
 

Chapter One 

Introduction 

 This chapter presents the motivation, purposes, research questions, research 

hypotheses, and significance of the study. In addition, it presents the definition of 

terms and then outlines the organization of the study. 

1.1 Motivation of the Study 

     In recent years, there have been many innovations and reforms to the high 

school admission system. A brand-new diversified entrance package takes the place of 

the previous entrance examination in order to reduce the pressure of competition. The 

alternative admission system allows junior high school students to gain admission to 

either senior high school, vocational high school (hereafter VHS) or junior college 

through a variety of channels. For example, they can apply to a school or get accepted 

on the recommendation from teachers. However, no matter what channel they choose, 

as the researcher observes, academic performance is still a decisive factor to screen 

candidates. English, regarded as one of the main academic subjects, plays an 

important role in pursuing higher education via examinations.  

 Generally speaking, grades are viewed by a large number of people as the only 

index to judge a student’s failure or success. Therefore, most students in Taiwan aim 

to enter colleges to achieve their academic goals. Thus senior high schools are usually 

their first choice and the vocational high schools are their second one. Accordingly, it 

is not surprising that those who have comparatively poor grades are left with the 

choice of vocational high schools. 

 According to the statistics from the Ministry of Education in 2002 academic year, 

the senior high school students in Taiwan were estimated 43%, and the vocational and 
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junior college students are 57% of all junior high school graduates. The total number 

of vocational high school and junior college students (498,375) is so large that it 

should not be overlooked. However, the situation is different from what is expected, 

vocation high school students do not receive so much concern as high school students. 

 Take the Entrance Examination for 2-year and 4-year Technological Colleges 

(hereafter EEFTC) for example. There are more than 160,000 VHS students 

undergoing EEFTC every year (Shih, Lin, Huang, & Yeh, 2000). Most importantly, 

the examinees in EEFTC outnumber those in Joint College Entrance Examination or 

Scholastic Aptitude Test. However, VHS students have not captured enough attention 

from the public and the authorities concerned. As Hung (1997) points out, VHS 

education is a neglected main stream in the whole educational system. This explains 

why studies have focused more on the English teaching in high schools than on that in 

vocational high schools. Therefore very little research has been conducted to 

contribute towards the understanding of English teaching in VHS. 

 In fact, it is risky and inappropriate to apply the findings in high school students 

to vocational high school students, because vocational high school students’ 

educational background and language learning environment differ from those of high 

school students. Hence, the study is designed to stir up researchers’ attention and 

interest for better and further understanding of English teaching at vocational high 

school level. 

Besides the necessity of giving more concern to VHS students, the English 

teaching system deserves more attention as well. According to the current curriculum 

standards decreed by the Ministry of Education (1998), VHS students are required to 

take only 12-16 credit hours of English before graduation, 2-3 hours a week for 6 

semesters. Compared with the teaching hours of high school, 2-3 hours are relatively 
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inadequate for teachers to make English instruction successful. Above all, many VHS 

students in Taiwan regard English as one of the hardest and least favored subjects. 

What with lack of learning motivation and what with insufficient hours of English 

teaching, it is not surprising to find that their English performance is poor and 

unsatisfactory.  

Generally speaking, VHS students may lack ambition to learn English well if 

they plan not to receive higher education after graduation and if their future career 

does not require English proficiency. Researchers of foreign languages have pointed 

out that there are a number of possible factors that may cause problems with poor 

English performance. For VHS students, lexical ability is the vital factor that affects 

success in their English learning. It is vocabulary that hinders their learning in 

listening, speaking, reading and writing. That is, vocabulary ability is the target 

obstacle, which blocks their four language skills and general language proficiency. 

Therefore, it is rather important for English teachers at VHS level to explore how to 

solve students’ problems with vocabulary. 

As far as vocabulary learning is concerned, traditional method during the past 

decades for vocabulary instruction across in Taiwan is rote learning and test-oriented 

process in a teacher-centered classroom. Students seldom learn English for 

communication but for tests. They are required to memorize words through 

one-to-one English-Chinese equivalence shown on the word list of each lesson. 

Memorization of large quantities of unknown words not only intimidates them away 

from reading more but also results in learning anxiety toward English. For them, 

English is nothing but a course subject to get credits for. Thus they are deprived of the 

chances of acquiring English words in a more natural and enjoyable way.  

Under the influence of rote memory instruction method, most of them come 
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across more difficulties from the new sentences than from those they have learned in 

the textbooks. What is worse, they cannot cope with a new question based on what 

they have learned. As a result, they become panic-stricken and depressed in 

encountering unfamiliar words when studying English or taking exams at school. That 

is the reason why a lot of students receive low grades and lose their interests in 

learning English. 

As an English teacher in VHS, the researcher expects to investigate a more 

beneficial learning instruction to help VHS students get out of this predicament and 

improve their vocabulary test performance. By reducing their frustration and failure in 

the learning process, students will acquire more confidence and a sense of fulfillment. 

