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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

    In recent years, researchers have been increasingly interested in the area of L2 

vocabulary acquisition and pedagogy. This interest has focused on how acquisition of 

word knowledge occurs in a more incidental way through reading and listening activities, 

as well as learners’ lexical processing strategies, including lexical inferencing. Huckin & 

Coady (1999) state “vocabulary learning predominantly occurs through extensive reading, 

with the learner guessing at the meaning of unknown words”. In this chapter, we will 

review the literature related to four areas: (1) correlation between vocabulary knowledge 

and reading comprehension, (2) vocabulary learning and teaching theories, including 

comparisons between explicit and incidental vocabulary learning and lexical development 

through reading, (3) lexical inferencing—the main area of research in this study, and (4) 

knowledge sources and contextual cues used in lexical inferencing. 

 

2.1 Correlation between Vocabulary Knowledge and Reading Comprehension 

Educators and researchers have long known that there is a strong correlation 

relationship between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension: Children who 

know more words understand text better (Anderson & Freebody, 1983; Davis, 1968). 

Most of the time, words are taught to help students understand what they read. Davis 

(1968) studied the reading comprehension of college freshmen to determine which skills 

were most important for students to acquire in order to become good readers. The skill 

found to be most related to the ability to comprehend the text was the knowledge of word 

meanings. Davis thus concluded that teaching of reading should include a 
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vocabulary-building component to improve the ability of students to understand what 

they read.  

    Anderson and Freebody (1983) also stated that there is a direct causality between 

vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension. The simplest model of this 

relationship, labeled the Instrumentalist Hypothesis by Anderson and Freebody (1983) is 

that word knowledge enables reading comprehension: Knowing the meanings of the 

words in a text is the necessary and sufficient condition for understanding that text. This 

theory asserts that teaching words would increase reading comprehension automatically 

(Nagy & Herman, 1987). The second view, which explains the link between vocabulary 

knowledge and reading comprehension, is the “knowledge” view. Vocabulary 

knowledge—knowledge about word meanings—is highly correlated with general 

knowledge; a person who knows more words knows more about the world in general. 

And the knowledge of a subject matter of a text plays an important role in the 

comprehension of that text. This account of the relationship between the vocabulary size 

and reading comprehension as labeled the Knowledge Hypothesis by Anderson and 

Freebody (1983).  

    Mezynski (1983) described four possible factors that may contribute to the 

connection between vocabulary development and reading comprehension. The first is an 

underlying aptitude for verbal learning. Students who can grasp meanings of new words 

quickly will be able to comprehend new text using the same skills. Second, students learn 

to access their prior knowledge of word meanings to help them understand new text. 

Third, the more students know the words in the reading texts, the better they comprehend 

the texts. Fourth, students who thoroughly understand a word’s meaning also understand 
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many ideas related to that word. The four factors imply that vocabulary knowlegde will 

have a positive effect on reading comprehension. 

    Gauthier’s (1991) study showed a positive correlation between the effects of 

vocabulary gain and the ability for students to comprehend increasingly difficult text. As 

all the subjects in Gauthier’s study improved in the vocabulary test, they also made 

progress in reading level. Gauthier (1991) suggested that the increase reading level 

resulted from some types of cognitive transfer between the new words and words already 

known by the subjects. That is, the subjects were able to make use of word meanings they 

already knew to comprehend more difficult text. 

    The above studies about the correlation between vocabulary knowledge and reading 

comprehension all demonstrate that there is a connection between vocabulary knowledge 

and reading comprehension. Students who know more the meanings of words perform 

better on reading comprehension tests. If teachers can teach the more words to students, 

they will be able to comprehend increasingly difficult texts. Many methods of vocabulary 

learning have been studied. Among the methods, learning vocabulary in a context has 

been found to be more effective than direct teaching of the meanings of words in 

isolation.  

