
 

Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

This chapter gives a general review of research and theories on the issues of 

vocabulary related to this study. The first section of this chapter introduces the 

historical development of vocabulary in language learning and teaching. The second 

section presents how words are learned. The last section describes the reasons why 

inferring word meaning from context is helpful to learners. 

2.1 The Role of Vocabulary in ESL/EFL Instruction 

Teaching vocabulary is a controversial issue. It concerns questions like whether to 

teach vocabulary, what kind of vocabulary to teach and how to teach it. Moreover, the 

history of the status of vocabulary is an interesting phenomenon in language learning 

and teaching. The development of vocabulary within the curriculum has gone through 

some dramatic changes from the focus of the instruction to the secondary place of the 

instruction, then again to its current importance in language instruction. Vocabulary 

experiences its ups and downs in language teaching and learning. 

From the beginning of the nineteenth century, the most influential language 

teaching method is Grammar Translation Method, which has dominated European and 

foreign language teaching since the 1840s. The ultimate goals of this method are to 

prepare learners to read and write classical materials and to pass standardized 

examinations. Under the influence of the Grammar Translation Method, vocabulary 

does not win as much emphasis as grammar in language teaching. Consequently, rote 

learning is prevalent in vocabulary learning and teaching. Students are supposed to 

learn a large number of words through bilingual word lists (River, 1968), and direct 

instruction on vocabulary is offered only when a word exemplifies a grammatical rule 
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(Kelly, 1969). Definition and etymology are the two primary ways employed in 

vocabulary teaching. 

During the three decades from the 1940s to the 1970s, the dark ages of 

vocabulary, the popularity of Structuralism and behavioral psychology contribute to 

the Audio Lingual Method. Linguists place heavy emphasis on the acquisition of oral 

skills, accurate production, structure, and forms and thus significantly relegated the 

importance of vocabulary to an accessory of other language skills (Fries, 1945; 

Twaddell, 1973). Consequently, vocabulary learning is limited because it functions 

only as a means of practicing sentence structure, phonology and contrastive analysis 

(Larsen-Freeman, 1986). On the other hand, the Audio Lingual Method exhibits a 

trend that “vocabulary learning should be kept to a minimum” (Seal, 1991, p.297), 

and thus vocabulary is naturally acquired without instruction. The trend of neglect of 

vocabulary in language learning and teaching is thus evidenced. 

After the 1970s, under the influence of Communicative Language Teaching and 

Natural Approach, studies on vocabulary reveal a growing awareness of the 

importance of vocabulary (Judd, 1978; Richards, 1976; Wilkins, 1972). The status of 

vocabulary within the curriculum is enhanced because of its crucial role in the whole 

spectrum of activities. Vocabulary no longer suffers as the neglected “Cinderella” of 

language teaching. Since then, language educators and applied linguists emphasize 

again the importance of vocabulary in teaching and learning (Carter & McCarthy, 

1989; Laufer, 1986). Numerous studies concerning various aspects of vocabulary 

teaching and learning have mushroomed. Gradually vocabulary regain its deserved 

status in language teaching and learning. Many researchers (Carter, 1987; Herman & 

Dole, 1988) have asserted vocabulary instruction should begin as early as possible. 

Judd (1978) believes that if L2 vocabulary learning receives specific attention and 
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begins early, learners would improve other skills at the same time. Carter and 

McCarthy (1989) also claim “ vocabulary teaching was coming of age. Its place 

within language teaching had been reasserted” (p. 46). 

As the late 1900s is approaching, vocabulary has gradually undergone a dramatic 

shift from “poor relation” to “guest of honor,” that is, the most important element in 

language teaching and learning (Maiguashca, 1993). With the changes of the 

vocabulary role in language teaching and learning, more and more emphasis is put on 

vocabulary instruction and the importance of constant investigation about vocabulary 

instruction. After decades of earlier neglect, vocabulary learning has become an object 

of substantial interest among researchers (Laufer, 1986). 