That is, English teachers at VHS level are supposed to take the role of providing 

students necessary skills in vocabulary learning. 

1.2 Research Purposes of the Study 

For the reasons mentioned above, this study is conducted for the following 

purposes. First, in the process of foreign language learning, vocabulary has been 

regarded as the most basic language component. Among all the approaches to 

vocabulary learning, context is of the utmost importance because it is only in the 

context that we can actually learn about the syntactic and morphological value of a 

word (Beheydt, 1987). Based on the approach, an experiment is designed to examine 

the effects of “word meanings inferred from context” (hereafter WMIFC) instruction. 

It is expected that learning vocabulary from context may help VHS students cultivate 

an efficient habit of vocabulary learning. 

    Second, according to the checklists of textbooks in junior and vocational high 

school, students’ vocabulary is built at the rate of approximately 300 words per year. 

In other words, the vocabulary size of the second-year VHS students is estimated at 
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1,500 words. However, the quantity of the English vocabulary at VHS level suggested 

by EEFTC Testing Center is at least 3,500 words. This number is obviously beyond 

the coverage of a school teaching program. Obviously, it is almost a mission 

impossible for those poorly motivated students to bear such a heavy burden of 

learning so many new words. Therefore, there is an urgent need for an effective 

system of learning method to deal with considerable vocabulary. Accordingly, 

increasing the size of students’ vocabulary is the major concern for English teachers at 

VHS level. 

 Furthermore, there is a growing trend toward receiving higher education among 

the VHS students after they graduate. A high percentage of VHS students have made 

it their primary goal to get admitted to an ideal college by scoring high in EEFTC 

English test. In Taiwan, EEFTC English test requires only the proficiency of reading, 

mainly assessing students’ vocabulary, knowledge of sentence structures, and reading 

comprehension. As testing has exerted a backwash effect, VHS students are generally 

required to have good reading skills for any paper-and-pencil tests. Therefore, they 

usually evaluate their reading ability largely on the basis of the number and the degree 

of difficulty of new words. It is true that they cannot better prepare themselves and 

perform well in EEFTC English test without a larger vocabulary. To help VHS 

students get out of this predicament, English teachers at VHS level are supposed to 

equip students with the strategy to improve their receptive reading vocabulary. 

1.3 Research Questions of the Study 

On the basis of the purposes of this study, the following questions concerning the 

effects of “word meanings inferred from context” instruction in vocabulary learning 

of VHS students will be explored. 

1. Is “word meanings inferred from context” instruction beneficial to vocabulary 
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learning for vocational high school students?  

2. Does “word meanings inferred from context” instruction bring about different 

effects between high achievers and low achievers? 

3. What difficulties may the subjects encounter when they learn vocabulary from 

inferring? 

4. What are the responses to “word meanings inferred from context” instruction 

from the subjects in the experimental group? Do they feel positive or negative 

toward the instruction?  

1.4 Research Hypotheses of the Study 

“Word meanings inferred from context” instruction is proposed to have positive 

effects on vocabulary teaching and learning in the present study. The main research 

hypothesis to be attested is that meaningful learning through “word meanings inferred 

from context” increase learning efficiency. Inferring word meanings from context, 

different from the traditional rote memory method, is more effective and can help 

students enlarge their vocabulary size. A number of researchers indicate that inferring 

word meanings form context is the chief source of large-scale vocabulary growth 

(Nagy, Anderson & Herman, 1987; Twaddell, 1973). Based on the research questions 

above, the research hypotheses in the present study are proposed as follows: 

1. When inferring meanings of the unfamiliar words from context, learners are 

applying the method of problem-solving skills in the process of reading. They 

have to make extra efforts and invest more mental processes than when they are 

given the translation of the reading material. Thus, learning vocabulary by 

guessing from context serves as an opportunity for learners to deal with new 

words more actively rather than wait for teachers to explain word meaning. That 

is to say WMIFC helps students become independent and autonomous in their 
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learning.  

2. Since extracting information about the unfamiliar words needs more mental 

efforts in guessing from the context, these extra efforts together with the context 

information would help the learners further indirectly improve their English 

proficiency. 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

Vocabulary is the fundamental part in language learning. However, it is less 

emphasized and even neglected in the classroom. When it comes to vocabulary 

teaching in EFL learning in Taiwan, most teachers just provide word lists, 

demonstrate how to pronounce, explain word usage, and offer some derivatives. Then 

it is students’ duty to memorize new words. To many of the VHS students, trying to 

memorize new words is such a boring and painful task that they do it with much 

reluctance. As a consequence, they tend to forget those new words very soon no 

matter how hard and how many times they have tried to memorize these words. 

Therefore, it is necessary to develop a more beneficial learning method to help them 

learn effectively and construct their sense of accomplishment in vocabulary learning. 

