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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The research investigates the effects of lexical inferencing on EFL students on their 

vocabulary learning and reading comprehension. This chapter presents the procedure of 

the study. Sixty-eight participants are second-year junior high school students who own 

similar learning background and English proficiency level they demonstrated during the 

first year in junior high. The procedure of the experiment is presented in the order of 

pretest, the treatment—lexical inferencing instruction, and the posttest. Quantitative data 

gathered in the pretest, posttest and questionnaire is examined by applying Independent 

Sample t-tests. The quantitative data is performed to answer the research questions which 

address the correlation between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension, and 

the effects of lexical inferencing on vocabulary learning and reading comprehension. In 

the present study, the researcher would like to investigate if the correlation between 

vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension, which has been observed in many 

studies, is still significant on the junior high school students in Taiwan. Finally, interviews 

are conducted to collect qualitative data. In the interviews, we want to know how the 

participants approached the inferencing tasks and the kinds of knowledge sources and 

contextual cues used in lexical inferencing. 

     

3.1 Participants and Selection 

   The participants in this study consist of 68 students from two different classes in 

Taichung Yu Ying junior high school: Class 204 with 34 students is the controlled group; 

Class 201 with another 34 students is the experimental group. 
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   All the participants are second-year junior high school students. They have had a 

basic vocabulary size of 300 words. They are chosen to be the participants of this study 

because of their similar learning background and English proficiency level they 

demonstrated in academic proficiency scores during the first year in junior high. The 

controlled group and the experimental group will be examined by Homogeneity of 

variance, which uses Independent Samples t-test to check the scores of vocabulary and 

reading comprehension tests in the phase of pretest, to make sure that they are 

homogeneous group before lexical inferencing instruction. Twenty volunteers from both 

the controlled group and the experimental group will also take an interview to provide 

information about their lexical inferring behaviors after the lexical inferencing 

instruction. 

 

3.2 Pretest and Posttest 

    In the pretest, the participants of both groups take a vocabulary test and a reading 

comprehension test. The scores of the vocabulary and reading tests are examined by using 

Independent Samples t-test to see if there is any significant difference on vocabulary 

knowledge and reading comprehension between the controlled group and the 

experimental group before lexical inferencing instruction. In the third phase, after the 

instruction, the participants go on to take the posttests of vocabulary knowledge and 

reading comprehension. To investigate the effects of lexical inferecning instruction, the 

scores of posttests are examined by Independent Samples t-test to show the difference on 

vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension between the controlled group and the 

experimental group. 
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            Developed by the Language Training and Testing Center (LTTC) in Taipei, the 

system of GEPT is adopted as the English proficiency assessment instrument. There are 

five distinctive levels of this test system: elementary, intermediate, high intermediate, 

advanced and superior as defined by LTTC. Each level includes four subtests: Listening, 

reading, speaking and writing. The researcher adopts Elementary Level Test Version 2000 

published by LTTC in July 2001 as the research instrument, because this level is 

originally designed for test-takers with the same proficiency of average junior high school 

graduates. 

    According to the official statistical reports, released by Department of Research & 

Development, LTTC in June 2001, the reliability is 0.92 for the whole test, and 0.88 for 

reading section; the correlation within the reading section is 0.65 to 0.70 and over 0.70 

between the reading section and the writing section, above the convergent validity (June, 

p.14~17). The reason why the researcher chooses the GEPT Elementary as the instrument 

of this study’s pretest and posttest is that the real test items are designed based on relevant 

analysis on the currently used textbooks and supplementary materials employed in most 

Taiwan junior high schools. The vocabulary, sentence patterns, grammar focuses used in 

the test items are developed on the basis of the LTTC’s large-scaled survey and interviews 

to English teachers in junior high schools. 

            The vocabulary and reading comprehension tests of GEPT are used to assess 

students’ vocabulary and reading proficiency level. The vocabulary test assesses only the 

students’ receptive vocabulary. The researcher adopts the vocabulary test and the reading 

comprehension test in the reading section of GEPT as the instruments of pretest and 

posttest. In the tests, the participants get 3.5 points for each correct answer, the same as 
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they will get in GEPT. The overall scores are 105 points for the vocabulary test 

(Appendix I), and 112 points for the reading comprehension test (Appendix II). 

         

3.3 Lexical Inferencing Instruction 

           After the pretest, all participants in the experimental group, Class 201, take part in the 

instruction of lexical inferencing. The instruction integrate lexical inferencing strategies 

into the English classes of Class 201, the experimental group, and focus on the knowledge 

sources and contextual cues that contribute to inferring word meanings. As for the 

participants in the controlled group, the researcher follows the traditional method which 

applies glossing of word meanings to teach students the meanings of new words in each 

lesson. During the teaching period, outside reading materials are presented for the 

participants in the experimental group to read and practice inferencing every week. The 

same materials are also provided to the participants in the controlled group. 

    A procedure described by Clarke and Nation (1980) is followed to ensure that 

students make good use of the available contextual cues. The procedure consists of five 

steps: 

1. Finding the parts of speech of the unknown words. 

2. Looking at the immediate context of the unknown word. 

3. Looking at the wider context of the unknown word. This means looking at the 

relationship between the clause containing the unknown word and surrounding 

clauses and sentences. 

4. Guessing the meaning of the unknown word. 

5. Checking that the guessing is correct. 



 

 

23

 

The taxonomy of twelve knowledge sources and contextual cues developed in the 

study is used in lexical inferencing instruction (Figure 3.1). Based on the versions of 

taxonomy presented in the previous research, we design a model of our own taxonomy. 

