that 72% of the 9,000 words in the Ginn 
lexicon have multiple meanings. Keeping in mind that criteria for knowing a 
word are often given in an abstract, idealistic sense of what it is for a native 
speaker to know all the meanings of a word, the least that we could hope for, in 
terms of second- or foreign-language learners, is for them ultimately to know: 

1) that the possibility exists for a word to have another meaning and, when 
they encounter a word that has a different meaning than the one they have 
already learned, to recognize that the new meaning may be inconsistent 
with the one they already know 

2) certain core meanings of words (though which meanings can be said to be 
core meanings may sometimes be relative) from which to be able to infer 
other meanings from the context 
meanings that are of use to them in their specific situation, occupation, 
interests, etc. 

3) 

Foreign students need to be aware of the possibility that a word is polyse- 
mous in the target language. Even advanced learners sometimes cannot recog- 
nize when the meaning of a certain word they encounter does not fit the mean- 
ings they have already learned. Rather than recognizing that there is a knowl- 
edge gap and trying to figure out the meaning or look it up in a dictionary, some 
learners may try to interpret a word according to their existing knowledge of 
the meanings of that particular word. For example, in a study on reading 
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comprehension among second-language learners in English, Kang (1991) found 
numerous examples where advanced learners misinterpreted text (sometimes 
greatly) because they tried to interpret words according to their limited knowl- 
edge of the meaning of a word rather than recognize that the word may poten- 
tially have a meaning that they had not previously learned. Using a Think- 
Aloud protocol to investigate inference and metacognitive strategies of 
advanced IESL readers, Kang had subjects verbalize their thoughts as they read 
a short stnry (“The Open Window” by H. H. Munro). She found that, when 
interpreting some words in the story, the subjects chose and applied one 
meaning of a particular word and failed to recognize that this was inconsistent 
with earlier n r  later information in  the text. They did not recognize the 
possibility that another meaning might be more appropriate, and this failure 
sometimes had a significant effect upon the interpretation of the story. 

For example, the last sentence of the story read: “Romance at short notice 
was her speciality”. One subject correctly inferred the meaning of romance as 
‘fiction’ (from the immediately preceding context, which implied that the main 
character )had been lying all along) antl a t  that point realized the main point of 
the story was that the central character had been pulling another character’s 
leg all along. Another subject, even after looking up the word romance in  his 
dictionary,, interpreted it as meaning ‘fantasy’, whereupon he inferred that the 
whnle sequience of events that letl up to this last sentence had been the product 
of the character’s hallucinations. A third subject, relying upon her previous 
knowledge of the word as meaning ‘love’ o r  ‘a love affair’, threw out many of 
her previo’us inferences antl interpretations and went on to reinterpret the 
story. She now saw it  as portraying the central character as being romantically 
interested in another character and therefore telling a fictitious story to cover 
up for her love affair with a third character, rather than interpreting these lies 
as provicling examples of “romance” being “her specialty”. Thus, the interpre- 
tation of this single polysemous word, the choosing of one of its various mean- 
ings, determined to a large extent the overall interpretation of the story by 
these three subjects. 

In another example, two subjects failed to consider that the meaning they 
chose for h e  wordfiiie was wrong in that particular context, even when they 
both recognized that the meaning they chose, ‘excellent’, was inconsistent with 
the following word, ~ J * ? s s .  Though one subject questioned how a mess could be 
excellent, he (lid not change his interpretation of the wordjifine. Another subject 
looked up the word iness in the tlictionary antl chose the meaning ‘meal’, since 
this might make sense in combination with fine, though it didn’t make much 
sense in the context of the story. This letl him to interpret the sentence “They’ll 
make a fine mess on my carpets” (with mud on their shoes, as implied from the 
preceding context) as ‘They will prepare an excellent meal on the carpet’. 
Neither of these subjects recognized that another meaning could apply to this 
word in this context (such as ‘awful’ nr ‘terrible’). 

