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CHAPTER 4 

LEXICAL INFERENCING INSTRUCTION 

    The four-month vocabulary instruction began the second week of September 

2003. Two classes were involved in the study. Each class was given a different 

treatment. In treatment 1, lexical inferencing instruction was introduced to the 

experimental group. Instead of lexical inferencing instruction, the researcher applied 

the traditional method which used glossing of word meanings to teach students new 

words in each lesson without making the participants in the controlled group guess 

word meanings. In this chapter, there will be a presentation and discussion about the 

procedure and the content of lexical inferencing instruction.  

 

4.1 Instruction Procedure 

    In the treatment session, all the participants in the experimental group took part 

in the instruction of lexical inferencing skills. This instruction started in September, 

2003, and ended in January, 2004, lasting for about four months. The content of 

instruction was based on the English textbook for second-grade students in junior high, 

Book Three. The teaching materials included eight lessons, from Lesson One to 

Lesson Eight. Besides the materials in English textbook, the researcher provided 

articles from English learning magazines or bilingual newspapers—Let’s Talk in 

English and Junior China Post, as the supplementary materials for the participants to 

have more practice for lexical inferencing skills. The same outside reading materials 

were also provided to the controlled group, with glossing of unknown words in the 

reading content. 
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    Twelve knowledge sources and contextual cues were introduced to students for 

them to recognize and make use of while inferring. These cues belong to four levels. 

First, word morphology, homonym, and word association are word level cues. 

Sentence level meaning, sentence level grammar, and punctuation rules are sentence 

level cues. Definition, comparison or contrast, cause and effect, discourse level 

meaning and reflection of the mood are discourse level cues. And the fourth level of 

cues includes world/background knowledge. 

The introduction of these twelve knowledge sources and contextual cues was 

presented following the order of word level cues, sentence level cues, discourse level 

cues and world/background knowledge. The whole instruction lasted for 16 weeks. 

The first four weeks were for the instruction of the twelve cues. There were three 

hours of instruction in each week. In the first hour, the teacher presented a list of 

sentences or short paragraphs which involved knowledge sources and contextual cues 

for students to have a general understanding of these cues. In the second hour, 

students read the content of each lesson in the textbook, and applied the inferring 

strategies to get the meanings of new words. In the third hour, students did outside 

reading and practiced inference.  

After the four units of introducing the four levels of knowledge sources and 

contextual cues, students could have a whole understanding of the cues from the 

unknown words themselves, and from semantic or contextual information. During the 

next twelve weeks, from November, 2003 to January, 2004, the researcher kept 

providing readings for students to read and infer word meanings, fifteen minutes per 

class, thirty minutes a week. Students were used to doing lexical inferencing and 
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showed great improvement as the course proceeded. A timetable of the instruction 

from September, 2003 to January, 2004, and the lesson plan for Unit One were 

presented in Appendix VII and Appendix VIII as examples. The instruction in each 

level will be explained in the following sections. 

 

4.2 Instruction in Word Level Cues 

    Students sometimes relied on features of the unknown words to infer their 

meanings. These included the knowledge of the word morphology, homonym, and 

word association. They made use of word morphology, or their knowledge of word 

derivations—stems, prefixes and suffixes, as well as phonetic or orthographic 

similarity between the unknown word and other familiar words known as the cues of 

homonym and word association. In the first period of Unit One, the researcher 

collected and presented sentences and short paragraphs which involved word level 

cues for students to have a general understanding of these cues. Here are example 

sentences containing word level cues. 

(1) Susan is working for Sports Cable as a reporter.  
(Word morphology) 

(2) He says he likes doing all kinds of outdoor activities.  
(Word morphology) 

(3) For example, chocolate with powdered sugar is made into dark 
chocolate. (Word association) 

(4) I can’t speak German or French. (Homonym) 
 

 In example (1), the suffix “er” means someone who does the work. Students knew 

the word “report”, so they could guess reporter means someone who does the work 

of reporting news (word morphology). In example (2), outdoor is a compound word. 