Our model basically comes from Bengeleil’s taxonomy of knowledge sources and 

contextual cues used in lexical inference (Figure 2.2). However, the L1-based cues are not 

included in our taxonomy. Chinese speakers would find it difficult to infer the meaning of 

unknown words when reading English texts because Chinese and English belong to 

different orthographic systems: Chinese is a language of the logographic system and 

English the alphabetic system. A logograph is a meaning-based script in which characters 

represent meanings or morphemes. In the alphabetic system, there are systematic 

relationships between sound and symbol. Based on the difference, the students’ first 

language—the Chinese language in our case, does not contribute to the inference 

strategies.  

The participants in Bengeleil’s study are medical college students, and the 

knowledge of medical terms is helpful for them to infer the meanings of unknown words. 

But for the junior high school students in Taiwan, they are not equipped with this kind of 

knowledge, so we do not include the medical cues in our model. As for the cues of 

syntagmatic relations and paradigmatic relation that can not easily understood by the 

junior school students, we integrate these two cues into sentence level meaning. 

Deleting these knowledge sources and contextual cues, the researcher revises 

Bengeleil’s taxonomy by including some textual relationships at the discourse level. 

These cues are definition, cause and effect, and comparison or contrast, which are in 

Ames’s classification (Ames, 1966). The taxonomy of knowledge sources and contextual 
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cues developed in the study thus may be more appropriate to be applied to the participants 

in this study, who are EFL junior high school students. 

 

A. Word level cues 
1. Word morphology  
2. Homonym 
3. Word association 

B. Sentence level cues 
1. Sentence level meaning 
2. Sentence level grammar 
3. Punctuation rules 

C. Discourse level cues 
1. Definition 
2. Comparison or contrast 
3. Cause and effect 
4. Discourse level meaning 
5. Reflection of a mood or situation 

D. World/background knowledge 
 

Figure 3.1 Taxonomy of 12 knowledge sources and contextual cues 

 

The instruction starts with the introduction of knowledge sources and contextual 

cues which are divided into four levels: (1) word level, (2) sentence level, (3) discourse 

level, and (4) world/background knowledge. In the instruction, the researcher first 

presents example sentences containing knowledge sources and contextual cues in the first 

hour, and then provides practice of lexical inferencing while reading in the second and 

third hour. Right after finishing reading, students are asked to underline the unknown 

words and try inferencing by using the cues they have learned in the first hour. The 

contextual cues which they use to infer the word meanings are also recorded and 

discussed with their classmates. The detail procedures of lexical inferencing instruction 

will be presented and discussed in the next chapter. 
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3.4 Questionnaires and Interviews 

    A questionnaire is designed with a view to understand how knowledge sources and 

contextual cues are used in the process of lexical inferencing when students encounter 

with unfamiliar words while reading. This questionnaire is applied to the participants of 

both the controlled group and the experimental group before and after the lexical 

inferencing instruction.  

The questionnaire organized mainly by twelve knowledge sources and contextual 

cues is prepared by the researcher to obtain information about students’ use of these cues 

in the process of inferencing. It includes questions about what kinds of knowledge 

sources and contextual cues they will use while inferring word meanings. Each 

knowledge source and contextual cue is followed by a statement and an example. There 

are 14 questions in the questionnaire. (Appendix III). 

Interviews are conducted with twenty volunteers from both the controlled group and 

the experimental group after lexical inferencing instruction. The participants explain how 

they figure out the unknown words they encounter while reading a text. They also report 

the lexical processing strategies they use in trying to understand the text. In addition, they 

talk about the knowledge sources and contextual cues they appeal to when inferring the 

meanings of unknown words (Appendix V). This interview uses open-ended questions to 

encourage the students to talk about the subject matter on lexical inferencing. Each 

interview lasts for 15 to 20 minutes. While participants are inferring the meanings, the 

interviewer keeps notes, asks for clarification, and asks questions during quiet periods. 

For example, “I can see you are shaking your head, tell me what you are thinking,” or 
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“You look confused.” The interviewer does not supply the meanings of unknown words 

when students turn to her for assistance. 

     

3.5 Data Analysis 

           The data collected from the two tests and questionnaires both in the pretest and the 

posttest is analyzed quantitatively to see the significant differences in the participants’, 

vocabulary knowledge, reading comprehension, and contextual cues used while 

inferencing before and after the lexical inferencing instruction. The information collected 

in the interviews provides the data for qualitative analysis to investigate the process of 

students’ lexical inferencing.  

Both quantitative and qualitative data are used to explain the findings related to the 

research questions. The quantitative data will be computed on SPSS (Statistical Packages 

for the Social Science) version 10.0. First, descriptive statistics, including frequencies, 

percentage, means and standard deviations are used to describe the participants’ scores of 

vocabulary knowledge, reading comprehension, and the frequency of the use of each 

knowledge source and contextual cue contained in the questionnaire before and after 

lexical inferencing instruction. Pearson Product-moment Correlation is used to examine 

the relationship between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension. A serious of 

Independent Samples t-tests is performed to determine if there are any significant 

differences found in vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension tests between the 

controlled group and the experimental group after lexical inferencing instruction. The 

qualitative data collected from the interviews will be analyzed for providing further 

information about students’ lexical inferencing behavior. 