Though it would be difficult for a language learner to know all the meanings 



64 HEE-WON KANG - ANNE GOLDEN 

of a word, sometimes knowing some of the possible meanings might help 
himlher be able to infer other meanings. For example, there are numerous 
meanings for the word head, but knowing the meanings ‘mind’ and ‘to lead’ 
might help a learner to infer meanings of idiomatic or other usages of the word, 
such as over one’s head or the lwad of the f u d y .  The usefulness to a learner’s 
specific situation or interest will to a large extent help determine which mean- 
ings hdshe ultimately learns, particularly in terms of productive knowledge. To 
a sailor, head meaning ‘leader’ might not be as useful as the word captain, but 
one would expect a sailor to learn or know the meanings associated with head 
of tlw ship (the front part), heuded for, take a heading, or  the head (slang for 
‘bathroom’). 

To fully know a word, it is also important to know its collocations - the 
words among which it commonly occurs. Learning the collocations of a word 
not only allows the learner to know what kind of words can be expected to be 
found together, for it also can make himher aware of certain lexical restric- 
tions; i.e. convenient can go together with situation or time, but not with 
animate nouns such as person (Nattinger 1988). In addition, the meaning of a 
word is often connected with the words it is generally associated with: 

Not only do these associations assist the learner in committing these words to 
memory, they also aid in defining the semantic area of a word, for every useful 
collocation is another step towards understanding the concept of a word and in 
helping the student infer meaning from context. (Nattinger 1988: 69-70). 

For example, in a study of the vocabulary in 40 Norwegian physics, geogra- 
phy and history textbooks for 4th-9th grade students (a corpus of 825,273 
words), Golden & Hvenekilde (1983) found that many of the words were very 
“faithful to a partner”, even excluding idioms. A word like skjmr (‘skerries’) 
appeared 8 times in the geography texts for 4th grade, and in 5 of these cases it 
was coordinated with holmer (‘holmdislets’). Holmer itself appeared 7 times in 
the same texts, so these words were mutually faithful. Even a word like kort 
(‘short’) was in all its 14 instances followed by tid (‘ time’) in the history text for 
9th grade (a total of 63,731 words). 

In the study mentioned above by Kang (1991), three references to the word 
nerve in different lexical sets caused problems for some of the subjects. The 
subjects correctly interpreted the meaning of the word in nerve cure and your 
nerves will be worse than ever. However, they had problems when it collocated 
with other words, such as in get on her nerves and lose their nerve; one subject 
interpreted both of these using the same meaning for nervels as in the first two 
cases, leading to a misinterpretation of the passages in which the latter two 
were found. Students need to learn the words that commonly collocate to give 
certain meanings, such as get or gain the nerve to... or lose one’s nerve. where 
nerve means ‘courage’, or have the nerve to. , . ,  where it means ‘effrontery’, 
etc. 

Another aspect of knowing a word is knowing its connotations. Part of 
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learning a word such as altruism is learning that it has a positive connotation. 
The concept of a bliiid date in Korea has a very positive connotation; it is a 
very common way for young people to meet members of the opposite sex for a 
date, and  i t  is even seen by some as more acceptable or appropriate than 
meeting inc:identally and  then dating. I n  the United States, however, the word 
can have a somewhat negative connotation, often eliciting the excuse that “I’m 
just doing it as a favor for a friend”, and  is sometimes the but t  of jokes. The 
language of politics provides several examples of differences in  a word’s conno- 
tation in different cultures, as Wilkins (1972) points out, giving the obvious 
examples of different connotations for words as communism and capitalism in 
the U.S. and  the former Soviet-Union. 

Of course, to know a word is also to be able to recognize and  produce it 
appropriately, to have both receptive antl productive knowledge of it. 
However, splitting vocabulary leariling into receptive and  productive knowl- 
edge may b’e too simplistic. Summers (1988) sees this dichotomy as ignoring a n  
intermediate stage: that of a deep understanding of a word, what it means in 
general as well as within a context. Faerch, Haastrup & Phillipson (1984:lOO) 
see this distinction as more of a continuum between the ability to make sense of 
a word and the ability to activate the word automatically for productive 
purposes. Elasically, knowledge of a word may be a matter of degree along this 
sort of cowtinuum between receptive and productive knowledge, along which 
movement towards the ability to produce the word is connected with its amount 
of linkage to the various interconnections in the semantic or conceptual 
networks in our memory. Recall and retrieval a r e  processes necessary for 
production., and “the more associations antl interconnections we have devel- 
oped, the more efficiently we can recall and  retrieve” (Rivers 1983:129). The 
more encounters we have with a word in meaningful discourse, through both 
listening and speaking, the more meaningful connections and  associations we 
develop for it (Rivers 1977). 