2.1.1 The Importance of Vocabulary in Language Learning and Teaching 

Lexical knowledge plays a prominent role in language communication and 

comprehension because of its centrality of meaning. It seems that nobody can deny 

that vocabulary is not only the smallest unit but also a significant one, which is doing 

the actual work of meaning transmission. The relationship between vocabulary and 

comprehension has never aroused a suspicion. The following aspects of findings 

clearly demonstrate the significance of vocabulary in language comprehension.  

First, it is vocabulary accuracy and adequacy that influence language 

comprehension more than grammatical correctness in effective communication. For 

example, Wilkins (1972) makes an assertion that “ without grammar very little can be 

conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed” (p.111), which clearly places 

vocabulary above grammar and highly values vocabulary learning and teaching. 

Similarly, Widdowson (1978) also claims that native speakers can comprehend 

ungrammatical utterances with the accurate lexis better, but have difficulty 

comprehending well-structured utterances containing lexical errors. Politzer (1978) 
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reveals in his study that native speakers of German consider the lexical errors are the 

most serious in German learning. Moreover, Angelis (1974) discovers as high as 

48.5% of lexical errors cause listening misperception, while only 38.5% are 

perceptual errors and 13% are syntactical errors. Based on the findings mentioned 

above, vocabulary shortage is always the main problem and bottleneck hard to 

overcome (Brown, 1974; Martin, 1976; Savill-Troke, 1984).  

Second, ESL/EFL learners report learning vocabulary is a heavy burden for them 

due to the greatest need and difficulty in language learning and use (Chang, 1990; 

Gorman, 1979; Meara, 1980). Nagy (1989) asserts “lack of adequate vocabulary 

knowledge is already an obvious and serious obstacle for many students” (p.1). 

Richards (1976) states that even native speakers need to expand their vocabulary 

faculties in adulthood as long as they are involved in the language. Dublin and 

Olshtain (1986) refer to the fact that “possessing a good vocabulary stock is what 

enables many learners to use their knowledge effectively and in ways which fit their 

specific needs” (pp. 111-112). Nation (1990) contributes to the fact that “learners felt 

that many of their difficulties in both receptive and productive language use result 

from an inadequate vocabulary” (p.2). For example, Gorman (1979) reveals that 

inadequate vocabulary hinders 68% of the ESL students in academic reading. Further 

support comes from several researchers in Taiwan (Lin, 1995; Yang, 1997; Huang, 

1997); they mention that many Taiwanese students have difficulties in reading English 

textbooks. Moreover, a survey of L2 college students finds that vocabulary as a major 

factor seriously hinders their academic writing tasks (Leki & Carson, 1994). It can be 

concluded that vocabulary takes the responsibility for learners’ frustration and serious 

obstacle. Without adequate vocabulary, it is out of the question to have proper 

language competence and performance (Laufer, 1986). 
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In conclusion, the viewpoints offered by the researchers presented above clearly 

suggest that learners’ language proficiency has much to do with vocabulary. With 

limited vocabulary, learners’ linguistic performance in the four skills is affected to a 

great extent. Just as Zimmerman (1997) mentions, “lexical issues should indeed 

constitute a high priority for both teachers and researchers; vocabulary cannot be left 

to look after itself” (p.138).  

2.1.2 Suggested Vocabulary Size for Taiwanese EFL Learners 

 When it comes to word size, the interest is usually in the number of words in the 

target language. To language learners, the size of vocabulary is one of the crucial 

factors that directly determine learners’ language ability. Generally speaking, learners 

with a big vocabulary size are more proficient in a wide range of language skills than 

those with smaller vocabulary. 

Vocabulary teaching and learning is a time-consuming task, and it is not 

economical to spend precious minutes on items whose chances of reoccurrence are 

only 10 in a million. As there is a wide range for the estimates of suggested word size 

for ESL/EFL learners, there has been some disagreement about the exact number of 

words that must be learned for the comprehension and production of the language. 