Students could infer the meaning from “out” and “door” (word morphology). As for 
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example (3), students could think of powder when they saw the word powdered 

(word association). Students thus could guess the sugar must be in the shape of 

powder. In example (4), the phonetic and orthographic similarity between Germany 

and German, France and French can help students infer that German and French 

are the languages spoken in Germany and France (homonym). 

    During the second hour of instruction, students read the article of Lesson One, 

and tried inferring the meanings of new words by applying word level cues which 

were taught in the first hour. Then, a discussion among classmates would be 

conducted to provide students the opportunity to check their guessing, to describe the 

cues they used, and to share the cues their classmates used. After the discussion, the 

researcher provided the correct word meanings and knowledge sources and contextual 

cues that could be used. The content of Lesson One with the bold-font unknown 

words is presented below. 

(5) We arrived in Tainan this morning to visit Uncle Bob and his 
family. It was rainy, so we stayed indoors and talked. It was sunny 
today, so we toured Tainan. We visited An-ping Castle. At night, 
Tom and I walked to the night market. We tried coffin chowder. It 
was delicious. Uncle Bob invited us to the Lotus Festival. The 
flowers were beautiful. At night, fireflies were everywhere. We 
picked some pomelos this afternoon. They tasted juicy but sour. 
Maggie doesn’t like sour food. She tried one, and she looked really 
funny. 

 

    Many students did a good job in figuring out the appropriate word meanings with 

the target word level cues. For example, indoors: to be inside the door (word 

morphology); fireflies: a fire which can fly (word morphology); juicy made them 

think of juice, and funny must be related to fun (word association). But the word level 

cues also caused miss guessing. Coffin made some students think of the word—coffee, 
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and they concluded coffin chowder must be some kind of food related to coffee. The 

teacher explained coffin chowder to students, and then explained to them reasons of 

the miss guessing. Similar words sometimes may be very different in meanings. In 

this beginning period, there were quite a few students waiting passively for the 

instructor to give them the word meanings. They thought it was difficult for them to 

get the word meanings from the reading content. The teacher encouraged them that 

they were trying a learning experience that was new to them. It was important to 

guide those passive students into group discussion with students who could do 

inferring better because this practice reduced the feeling of uncertainty and frustration 

for these students. After they had a discussion with their classmates, they could 

acquire the tips for recognizing the cues from their peers or from the instructor.  

    In the third period, students did outside reading and practiced inference. They 

were asked to underline the unknown words, to infer word meanings and to figure out 

the cues of word morphology, homonym, and word association. One of the 

supplementary reading texts is given below for illustration. 

(6) We often use color in our lives. For our clothing or decorating of our 
rooms, we use colors that create a special feeling or having a special 
meaning. For hundred of years, colors have had symbolic meanings. 
Red means excitement, bring strong, and danger. It can make people 
make quick decisions. Green stands for life, new growth, and hope. 
Yellow is for sickness. But, it is also a symbolic of a warm, clear day. 
Black is the symbol of dying and evil. Purple stands royalty as 
royalty always wore purple years ago. Brown creates a good place to 
open communication. It is a good color. 

 

In this period, word level cues were reinforced by the teacher to help students 

acquire the inferring strategy. Students knew the word “clothes’ and guessed that 

clothing also referred to what we wear (word association and homonym). The 
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morphology knowledge of the suffix “-ness” and “-ment” which made the words turn 

into nouns also worked. Students inferred that the meanings of excitement and 

sickness were similar to “excite” and “sick” (word morphology). The same inference 

strategy was applied to “danger” and “dangerous” (word morphology). 

  

4.3 Instruction in Sentence Level Cues 

    In the first period of Unit Two, the researcher introduced sentence level cues to 

students. The sentence level cues are sentence level meaning, sentence level grammar, 

and punctuation rules.  

(1) Sentence level meaning: The students think about the meaning of the 

sentence containing the unknown word in inferencing. 

(2) Sentence level grammar: Sentence level grammar is the cue utilized when 

students make use of their grammar knowledge for inferring the meaning of 

an unknown word. 

(3) Punctuation rules: The students make use of their knowledge of punctuation 

rules in lexical inferencing. For example, dash, comma, and the exclamation 

mark. 