There a re  also other kinds of ‘knowing’, such as knowing the social and  
stylistic limitations of words, their derivational possibilities, etc., as mentioned 
earlier. However, the main point in this extentled discussion is that learners 
need a grealt (leal of exposure to language in context, both verbal and  written 
comprehension and production, to be able to develop all the various ways of 
knowing wclrcls and develop depth as well as breadth of vocabulary. Of course, 
one such exposure is that which the students receive in vocabulary instruction 
in the classroom. But it is widely recognizetl that most of the words that chil- 
dren learn in their first language are learned inclepentlently and  incidentally in 
oral and  written contexts. Nagy & Anderson (1984:304) state that  “even the 
most ruthlessly systematic direct vocabulary instruction could [not] .. . account 
for a signilkant proportion of all the words chiltlren actually learn”. One 
would find llittle argument with these points as applied to adult second language 
learners, particularly a t  the intermediate and advanced stages. 
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Direct instruction of vocabulary in the classroom 

At the outset of our tliscussion of direct instruction in the classroom, we do not 
wish to deny the importance of direct instruction of vocabulary in the second- 
or  foreign-language classroom, particularly in the beginning stages but also 
continuing into the intermediate and advanced levels. Although, as mentioned 
earlier, there is rarely a one-to-one mapping between words in two particular 
languages, there doesn’t seem to be any escape from glossing vocabulary, 
supplying translations in the native language, to help guide students to an 
understanding of a word (Twadclell 1972). Teaching the definitions of words, 
though much maligned, still increases the chances of a student learning the 
deeper meanings of these words and other words from context. Mnemonic 
devices and techniques, such as Loci (using sequences of visual images to asso- 
ciate words with) and Key Words (associating a foreign word with similar 
sounding ones in the native language, and creating an image to associate with 
the foreign word that incorporates images from both the native and foreign 
words) have proven to be helpful in committing words to memory. Teaching 
word families, situational sets, and semantic sets (synonyms, antonyms, coordi- 
nates, superorclinates, subordinates), as well as pointing out and manipulating 
relationships among words (such as semantic mapping, semantic features, collo- 
cations) are also very useful classroom activities to increase student recall of 
words (Nattinger 1988). Nattinger also sees value in teaching semi-hed 
patterns, along the lines of Wong-Fillmore’s (1979) formulaic frames with 
analyzed slots (that is, larger chunks of language), for students to learn as a 
whole and which can be broken down later and analyzed by the students. 
Teaching vocabulary through context has also become a very common activity 
in the second- or foreign-language classroom. 

However, one important point that we have to keep in mind is that this is 
just the start of a learner’s development of vocabulary knowledge. Twaddell 
regards glossing as at  most a beginning of the learner’s developing meaning for 
a word - a gloss is better than nothing, but no more than a starting point. The 
least valuable information about a word is a word in another language (Twad- 
dell 1972271). Likewise, teaching definitions and other such brief instruction is 
“the initial encounter in the series of encounters that are necessary to fully 
learn a word” (Graves 1988: 169). Mnemonic techniques are still basically 
paired-associate learning, which isn’t “sufficiently rich to account for what is 
involved in the acquisition of a second-language vocabulary” (Meara 1980: 
225). Such techniques may provide a start, but do little to help the learner gain 
the depth of knowledge and develop the semantic relationships that are needed 
for a second- or foreign-language learner to ultimately know a word fully and 
be able to use it in a variety of contexts. Using systematic approaches to teach- 
ing words, such as semantic sets, semantic feature matrices, etc., help make the 
learner aware of relationships between words, but “naturally occurring 
language is not easily systematized” (Summers 1988: 112). In addition, in the 
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classroom cine would only be able to touch upon a small portion of the semantic 
relationships that occur among words as well as among words and their 
concepts. 

McKeown and colleagues have presented several studies (Beck, Perfetti & 
McKeown 1982, McKeown, Beck, Omanson & Perfetti 1983, McKeown, Beck, 
Omanson 8: Pople 1985) where they aim at increasing the students’, vocabulary 
in L1 in order to facilitate “complex verbal tasks such as reading” (Beck et  al. 
1987:149). The activity that gave the best results was what they called ‘rich’ 
instruction, in which students were required to manipulate words in  various 
ways and p.articipatetl in activities that promoted and reinforced deep process- 
ing of the words (Beck et  al. 1987: 149). 