The tradition in ESL teaching has been to consciously teach only the two 

thousand or so most frequent items (Allen, 1983; Coady et al, 1993). The College 

Entrance Examination Center in Taiwan suggests a vocabulary of about 4,000 words 

for the Scholastic Aptitude Test (Cheng, 2000) and a vocabulary of about 7,390 words 

for the Appointed Subject Test (Chang, 1996). In Taiwan, most VHS students do not 

participate in the Scholastic Aptitude Test and the Appointed Subject Test; they take 

the different channel of entrance examination, the EEFTC instead. The difficulty level 

of the EEFTC English test is lower than that of the Scholastic Aptitude Test and 
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Appointed Subject Test. Hence, EEFTC Testing Center suggests that VHS students 

equip themselves with a receptive vocabulary of 3,500 words for EEFTC English test. 

Although the number of suggested words for VHS students is comparatively smaller 

than that for high school students, it is still a learning burden to low-motivated VHS 

students. Therefore, to reduce students’ heavy burden of studying piles of English new 

words, English teachers are responsible for instructing some learning strategies so as 

to help them acquire the L2 lexicon more easily. 

2.2 The Acquisition of Vocabulary 

River (1968) argues that the acquisition of adequate vocabulary is essential for 

successful second language use because without an extensive vocabulary, learners 

will not be able to use the structures and functions they have learned for 

comprehensible communication. The acquisition of the vocabulary is a gradual 

process and will usually “require several encounters in informative contexts” (Parry, 

1993, p. 110). Once vocabulary items are recycled on several occasions or in various 

contexts, learners will certainly “fix them in memory, gain fluency in using them and 

come to a full understanding of their meanings” (Cunningsworth, 1995, p.95). 

Multiple repetitions and repeated exposures have marvelous effects on the increase 

and retention of word knowledge (Nagy, Anderson, & Herman, 1987). 

As long as one uses a language, he/she needs to comprehend or convey the 

intended message. However, learning vocabulary well is not an easy job. Research has 

shown that vocabulary influences one’s language proficiency in listening, speaking, 

reading, and writing. Just as Zimmerman (1997) points out word learning is a 

complex process and task, which involves a range of skills. Learners take years to 

develop their vocabulary.  

2.2.1 Definition of Knowing a Word  

  



  
 

18

What is involved in knowing a word? This question has been widely studied by 

linguists and scholars. It involves not only the recognition of how a word looks on 

page, but also an understanding of many other components. Many investigators have 

explored the development of lexical knowledge, which involves various dimensions. 

Basically, most linguists agree that word knowledge includes the form, word structure, 

syntactic behavior, meaning, lexical relations, and common collocations. Laufer 

(1997b) reviews several studies (Gibson & Levin, 1975; Nation, 1990; Richards, 1976) 

and summarizes their definitions of knowing a word as follows: 

a. Form: spoken and written, that is, pronunciation and spelling. 

b. Word structure: the basic free morpheme (or bound root morpheme) and the          

common derivations of the word and its inflections. 

c. Syntactic pattern of the word in a phrase and sentence. 

d. Meaning: referential, affective (connotation), and pragmatic (suitability). 

e. Lexical relations of the word with other words, such as synonymy, antonymy, 

hyponymy. 

f. Common collocations. (p. 141) 

Some researchers expand the concept about knowing a word. Nation (1990) adds 

that knowing a word entails knowing the general frequency of use (p. 31) and Carter 

(1989) asserts that vocabulary knowledge also includes its generalizability.  

Thus, knowing a word is not a simple matter. In the case of language learning, 

knowing may be partial. There are words learners only know receptively, but they 

cannot use them productively. All these features suggest the rich content of lexical 

knowledge and the basic components of massive vocabulary expansion, which serve 

as a frame of reference for assessing vocabulary teaching. 

2.2.2 Receptive and Productive Vocabulary 
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 As for the concept of knowing a word, Nation (1990) and Judd (1978) split 

lexical knowledge into two parts, receptive and productive knowledge, which interact 

with each other and can hardly be separated. The distinction between receptive and 

productive vocabulary has received a large amount of concern. In general, receptive 

vocabulary refers to the words recognized or understood for comprehension in 

reading and listening. On the other hand, productive vocabulary refers to the words 

actually utilized in speaking and writing. Therefore, the former is regarded as passive 

vocabulary—the words for recognition or comprehension, while the latter active 

vocabulary—the words for production (Robinett, 1978, p.132 ; Harmer, 1991, p.159). 