    A list of sentences which involved enough sentence level cues was used as the 

material by the researcher to introduce how to figure out these cues and how to make 

use of them. 

(7) There will be some special booths in our school’s annual fair, like 
selling the food made by ourselves, selling the hand-made arts and 
holding interesting games. (Sentence level meaning) 

(8) This will give us one hour to decorate our house and prepare the 
food and drinks for the party. (Sentence level meaning and sentence 
level grammar) 
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(9) Chinese New Year, a holiday for family reunion, has many 
traditional customs. (Punctuation rules) 

 

In example (7), school’s annual fair helped students guess the meaning of booths, 

and “selling the food made by ourselves, selling the hand-made arts and holding 

interesting games” are all will-known activities held in booths of different classes 

(sentence level meaning). In example (8), students could infer that prepare must be a 

verb because of coordination—V1+ and +V2”. (sentence level grammar). Also, the 

words “food”, “drinks”, and “party” contributed the appropriate meaning inferred. 

Students could know prepare meant to get something ready (sentence level meaning). 

In example (9), the phrase between commas is known as apposition with the noun 

before it, so the meaning of reunion could be inferred because families always get 

together on Chinese New Year. (punctuation rules) 

    In the second period, students read the content of Lesson Two and tried inference 

on the new words. They were reminded to pay attention to the sentence level cues. 

Here is the content of Lesson Two. 

(12) Linda: How was your weekend, Mark? 
    Mark: Terrific! My family went to the amusement park, and I 

rode the roller coaster three times! It was scary but 
exciting. How about your weekend? 

          Linda: I was in Ilan. Mark’s uncle drove us to his tea plantation. 
He taught us how to pick tea leaves, and later we drank tea 
and talked. 

 

The meaning of amusement could be inferred because the students knew what 

the roller coaster was (sentence level meaning). And by the words “pick”, “drank tea”, 

students could recognize what tea leaves were (sentence level meaning). The 

researcher found that the use of only one level cues easily resulted in miss guessing, 

like the inappropriate association between terrific and terrible. After the teacher 
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explained the difference between these two similar words, students could recognize 

them better. It seemed that this kind of miss guessing resulting from inappropriate 

word association needed further research to help students make use of word level 

cues more effectively. In this period, the use of multiple cues happened more 

frequently. For example, students knew plantation must be related to plants because 

they had the same stem (word morphology), and the cues from the words “pick tea 

leaves” and “drank tea” helped them be more confident what tea plantation was 

(sentence level meaning). They applied both the word level and sentence level cues. 

In the third period, the outside reading material provided students more 

opportunities to get familiar with sentence level cues.  

(13) Traffic accidents happen every day. But they can be avoided if 
drivers are more careful when driving. The biggest problem is 
that drivers sometimes don’t follow traffic rules. Drinking and 
driving has caused many people to die in Taiwan because drunk 
people think nothing has happened to them before, so they are not 
worried having accidents. Now there are strict rules against this in 
Taiwan and drivers could end up in jail, pay a finer or 
worse—die in an accident. Another cause of accidents is that 
many drivers are using cell phones while driving. Talking on 
your cell phone while driving is not safe. Rules have also been 
made to prevent this. 

 

During the process of reading this outside reading material, sentence level cues 

were used by the students to infer word meaning. First, the sentence meaning of 

“traffic accidents” and “ if the driver are more careful when driving” helped the 

students get the meaning of avoided (sentence level meaning). As in the sentence of 

“The biggest problem is that drivers sometimes don’t follow traffic rules.”, the phrase 

“traffic rules” was the cue for students to infer the meaning of follow (sentence level 

meaning). Other unknown words like cause, jail, finer, and cell phone were 
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successfully guessed because there were enough information in the sentences for 

students to find out. Students could infer word meanings as soon as they finished 

reading the sentences and understood the meaning of whole sentence (sentence level 

meaning). 

 

4.4 Instruction in Discourse Level Cues 

              In the first period of Unit Three, cues of discourse level were introduced to the 

students. These cues are: 

(1) Discourse level meaning: Discourse level meaning is the general 

understanding of several related sentences, a paragraph or the text as a whole. 