As for t,eaching vocabulary through context, it is questionable whether this 
is as effective as other more intensive or explicit approaches, such as the Key 
Word method or even rote learning (Sternlierg 1987, Nagy & Herman 1987). 
However, we must tlistinguish between teaching words through context and  
learning words through context, as we now shift the discussion from teaching 
students w’ortls in the classroom to students learning words on their own 
outside the classroom. 

Vocabulary learning outside the classrooiii 

As stated earlier, many researchers I~elieve that incitlental learning of vocabu- 
lary by children is a major source of vocahulary development. Though some 
studies (Balltlwin & Schatz 1984, Pressley, Levin, & Delaney 1982) have shown 
that it may not lit: an  effective way to learn vocabulary, particularly in compar- 
ison to other methods, Nagy & Herman (1987) argue that these and  other 
studies have failed to take into account that learning the meanings of words 
from context usually “proceeds in small increments”. If we consider word 
knowledge as a scale, running from no knowledge through various degrees of 
knowledge ito full knowledge, single encounters with words in context may move 
a word a “little bit higher on the scale of knowledge” (Curtis 1987:25). In two 
studies, Nagy & Herman (1987) found that reading textbooks designed for a 
particular grade produced small increases in word knowledge among 3rd to 8th 
grade L1 students, and they estimated that the chance of learning a word from 
a single exposure in a text was about 1 in 20. However, though this figure is 
small when you consider how many unknown words students encounter per 
year, learning words from context could result in a significant increase of 
vocabulary. Nagy & Herman estimated that children reading 25 minutes per  
day would encounter 15,000 to 30,000 unfamiliar words per  school year (200 
days). If 1 in 2O of these words were learned, then this would result in an 
increase of voca1)ulary of lietween 750 and 1,500 words per school year. 

Studies among aclults have also shown that reatling, particularly reading for 
one’s own intercst or pleasure, is a n  importance sonrce of vocabulary develop- 
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ment. In a study among 42 native-speaking university students, Haggard (1986) 
found that pleasurelinformational reading was the most frequent source of new 
vocabulary among her subjects. White, Vierma, Kang, Krashen & Tritica 
(1987:276) found similar results in surveys among native-speaking college 
students: “Students in both of our samples considered reading to be an effec- 
tive means of increasing vocabulary: College students are, apparently, aware of 
the power of reading.” However, in a previous study among foreign language 
(Spanish) university students, they found that, although 85% of the students 
looked upon reading as an efficient means of improving vocabulary in their 
first language, less that one-third of the students thought that reading was an 
effective way of acquiring second-language vocabulary. This led them to specu- 
late that these students had done little or no pleasure reading in Spanish but 
had for the most part read only short and difficult passages that were selected 
for them (p. 276). Krashen himself is a strong proponent of reading for pleas- 
ure as a means of vocabulary acquisition in a second or foreign language. 

This is not to say that direct vocabulary instruction, using any of the 
methods listed above, should not be a priority. There is a strong correlational 
relationship between word knowledge and reading comprehension (Nagy & 
Herman 1987, Anderson & Freebody 1981). Not only may reading increase 
word knowledge, but word knowledge increases reading comprehension. 
Second-language students, particularly at the beginning levels, are usually 
taught a base vocabulary of high-frequency words (as well as structure), and 
this could be accomplished through the methods above. If the density of 
unknown words in a text is too high, comprehension and vocabulary learning 
from context can be negatively affected (Nation & Coady 1988). Some statisti- 
cal studies of vocabulary “indicate that a relatively small vocabulary is needed 
to account for a very high percentage of words in a text” (Nation & Coady 
1988:109). For example, Golden & Hvenekilde (1983) found that the 50 top 
words on the frequency list from the 9th grade in their study of Norwegian 
physics textbooks accounted for 43% of the words in the books (from a total of 
68,593 words). Oral data from interviews with older people in Oslo show that 
the 50 top words account for 53% of the total number of words (Hanssen 
1975). 