 Learning receptive and productive aspects of vocabulary shows different degrees 

of difficulty. Therefore, in vocabulary teaching process, receptive lexis and productive 

lexis should be treated differently. Just as Nation states (1990) “ if productive learning 

is important, then the development of the quality of learning a small vocabulary is 

important; if receptive learning is important, then quantity of vocabulary is the main 

goal” (p. 5). Generally speaking, the former learning process is easier than the latter. 

In addition, estimates vary widely on receptive and productive vocabulary from 

different research designs (Melka, 1997, p.92). However, one consensus has been 

reached—for both native speakers and L2 learners, receptive vocabulary is believed to 

exceed and precede his or her productive vocabulary (Aitchison, 1994; Clark, 1993) 

so it is acknowledged that the learning of a word usually progresses from receptive to 

productive knowledge. Accordingly, the researcher only focuses on receptive word 

knowledge as the major issue in this study because quantity of reading vocabulary is 

the main goal of the research. 

2.2.3 Parts of Speech 

  
 Parts of speech in English have a great deal of relation to the burden in lexical 
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learning. The major parts of speech, nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs have 

different degrees of difficulty and thus affect lexical learning differently. Studies on 

parts of speech find that certain grammatical categories may cause more learning 

burden than others, but the results are inconsistent among different studies (Ellis & 

Beaton, 1993; Laufer, 1997b; Phillips, 1981). In Rodgers’ (1969) study on 

Russian-English pair learning, concrete noun pairs are easier to learn than adjective 

pairs, and adverb pairs are easier than verb pairs. Similarly, based on Chen’s study 

(1996), the intrinsic difficulty of parts of speech leads Chinese college freshmen to 

frustrating performances in aural perception, oral and written production tests, 

especially in knowledge of adverbs. In addition, Laufer claims that “nouns seem to be 

the easiest; adverbs, the most difficult; verbs and adjectives, somewhere in between” 

(1990b, p. 298). Although the subjects or research skills may differ, all the researchers 

mentioned above reach the conclusion that nouns usually cause the least learning 

burden.  

2.3 Necessity of Inferring Word Meaning from Context 

The differences between L1 and L2 words cause the learning burden. As Chinese 

is an ideographic language, each character presents a semantic unit. Therefore, it is 

natural for Chinese students to transfer their reading strategies from Chinese to 

English. They are used to memorizing the writing graph of each character in order to 

know its meaning. Thus, they tend to overemphasize the memorization of spelling and 

sentence pattern in English. They take it for granted that reading task is fulfilled when 

all the unknown words have been checked in the dictionary. Field’s study (1985) 

concludes that Chinese students are more sound-centered and word-centered in 

reading, rather than meaning-centered. Field (1985) also points out that Chinese 

students often consult a dictionary when encountering an unfamiliar word, rather than 
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venturing to guess the meaning of a word. For some students, the use of dictionaries 

lowers the speed of reading and even hinders them from understanding the reading 

materials. More importantly, students may forget what they have read after spending 

time consulting dictionaries. Under such a condition, learning new words is painful 

and understanding an article is difficult for Chinese students. Therefore, the skill of 

guessing words in context should be developed to help students deal with unknown 

words they encounter while reading. 

2.3.1 The Relationship between Vocabulary and Reading 

     It is widely accepted that knowledge of words is an important component in 

reading comprehension. If a text contains too many unknown words, comprehension 

of the text may be restricted. According to McCarthy and O’Dell (1995), there are 

500,000 words in English. For a person to read English fluently, she/he has to equip 

herself/himself with at least 5,000 words. The number of words obviously comes 

natural for a native English speaker; however, it is anguish for an English learner, 

especially for those who learn English in a non-English-speaking country. 