 

2.2 Vocabulary Learning and Instruction Theories  

It has been suggested that explicit learning and incidental learning are two main 

approaches to vocabulary acquisition (Schmitt, 2000). Explicit learning means learning 

the words by directing full attention on the words, and incidental learning is carried out 

when students focus on comprehending the discourse meaning rather than on vocabulary 
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learning. The discussion on these two approaches is explored as follows. 

 

2.2.1 Explicit Vocabulary Learning and Incidental Vocabulary Learning 

    Lexical development in both L1 and L2 occurs as learners attempt to comprehend 

new words they hear or read in context (Krashen, 1989; Sternberg, 1987). Such learning 

is often referred to as incidental because learners are focused on comprehending meaning 

of the reading texts rather than on the learning of new words. Much of the research that 

has been done on vocabulary acquisition and instruction has often concentrated on the 

task of determining which method is the best way of vocabulary learning. Much of the 

debate has also been focused on the relative importance of explicit vocabulary instruction 

and incidental vocabulary learning. Nagy and Herman (1987) point out that explicit 

vocabulary instruction, directly teaching the meanings of individual words, may be 

effective for a specific reading lesson, but it cannot result in any substantial increase in 

overall vocabulary size. Major progress toward the goals of vocabulary development can 

be attained more easily by increasing incidental vocabulary learning (Nagy & Herman, 

1987).  

    Some recent studies (Herman, Anderson, Pearson & Nagy, 1985; Nagy, Herman 

&Anderson, 1985) have attempted to assess the amount of incidental word learning in 

context. The results of these studies indicate that reading texts provide a small but reliable 

input of word knowledge. In the short run, incidental learning looks ineffective when 

compared to explicit vocabulary learning. But with a certain amount of regular reading, 

the benefits of incidental learning far outstrip any gains in vocabulary attained through 

instructor. 
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    Learning vocabulary from context must be evaluated in terms of its long-term 

effectiveness. Since vocabulary instruction can supply multiple, repeated encounters for 

only a small number of words, students must have additional opportunities to learn large 

numbers of words. Only frequent and regular reading can make this kind of exposure to 

words possible. There are ways of incidental word learning: First, increasing children’s 

opportunities to read, and second, increasing children’s ability to profit from potential 

word learning situations outside of class instruction (Nagy & Herman, 1987).  

    The number of words to be learned is simply too large to be covered by classroom 

instruction aiming at teaching the meanings of individual words. Unlike native speakers 

who benefit from abundant daily speech, the EFL students rely on the teachers to promote 

regular reading. It is thus important to determine which types of vocabulary instruction 

are effective. Attention must be given to word morphemes, context cues, awareness of 

words and their meanings (Nagy & Herman, 1987), and abundant reading activities. 

     

2.2.2 Lexical Development through Reading 

    Most new L2 word learning is thought to occur through reading (Wesche & 

Paribakht, 1999). At the same time, improvement in reading comprehension requires 

ongoing vocabulary development. The way they deal with unknown words that learners 

are engaged in when they encounter an unknown word influences how they interpret the 

reading (Fraser, 1999). Paribakht and Wesche (1999) reported four lexical strategies in 

their research how learners dealt with unknown words in reading texts: (1) Ignoring 

words: Learners reported ignoring unknown words when the words were not key words 

for the text. (2) Retrieving: Learners read the unknown word repeatedly with an attempt 
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to retrieve it from phonetic or graphic cues. (3) Appealing for assistance: This strategy 

involved directly asking the interviewer for assistance or verifying the meaning of the 

target word in a dictionary. (4) Inferencing: When learners actively tried to identify the 

meanings of unknown words, the strategy they used was inferencing, which accounted for 

almost 80% of the strategy used in Paribakht and Wesche’s research (Paribakht & Wesche, 

1999).  