But high-frequency words are small in number. Twaddell(l972) likens the 
frequency distribution curve of vocabulary to a ski jump: a few very high- 
frequency words, a small number of medium-frequency words, and a very large 
number of very-low-frequency words. A better image would be a ski jump 
where you never seem to reach the jump-off point itself, since between 40 and 
50% of the words in texts of a certain length only occur once (Hvenekilde 
1984). Once the learner has gotten to the intermediate and advanced levels, 
where massive vocabulary development should be a priority, who can predict 
which words the students should learn in order to cope with listening or reading 
texts he/she will encounter? As Twaddell (1972:273) put it, it is futile to choose 
a large number of words for students to learn during the intermediate level, as 
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many of the words may be at  the very low-frequency end of the list where the 
predictability of occurrence o r  recurrence is very small. 

Studies such as Golden & Hvenekilde’s have questioned just how common 
many so-called high-frequency words are in different contexts (Golden 1984b). 
They looked a t  all words except the very low-frequency ones used in Norwegian 
physics, geography and history textbooks by dividing the words into three 
groups. The first group (labelled the “well-known” group) was defined by the 
researchers and consisted of words that appear in  all beginners’ textbooks, e.g. 
regular furrction words and basic everyday words for students in grades 4-9. 
Actually this was a very small group, consisting of only 176 rootlemmas from a 
total of 3,4.32 (a rootlemma is a group of lexemes having the same root, i.e. i t  
includes inflectional forms and derivational forms). The next set, called the 
“technical” group, was defined by school teachers of these particular subjects, 
who were aksked to mark the words on the lists which they would explain when 
teaching these subjects to a class of Norwegian students. The third set of words, 
the “non-technical” group, consisted of the remaining words. When looking at 
each of these groups across subject areas, the researchers found that for the 
“well-known” group, the overlap was, as expected, close to 100%. For the 

technical” group i t  was, of course, very low, i.e. the subject-specific aspect of 
the vocabulary was very high. Of 1,060 rootlemmas, 93% occurred in only one 
subject. Rut the %on-technical” group was the interesting one. Of the 2,196 
non-technical rootlemmas, 55% occurred in only one of the subject areas (19% 
occurred in  all the subjects). This means that words not usually considered to 
be subject-specific are subject-specific after all, and the frequency of a word 
that students will encounter is often determined by the situation o r  context. 
Words such as chalk and blackboard may occur rarely in the overall use of 
English, but  in the context of the classroom, they are much more frequent 
(Palmberg 1986, Wallace 1982). In short, the frequency with which a learner 
may encounter a word is often dependent upon the contexts and interests of the 
learner. Also, the decision about whether a particular vocabulary word is 
useful falls more to the student than the teacher o r  text. 

Viberg (1980, 1981, 1985, 1988) has made a systematic description of 
Swedish vocabulary in  various semantic fields and has thus provided another 
frame for malysing learners’ vocabulary. In several studies, he and his colleges 
compared learners’ vocabulary with high-frequency words in different seman- 
tic fields. I[n one of his studies (Viberg 1985), he paid special attention to the 
verbs. His results certify how the learners (independent of their L1) actually 
use what he calls ‘nuclear’ verbs within the different semantic fields in order to 
communicate with a rather small vocabulary. The nuclear verbs consist of one 
o r  two verbs from each of his 7 semantic fields, and they all have a general 
meaning (Viberg 1985, 1988). A similar study regarding the use of adjectives is 
presented by Axelson (1991). She finds certain semantic fields to be dominant 
in the learner’s adjective vocabulary, and these fields are  also the most 
frequent among the 50 top adjectives in the Nusvensk frekvensordbok (the 

Lb 
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Swedish frequency lists, Allen 1971). Within a given field, she finds an implica- 
tion scaIe for the learners’ adjectives parallel to Viberg’s results for verbs. 

These studies imply that there is a certain hierarchy in the order in which 
words within a certain semantic field are acquired. This, of course, has to do 
with word frequencies in the target language, but according to Kotsinas (1985), 
i t  also depends on the needs of the learner and the coverage of the word. 

Leariling how to learn vocabulary 

Since much of students’ vocabulary development can occur through incidental 
exposure to words outside the classrooin, instruction at the intermediate and 
higher levels should also focus on teaching the second- or  foreign-language 
learner itow to learn vocabulary, instead of concentrating on teaching vocabu- 
lary itself. In language learning, there is a trend towards individualization and 
self-management (Carter & McCarthy 1988), and this trend should be reflected 
in the learning of second- or foreign-language vocabulary. Rivers (1983: 127) 
stresses this point strongly: “Students have very personal semantic networks 
into which they process what they find to be useful”. She states that the selec- 
tion of words for storage is ultimately “an individual act of the learner” and 
that “students must learn how to learn vocabulary” (p. 130). In light of this, 
she argues that “students should be encouraged to seek the ways they find most 
helpful for expanding and maintaining their knowledge of the lexicon and the 
semantic potential of the new language” (p. 131). 