 With regard to English teaching, it is disappointing to say that very few studies 

have dealt with VHS English course. Namely, most of the studies focus on 

professional courses rather than general ones at VHS level. Furthermore, there are 

fewer seminars for VHS teachers to attend than those for junior and senior high 

school teachers. Therefore, to offer more information about VHS English instruction 

is essential because VHS students have different learning experiences and 

environments from senior high school students. It is expected that the findings of the 

present study can be used as reference for teachers in the current vocabulary 

instruction and can offer some useful suggestions that benefit both students and 
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teachers in English learning and teaching at vocational high school level. 

1.6 Limitations of the Study 

Although the researcher tries to make the study as comprehensive as possible, 

there are still some limitations that should be addressed. They need to be taken into 

consideration before the findings are generalized. The scope of the study is limited in 

the following six aspects. First, because of time limit for data collection, the subjects 

participating in this study, however, are 80 students at a vocational high school rather 

than across schools in Taiwan. Therefore, the generalizability of the results is limited, 

and the findings may not be applicable to other VHS students. Second, the strategy of 

guessing word meaning is defined as using clues in context, so the findings indicate 

only part of the students’ ability in word meaning guessing. The use of morphology in 

word meaning guessing is not explored in the study. Third, the process of knowing a 

word could be divided into several stages along the line of recognition to production, 

and in this study, only recognition is going to be discussed. Fourth, since the 

fulfillment of the experimental teaching program in this study lasts only for 12 weeks, 

the short-term effects of the program might be different from the long-term effects of 

that. Additionally, during the 12-week experimental process in which subjects might 

encounter new words selected for the study in other books or activities, it is difficult 

to guarantee that they would not encounter all the selected new words during the 

experimental period. Finally, for the reason that nouns and verbs are easier to infer 

than other parts of speech; thus 83% target words to infer are nouns and verbs, and 

17% are adjectives and adverbs.  

1.7 Definition of Terms 

For easier reference afterwards, some abbreviations in the study should be 

explained briefly. In this section, 9 terms used in the study are defined as follows. 
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They are defined based on the related literature or defined with some modification, if 

necessary. 

1. L1: Chinese 

2. L2: English 

3. EFL: English as a foreign language. 

4. ESL: English as a second language. 

5. Context: A context is a sentence, paragraph, or longer unit of writing that 

surrounds a word and may state or imply its meaning (Shepherd, 1984). The 

context is the part of the reading that immediately surrounds the word and makes 

it meaningful. (Johnson, 1994, p. 67) 

6. Context clues: A context clue is used as a hint for learners to predict the 

unfamiliar word meaning by studying surrounding words, phrases, or clauses, 

and their relationships to the unfamiliar words (Lin, 1991). 

7. Word meanings inferred from context: There is no standard definition for the 

term. In the present research, according to Gairns (1989) word meanings inferred 

from context (WMIFC) means learners “make use of the context in which the 

word appears to derive an idea of its meanings“ (p.83). Learners should be able 

to recognize or figure out the meaning of the new word. In this sense, the term 

“word meanings inferred from context” will be used interchangeable through the 

text with the term ”guessing word meanings from context”. 

8. Strategy, Method, Technique: ‘Strategy,” “Method,” “Technique” are identical in 

the meaning and thus are used interchangeably through the whole study. 

9. Language Learning strategies: Learning strategies can be defined as “specific 

actions taken by the learner to make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more 

self-directed, more effective, and more transferable to new situations” (Oxford, 
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1990, p.8). 

10. Vocational High School: In Taiwan, vocational high schools refer to the schools, 

which provide three-year program for junior high school graduates a chance for 

further study. Therefore, vocational high school students in the first grade are 

equal to those in Grade 10 in the U.S.A. The main principle of vocational high 

school is to equip students with basic skills as well as practical training for 

pursuing further academic research or professional knowledge. Presently, 

vocational high schools offer a wide range of subfields, including agriculture, 

industry, commerce, home economics, marine production, nursing, arts, applied 

language, food service, opera and others. Nowadays, most graduates in 

vocational high schools go on to further studies rather than take up employment 

after graduation. The channels for further education are two-year junior colleges 

and four-year programs at institutes/universities of technology and science.  

1.8 Organization of the Study 

 The aim of the study is to discover any difference in effects between traditional 

and context approaches of presenting vocabulary. The core information of the study is 

the result of the experiment and questionnaires. 

This study contains five chapters. Chapter One provides a brief statement of the 

study motivation, purposes, research questions and significance of the study. The 

definition of terms and limitations used in this study are included in Chapter One as 

well. Chapter Two reviews relevant research on L2 vocabulary instruction and related 

studies of vocabulary learning in the past decades. Chapter Three, the design of the 

experiment, focuses on the description of the subjects, instruments, procedures, data 

collection and the method of the data analysis. Chapter Four presents the experiment 

outcomes and then further addresses the research questions proposed at the beginning 
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of the study. Chapter Five briefly summarizes the main points of the study, presents 

the limitations of the study as well as pedagogical implications, and gives some 

suggestions for future research. 
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