             When an instructor aims at developing learners’ vocabulary through reading, it is 

necessary to consider the possible ways of treating the unknown words in texts. The 

teacher needs to decide the purpose of the lesson. If the purpose of the lesson is to 

develop reading skills, then the teacher should not spend too much time on vocabulary 

instruction. However, if the purpose of the lesson is to develop learners’ vocabulary, then 

the teacher needs to spend some time on particular vocabulary and on vocabulary learning 

strategies. The strategies of guessing from context, using word parts, and dictionary work 

require a lot of time, but once these strategies are mastered, they more than repay the time 

invested in them (Nation, 1990). Nation (1990) summarized the possibilities for the 

instructors to deal with unknown words while teaching reading. 

1. Ignoring unknown words: It is often recommended that learners should be 

encouraged not to look up every unknown word that they meet in a reading text. 

Freebody and Anderson (1983) found that readers skipped unfamiliar words and 

even parts of sentences containing them if they did not seem to be necessary to 

follow the theme of the text or to do the task they were set. Putting a time limit on 

such reading will also make ignoring some unknown words an advantage (British 

Council Teachers, 1980). 
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2. Giving the meaning quickly: In some situations, translation will be the most 

effective way. Usually the teacher will give the meaning that works in the context. 

If the word has useful parts, quick analysis of the word will not take much time 

and will have useful effects. 

3. Preteaching vocabulary: One way of stopping vocabulary work from interrupting 

reading is to preteach vocabulary in the text. This can be a useful procedure but 

there are several difficulties associated with it (Nation & Coady, 1988). First, the 

research has not shown the gains in comprehension as a result of preteaching 

vocabulary. Second, preteaching takes away the opportunity for learners to use 

their guessing skill. Third, vocabulary teaching will be more meaningful for 

learners after they have met it in the text because then they have some experience 

to attach the teaching to. 

4. Glossing: One way of dealing unknown words in a text is to provide a short 

definition somewhere near the text. Glossing helps reading by providing the 

meanings of words that are not easily guessed by using contextual clues. Learners 

should be encouraged to use glosses as a way of confirming guessing from context. 

They should not look up the meaning of a word without first having a guess at its 

meaning. For this reason, glosses are best situated at the end of the text or in the 

back of the book. 

5. Referring to a dictionary: Dictionaries are used primarily to check meaning. The 

next most frequent uses are to check spelling and pronunciation (Bejoint, 1981; 

MacFarquhar & Richard, 1983). In guessing words from context, reference to a 

dictionary is one of the steps used to check if a guess is correct. Research on 
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dictionary use and comprehension has shown that allowing learners to use 

dictionary while reading does not measurably increase their comprehension 

(Bensoussan, 1983). Moreover, there are considerable obstacles to overcome 

before learners at all levels are able to make efficient use of a dictionary (Nation, 

1990). 

6. Guessing from context: This is undoubtedly the most important vocabulary 

learning strategy. Its aim is for learners to be able to make a well-formed guess at 

the meaning of an unknown word in context without interrupting the reading too 

much. The effect of guessing from the context is the main point of this study and 

is further described in detail in the next content.  

The above ways to deal with new words are applied in the two groups in the study. 

In the controlled group, methods of glossing and preteaching new words are used during 

the treatment session. However, in the experimental group, the participants are instructed 

with the skills of lexical inferencing. The strategy of consulting the dictionary is used 

while checking the guessed meanings after lexical inferencing. For encouraging students 

to learn the skills of lexical inferencing, the researcher did not suggest them to ignore the 

unknown words in the reading texts during the instruction session. Through this 

experiment, the researcher expects to prove that teaching students how to guess word 

meanings while reading will be more effective in vocabulary learning than providing 

word meanings in the texts or teaching the meanings of unknown words before reading.              

 

2.3 Lexical Inferencing     

Inferencing is defined as the cognitive process a reader goes through to obtain the 
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implicit meaning of a written text (Chikalanga, 1993). It is considered to be a 

compensation strategy essential for first language as well as second language reading 

comprehension (Bialystok, 1983). Furthermore, it is recognized as an essential 

component of the process of reading comprehension, which postulate that reading 

involves an interaction between textual information and prior knowledge of the reader.  