There are a number of ways we can help students develop the knowledge 
and abilities to effectively learn vocabulary on their own as well as depth and 
breadth of vocabulary knowledge. We can help increase students’ awareness of 
the ubiquity of polysemy in English. We can encourage students to learn words 
within collocational frameworks rather than as single items, since the use of 
words in such frameworks is what distinguishes native speakers and more 
successful learners from less successful ones (Linnarud 1986). We can also help 
students discover what particular learning and memory strategies work best for 
them. Above all, we should help students develop the abilities to expand their 
knowledge of the lexicon through exposure to and use of the second language in 
its natural context outside the classroom. To develop not ~ n l y  breadth but also 
depth of knowledge about concepts, semantic relations and associations, conno- 
tations, collocations, social and stylistic limitations, derivative possibilities, 
syntactic and morphological behavior, etc., students need repeated exposure to 
language in context. Just as it is for children learning their first language, the 
oral context in which second-language students learn new vocabulary is very 
important. Students should be helped to learn how to make the most of the rich 
extralinguistic context, the negotiation of meaning, and the opportunities to ask 
for clarification in interactional situations in order to learn vocabulary and 
language structure. 
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However, the written context can also be an important source of learning 
vocabulary, particularly in a foreign-language. Training students how to make 
the most efficieiit use of this resource should also be a priority in direct vocabu- 
lary instruction in the second-language classroom. To  acquire the vocabulary 
resources that students need in order to live and function in a second-language 
environmeint, they need skills that can compensate for their lack of resources as 
they develcip their vocabulary base; one such skill is being able to infer meaning 
from the context (Twaddell 1972). In an environment in which the pace of input 
can be controlled, such as in reading, students can develop this skill. 

Does a1.l this mean that we should just simply encourage ou r  students to 
read more., particularly for their own pleasure, interest, o r  needs, in order to 
develop this skill? Reading for pleasure - that is, reading texts that  a r e  of inter- 
est or enjoyment to the students - can motivate L2 students to read if the 
process of reading itself is pleasurable, i.e. not so tlemantling that i t  becomes a 
laborious chore to get throiigh a passage or selection. 111 order for reading for 
any purpose to be a rewarding and enlightening experience, reading skills need 
to be higher than the 1evc:l at  which we generally find many LZ students. In  
second- or foreign-language learning, rcatling is often the poor sister, like 
Cinderella in the fairy tale: usually in the service of someone (something) else. 
In  some ser:c,ncl-langiiage classes antl in many foreign-language classes, reading 
often serv'es the purpose of illustrating grainmatical points and structures. 
Many second- or foreign-language students have learned how to read through 
the Grammar-Transla tiou method, involving laboricius analysis antl translation 
of text. As a result, to some students reatling can be a difficult and boring task 
in which they feel that they must interpret and translate every word in order to 
understantl the text. This kind of analysis antl translation may lead to direct 
vocabulary study a i d  learning, bu t  how widely do students with such limited 
reading skills antl purposes actually read? Reatling of this sort rarely c o n t r a -  
utes to the large amount of exposure to words in written contexts which is 
conducive to incidental voca lda ry  development. 

Reading should instead he utilized in the classroom for the sake of develop- 
ing second-language reading skills and strategies, which should be one of the 
priorities of a secoutl-language class, so that students will 1,e motivated to read 
on their own outside of class antl will have the cognitive processing capacity to 
effectively learn words from the context as  they process the information in a 
text. Some stutlents inay have to unlearn some of their perceptions about 
reading in a second language that they have picked up from prior experiences, 
such as the notion that to eoinprehentl a text, they have to untlerstand every 
single word. Some students have a tentleiicy to stop when they encounter a n  
uiifainiliar word aiitl not continue until they have fount1 its precise meaning 
(usually by looking it up in a bilingual dictionary). In order for students to 
develop the skill of determiiiiug the meaning of a word from its context, they 
must learn to tolerate having a fuzzy or imprecise understanding of a word, to 
take a chance on iiiisuiiderstantling a word, antl to not panic when encounter- 
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ing an unknown word and automatically reach for the dictionary (Twaddell 
1972). It requires a certain amount of self-confidence to be able to infer the 
meaning of a word from its context or skip it because it is not important, and 
this seems to be rather rare in the beginning period of learning a new language. 