In Taiwan, students begin learning English as a required subject matter in junior 

high school. For VHS students, their vocabulary is assumed to build up at the rate of 

approximately 300 words per year, thus counted according to the checklists of the 12 

textbooks in junior and senior high schools. The rate, compared with that of L1 

learners, is rather slow. After 6 years of formal study at school, they have acquired 

only a vocabulary of 1,800 words. This size of vocabulary is still far from an adequate 

reading vocabulary. How can students increase their vocabulary? Nagy, Anderson & 

Herman (1987) have indicated that inferring word meanings from normal reading is 

the main source of large-scale vocabulary growth. Similarly, Stanovich’s (1986) study 

also has supported that reading and vocabulary are reciprocally causal. Namely 
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reading improves vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary knowledge supports reading 

development.  

2.3.2 The Importance of Context in Vocabulary Learning 

     A context is a sentence, paragraph, or longer unit of writing that surrounds a 

word and may state or imply its meaning (Shepherd, 1984). Taylor (1990) stresses that 

teachers should introduce new words into the context that learners already know, 

either culturally or linguistically. Crow (1986) suggests that vocabulary should be 

taught in meaningful context or in relation to other words semantically related to them. 

That is, teachers should try their best to integrate students’ background knowledge 

with unfamiliar words and find more opportunities for them to practice using the 

learned knowledge. Words are more easily learned in story reading and in subjects’ 

related experiences than by any other means. If students are able to comprehend the 

context, they will be able to make use of what is known to figure out and learn 

unfamiliar words.  

In view of the importance of context in vocabulary learning mentioned above, 

Nagy (1988, p.24) points out that one of the efficient vocabulary activities is 

meaningful use—“make inferences based on their meanings”. Honeyfield (1977, p.36) 

further emphasizes that attempting to infer the meaning of words provides for 

meaningful learning and that it is more efficient to develop vocabulary. This is 

because the attempt to infer brings unfamiliar words into contact with an active 

searching and thinking process, which involves consideration of possible definitions 

of the words. 

2.3.3 Classification Schemes of Useful Context Clues 

Language is full of redundancy. That is why guessing works in reading process. 

The meaning of an unknown word in a sentence can often be guessed out from other 
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parts of the context. Successful learners know how to make good use of the context to 

predict and verify upcoming words, and how to apply contextual knowledge to 

understand and remember the meanings of words. 

Efforts have been made to identify the types of clues available in context. A great 

number of classification schemes of helpful context clues have been proposed by 

researchers (McCullogh, 1958; Ames, 1966; Clarke & Silberstein, 1977; Huang, 

1997). According to McCullough (1958), there are seven types of contextual clues for 

guessing word meanings. They are definition, experience, comparison or contrast, 

synonym, familiar expression or language experience, summary and reflective of a 

mood or situation. The classification schemes provide a guideline for the teaching of 

deciphering the meaning of an unknown word. 

2.4 Vocabulary Teaching and Learning in Vocational High School 

 English, as a foreign language in Taiwan, is not frequently used in 

communicating by most of the people. In the Taiwanese academic environment, 

English has been taught as a compulsory subject. Nevertheless VHS students spend 

more hours on professional subjects, skills, and practical training, they have fewer 

English lessons each week than senior school students do. English instruction hour is 

2-3 hours per week, depending on the learners’ major area of preference. Moreover, 

the academic scores and the motivation of vocational high school students tend to be 

much lower than those of senior high school students. As a result, VHS students 

generally take little interest in learning English, have no confidence in their English 

abilities, and do not perform well in English proficiency. 

According to the statistical report of LTTC (2000), the percentage of vocational 

high school students passing the General English Proficiency Test (hereafter GEPT) is 

about 4.7%, while the percentage of senior high school students passing the GEPT 
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test is 23.6%. This statistical result shows that vocational high school students’ 

general English proficiency is on average lower than that of senior high school 

students (LTTC, 2000).  

When it comes to vocabulary learning at VHS level, students’ passive attitude 

and reliance on instructions really cost them many precious opportunities of pleasure 

learning. Therefore, one of the traditional vocabulary instructions—definitional 

approach—is preferred due to its simplicity. Students in such a class naturally rely on 

word definitional lists for help. Looking up new words, writing the words down, and 

memorizing them are general activities involved in word learning procedures. Since it 

is an easier method of introducing L2 vocabulary, teachers can save some time in 

presenting the vocabulary and devote the available time to raise a whole class’ scores 

on any standardized achievement tests. 

  