   Lexical inferencing involves making informed guesses of word meanings in light of 

all available linguistic cues in combination with the learner’s general knowledge of the 

world (Hasstrupt, 1987). If used in an effective way, it can serve for purposes of 

immediate comprehension in a listening, interaction, or reading context, and under 

favorable conditions, it may lead to retention of the word form as well as semantic and 

other lexical information (Patribakht & Wesche, 1999). 

    Haastrup’s (1990) analysis of 62 Danish-speaking EFL learners revealed that 

learners used a wide range of inferencing procedures, many of which are considered to be 

ineffective. For example, some learners worked exclusively at the phonological level and 

others inferred from contextual cues only, without considering the possible lexical or 

semantic sources. Her analysis of the differences between high-proficiency and 

low-proficiency learners revealed that L2 proficiency is a “decisive factor in lexical 

inferencing procedures” (Haastrup, 1990). Morrison’s (1996) examination of the lexical 

inferencing procedures of university-level French as second language learners found that 

context was by far the most frequently used knowledge source by her participants. 

Paribakht and Wesche’s (1999) introspective study of intermediate L2 learners in a 

university ESL class demonstrated that learners used varied kinds of previous knowledge 

as well as contextual cues when attempting to infer meaning of unfamiliar words. 
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Sentence-level grammatical knowledge was the type of contextual cues most often used 

in lexical inferencing. Morphology, punctuation, and world knowledge were the other 

knowledge sources used by the learners. Haynes (1993) concluded that ESL readers have 

the ability to guess the meaning of unfamiliar words that are locally defined and that poor 

learners with a small vocabulary will find guessing more difficult. The importance of 

immediate contextual cues was confirmed in this study. More than half of the students 

who gave appropriate meanings for unfamiliar words had relied on words from the 

immediate context in their definitions. 

A vital factor in successful vocabulary learning through reading is the presence in 

the surrounding text of sufficient and clear semantic and other linguistic cues that enable 

the reader to correctly infer the meaning or other characteristics of unfamiliar words 

(Haastrup, 1991; Hulstijn, 1992). Important factors in a successful inferencing include 

appropriate use of background linguistic knowledge in both the L1 and L2 (De Bot et al, 

1997; Haastrup, 1991) and world knowledge (De Bot et al, 1997; Sternberg, 1987). 

Without such knowledge sources and contextual cues, inferencing may lead to miss 

guesses (Bensoussan & Laufer, 1984).  

 

2.4 Classification of Knowledge Sources and Contextual Cues Used in Lexical 

Inferencing 

   For contextual cues to be real help for word inference, Li (1988) indicated that they 

must be perceptually and conceptually familiar to the text-receiver and contain the 

information available for the text-receiver to find the relevant schemata in order to 

account for the oncoming input in the text and identify unfamiliar stimuli in context. 
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Bensoussan and Laufer (1984) stated: 

Lexical guessing is a very difficult task either because of the complexity 
of the text or because of the limitations of the reader, or both. Some 
words do not have clues in the text in which they appear; or when there 
are clues for such words foreign language learners will not necessarily 
look for them; and when readers do look for these clues very often they 
can not locate or understand them. (P.27) 

 

There has been a series of studies to classify the contextual cues which learners use 

in processing unfamiliar words while reading (e.g. Ames, 1966; Bengeleil, 2001; Carton, 

1971; Paribakht & Wesche, 1997; Robinson and Good, 1987). In this study, the researcher 

will try the taxonomy that integrates the possible knowledge sources and contextual cues 

that help EFL learners achieve the task of lexical inferencing. 

  The classification of Ames (1966) contains cues in syntactic or discourse level. At the 

syntactic level, the readers searched for grammatical cues in the clause and sentence 

containing the target word. At the discourse level, the reader considered expressions, such 

as comparison or contrast, definition, cause-effect, question-answer and main ides details. 