For our students to learn how to learn words, we as teachers can help by 
teaching them how to use context to understand and learn words. Sternberg 
(1987) advocates teaching people the processes, cues, and moderating variables 
for learning words from context. Three processes he identifies are: 

1) selective encoding - separating relevant from irrelevant information in 
order to formulate a definition 

2) selective combination - combining relevant cues into a definition 
3) selective comparison - relating new information about a word to old infor- 

mation stored in memory. 

Along with these processes, he identifies eight context cues to which these 
processes can be applied: temporal, spatial, value, stative descriptive, func- 
tional descriptive, causdenablement, class membership, and equivalence cues. 
The moderating variables that determine the ease or difficulty of applying the 
processes to the cues are: 

the number of occurrences of the unknown word 
the variability of contexts in which multiple occurrences of the unknown 
word appear 
the importance of the unknown word to understanding the context in which 
it is embedded 
the helpfulness of surrounding context in understanding the meaning of the 
unknown word 
the density of unknown words 
the usefulness of previously known information in cue utilization. 
(For more detailed information, see Sternberg 1987: 914.)  

In addition, using the internal context of words, such as root stems, 
prefixes, suffixes etc., to infer their meaning is an important strategy which we 
can help our students develop, especially those whose native languages are 
similar to English. The processing of such linguistic cues may even lead to 
increased learning and retention of the words. Relying on evidence from 
Jacoby et al. (1979) that decision difficulty during initial processing results in a 
distinctive conceptual representation of the word and a distinctive memory 
trace which ensures better retention, Haastrup (1989) hypothesizes that words 
inferred through the use of such linguistic cues are better retained than words 
that are inferred on the basis of contextual cues. In an empirical study of the 
way Danish learners of English guess the meaning of unfamiliar Enghsh words, 
she found that high-proficiency groups were more flexible in using cues from 
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different sclurces and in adapting their processing to words with varying types 
and amounts of linguistic and contextual cues. Though there are other factors 
such as attention, interest, and motivation which are involved in vocabulary 
learning, cognitive factors such as depth of processing and flexibility in adapt- 
ing processing to take advantage of all available cues are important, and we 
need to encourage learners to develop such abilities. 

Conclusicon 

Training in such strategies, cues, processes, variables, etc. (see Nattinger 1988, 
and Nation & Coady 1988 for other strategies and cues) can help our students a 
great deal towards developing the skill of inferring meanings and learning 
words from context. Rather than assuming that our students will develop this 
skill on their own, this type of training should become a part  of vocabulary 
instruction in the second-language classroom. Of course, individual students 
may have individual preferences for ways to study and learn vocabulary on 
their own (Hatch 1983, Rivers 1983)’ and no one can or should force students 
to adopt a particular method as their own independent learning style. Other 
knowledge and SMS, such as how to make the most efficient use of dictionaries, 
are vitally important, as there are often times when the context is of little or no 
use in helping students infer the meaning of words. Anything that increases the 
student’s exposure to words is helpful, since repeated exposure to a word is 
important in incorporating it into their active vocabulary (Summers 1988). 
Helping stiudents develop the skill of inferring the meanings of words from 
context, as well as reading skills in general, is not only useful for vocabulary 
developmeint but also for improving reading comprehension. Some students 
who may hiave used or  continue to use strategies for learning words from the 
context in their first language (as children do) may have been conditioned by 
second-lan guage classroom instruction to learn through other methods, or they 
may find it difficult to use context in the second language due to cognitive 
processing constraints or other factors - it’s difficult to choose to use a method 
of expanding vocabulary resources if one is not competent in it. As well as 
improving their reading comprehension in general, helping our students 
develop the skill of inferring the meanings of words from the context will at 
least give them the option of learning vocabulary this way, of developing not 
only breatlth but also depth of vocabulary knowledge. Which way students 
choose to lcarn vocabulary is up to them, but at  least they will have a choice. 
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