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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Among the problems encountered by EFL students when reading in English, the 

lack of vocabulary is regarded as one of the most serious (Yorio, 1971; Gorman, 

1979). Students feel insecure when they read without the aids of glossing or 

dictionaries. Vocabularies learned from English classes and textbooks are obviously 

not enough for the need of English reading nowadays. The traditional ways of 

providing word lists and asking students to memorize are not enough (Kern, 1989). A 

better way for learning English, as many researchers have suggested, is to equip 

students with the strategy of guessing word meaning from context and to help them 

become independent readers. It has also been indicated that lexical inferencing plays a 

critical role in successful reading (Golinkoff, 1976; Sullivan, 1978). In order to 

examine the effects of lexical inferencing on vocabulary learning and reading 

comprehension, the current study is conducted. 

 

1.1 Background and Motivation of this Study 

   The ability to read English as a foreign language is fundamental to the academic 

success of junior high school students. In EFL environments, the need to read English 

texts appears to overweigh the need to hear or speak the language. Written language in 

such environments serves as a major source of input for English learning. However, 

learners are always confronted with unknown words while reading, and poor 

knowledge of vocabulary constitutes a major obstacle in their reading comprehension. 

L2 learners report that their limited vocabulary is the main problem they face when 

reading L2 texts (Gorman, 1979; Yorio, 1971). Kim’s (1995) study shows that 

learners’ lack of vocabulary knowledge or their being unfamiliar with words is a 
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major problem affecting L2 reader’s reading comprehension. 

    Junior high school students in Taiwan always limit their vocabulary learning in 

English classes at school, and the only way for them to learn new words is to 

memorize the words after teachers’ instruction. When they encounter a new word in 

the reading context, they simply ignore it without any effort of figuring out its 

meaning. The reason is that they always rely on the glossing of Chinese translation of 

unfamiliar words in reading texts or the comprehension tests. They don’t like to read 

in English without the glossing and easily give up when there are unknown words in 

the reading context. The results are limited vocabulary knowledge and inadequate 

reading ability. 

    Research indicates that when learners are confronted with an unknown word in a 

text, they usually have several lexical strategies: to ignore the word and continue 

reading, to consult a dictionary or a person, or to infer the meaning (Fraser, 1999). 

The last one, referred to as lexical inferencing, is an effective lexical processing 

strategy L2 learners can rely on when encountering unknown words while reading (de 

Bot et al., 1997; Fraser, 1999; Haastrup, 1991). Moreover, researchers have suggested 

that new words can be best learned when presented in texts and when their meanings 

are inferred by the learners themselves (Hulstijn, 1992; Nation, 1990; Nation & Coady, 

1988) 

    The effects of lexical inferencing on learners’ vocabulary learning and reading 

comprehension are worthy to be investigated. Similar theory is used in the study of 

vocabulary instruction in Taiwan, but no indication about practice or application of 

lexical inferencing in English classrooms in Taiwan. More research is needed on this 

issue and on the types of knowledge sources and contextual cues used in the process 

of lexical inferencing. The main goal of this study is to investigate the lexical 
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inferencing behavior of junior high school students when they encounter unknown 

words in English texts, and to examine the effects of lexical inferencing on students’ 

vocabulary learning and reading comprehension.  

 

1.2 Research Questions 

A better understanding of how EFL students infer the meanings of unknown 

words may help instructors to understand some of students’ reading comprehension 

problems and their processes of vocabulary learning. It may also offer implications for 

both vocabulary and reading instruction. The following research questions guide this 

study: 

(1) Is there a correlation between vocabulary knowledge and reading 

comprehension?  

(2) What is the effect of lexical inferencing on vocabulary learning and reading 

comprehension?  

(3) How do second-grade students in junior high school infer the meanings of 

unknown words while reading English texts? What kinds of knowledge 

sources and contextual cues do they use to infer the meanings of unknown 

words? 

It is hoped that the findings can lead to a clearer understanding of students’ use 

of knowledge sources and contextual cues in lexical inferencing. Also, we want to 

know the effects of lexical inferencing instruction on vocabulary learning and reading 

comprehension. Through the examination of students’ performance in using different 

kinds of knowledge sources and contextual cues and through the investigation of the 

development in vocabulary learning and reading comprehension, the findings revealed 

in this study may serve as the suggestion for further research and vocabulary 
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instruction. 

 

1.3 Organization of the Thesis 

The thesis is organized as follows: 

In Chapter Two, a review of relevant literature on this issue is presented. In 

Chapter Three, a description of research methods is presented, including a description 

of selection of the participants, data collection instruments and data collection 

procedures. The process of instructing knowledge sources and contextual cues used in 

lexical inferencing is described in Chapter Four. In Chapter Five, the findings of the 

quantitative analysis of the study are presented. They are presented in three parts 

according to the three research questions: (1) correlation between vocabulary 

knowledge and reading comprehension, (2) effects of lexical inferencing instruction, 

and (3) most often-used knowledge sources and contextual cues. In Chapter Six, we 

provide a summary on the findings of the study. The major conclusion drawn from 

conducting this study is then presented. Finally, we present a discussion of the study’s 

limitations, pedagogical implications, and suggestions for further research. 

 