Carton (1971) suggests three basic sources for readers to use when readers are confronted 

with an unfamiliar word in a written context. These are: (1) intralingual cues, “the 

morphological and syntactic regularity of the language”, (2) interlingual cues, “all the 

possible derivations that may be made on the basis of loans between languages”, and (3) 

extra-lingual cues, “past experience as well as world knowledge” (Carton, 1971). 

    Robinson and Good (1987) gave seven types of contextual cues for word meaning 

guessing. They are: (1) definition, (2) experience, (3) comparison or contrast, (4) 

synonym, (5) familiar expression or language experience, (6) summary, and (7) reflective 

of a mood or situation. Paribakht and Wesche (1999) identified knowledge sources and 

contextual cues used by the learners in determining word meaning from written context 
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and developed taxonomy of these cues. They found that the learners used eight 

knowledge sources, and these were categorized as linguistic and extra linguistic as 

indicated in Figure 2.1. 

 

Extra linguistic 
source 

Linguistic sources 

Major Minor  
World knowledge Sentence level grammar

Word morphology 
Punctuation 

Discourse and text 
Homonyms 

Word associations 
Cognates 

(Paribakht & Wesche, 1999) 
            Figure 2.1 Knowledge sources and contextual cues used to determine word meaning 

 

Bengeleil’s (2001) taxonomy involves the L1-based cues because both Arabic, the 

L1 in Bengeleil’s study, and English are languages of the alphabetic system. In this case, 

knowledge of L1 language may provide cues that L2 learners can use when guessing the 

meaning of unknown words (Laufer, 1997), especially when the two languages are related 

or when one has extensively borrowed lexical items from the other (Schmitt, 2000). The 

participants in Bengeleil’s study are medical college students, so the knowledge of 

medical terms is helpful for them to infer the meanings of unknown words and is included 

in the taxonomy. 
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I. Linguistic Sources 
  A. L2-Based (intralingual cues) 
  1. Target word level 
   a. word morphology 

b. homonym 
c. word association 

  2. Text level 
   a. sentence level: 

i. sentence level meaning 
ii. syntagmatic relation 
iii. paradigmatic relation 
iv. sentence level grammar 
v. punctuation 

   b. discourse level 
i. discourse level meaning 
ii     formal schemata 

 B. L1-Based (interlingual cues) 
  1. Lexical knowledge 
  2. Word collocation 
II. Non-Linguistic Sources 
 A. Knowledge of Topic 
 B. Knowledge of Medical Terms 

(Bengeleil, 2001) 
Figure 2.2 Taxonomy of knowledge sources and contextual cues used in lexical 

inferencing    
 
 

2.5 Summary 

For more than sixty years, major faith of effective vocabulary learning has been 

placed on natural and indirect, incidental methods. And yet, considerable research 

evidence shows that explicit teaching is also highly beneficial for vocabulary learning. It 

seems from research and from experience that both direct (explicit) learning and indirect 

(incidental) learning are needed. Real vocabulary learning comes through use, but 

teachers can also help the process by drawing attention to particular words, and by 

teaching strategies for learning vocabulary. Meeting the words in a variety of contexts and 

using them to express new ideas provide the most important opportunities for vocabulary 

learning. There are strategies to cope with new vocabularies, like guessing the meaning, 
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analyzing word parts, consulting the dictionary and mnemonic techniques. All these 

strategies make learners independent of the teacher while reading and learning vocabulary. 

In particular, the most important lexical strategy is guessing from context. It is worth 

spending time on this strategy. It is the most powerful way of dealing with unknown 

words (Nation, 1990). In recent years, researchers have paid a great deal of attention to 

vocabulary learning and have focused on lexical inferencing processes of L2 learners. 

They have investigated knowledge sources learners use to make inferences, factors that 

affect inferencing, and the effect of inferencing on reading and vocabulary learning. 

Based on the literature reviewed in this chapter, this research will integrate lexical 

inferencing instruction into students’ English learning to see the effects of lexical 

inferencing on students’ vocabulary learning and reading comprehension, and thus equip 

students with the ability to infer word meanings independently while reading. 