(2) Definition, cause and effect, and comparison or contrast: Students try to find 

a definition of the unknown word in the reading passage surrounding it, 

search the passage surrounding the unknown word for the cause or reason, 

similar or opposite descriptions to the unknown word. These kinds of textual 

relationship contribute to comprehension between sentences or in the whole 

discourse. 

(3) Reflection of the mood or the situation: The mood or situation described in 

the text suggests the meaning of the unknown words. 

Here present several example sentences which involved discourse level cues to 

be used as instruction materials. 

          (14) Traffic accidents happen every day. But they can be avoided if 
drivers are more careful when driving. (Discourse level meaning) 

(15) My dad is a sports fan. If his favorite team wins, he’ll be happy all 
day. But if it loses, well, stay away from him. (Discourse level 
meaning) 

(16) What is a hobby? It’s something you do or make when you have 
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free time. (Definition) 
(17) I didn’t mean to show off, but life here is terrific. I’ve never 

thought that taking a holiday in Cabuta could be so fun. It’s just the 
third day in Cabuta, but I’ve loved it already. (Reflection of the 
mood and discourse level meaning) 

   

    In example (14), students knew that “they” in the second sentence referred to 

“traffic accidents” in the first sentence. This helped them infer the meaning of avoid 

to be close to “disappear” or “not happen” (discourse level meaning). In example (15), 

after students read this paragraph, they could figure out it was talking about a sports 

fan. Furthermore, the word “But” used here was to describe contrasting points 

represented by “win” and “lose”. So the meanings of “win” and “lose” could be 

inferred. (discourse level meaning). The sentence “It’s something you do or make 

when you have free time” in example (16) was used to explain what a hobby was by 

giving definition. In example (17), the mood of this paragraph was apparently joyful, 

so the word terrific could be inferred as describing something wonderful (reflection 

of the mood). Moreover, “…so fun…”, “I’d love it” in the following sentences also 

contributed the positive meaning of terrific inferred (discourse level meaning). 

    The reading content of Lesson Three was presented for students to read and 

practice inferencing. They were suggested to pay attention to find out the discourse 

level cues existed in the context. 

(18) Leo: Mom, I feel awful. I feel hot and this headache is killing me. 
 Mom: Oh, no. You have a fever. Let’s go to the doctor. 
 Dr. Su: What’s the matter, Leo? 
 Leo: My head hurts. I have a runny nose, and a terrible sour 

throat. It hurts to talk. 
 Dr. Su: You have a bad cold. Take this medicine and rest today. 
 

    During the process of inferencing, students inferred the meaning of awful after 

they read this dialogue and knew that Leo was sick and he felt bad (discourse level 
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meaning). The meaning of medicine was also easily guessed through the whole 

meaning of this passage (discourse level meaning). Besides, word morphology was 

used when students inferred the meaning of headache with the knowledge of “ache” 

means hurt. Students also applied sentence level cues when they inferred runny nose 

and sore throat because the words “nose” and “throat” helped them guess these two 

symptoms when someone was sick (sentence level meaning). 

    In the third period of outside reading, students had opportunities to practice 

searching for discourse level cues and make use of them. The passage is presented 

below: 

(19) E-mail has become popular all over the world. It spreads so 
quickly because the mail can go to the address in a short time no 
matter how far the distance is. Besides, it’s more convenient than 
traditional mail because we don’t need to go the post office to buy 
stamps. I like e-mail better than traditional mail. It makes our 
world smaller. Usually I can receive the reply after the day I sent 
my mail. However, it doesn’t mean that e-mail is perfect. The 
e-mail I receive has become a burden to me because I am afraid 
that it would be rude if I can’t answer all the mails right away. I am 
so busy dealing with them that I have less time for other activities. 

 

    In this passage, the cue of cause and effect was found by students to help 

inferencing. For example, students inferred the meaning of convenient correctly after 

they read the clause following “because,” which reads “we don’t need to go to the 

post office to buy stamps”. This subordinate clause provided the reason why we think 

it is more convenient to communicate by e-mails (cause and effect). In the second 

paragraph, “However,” suggested the mood would turn to a contrast direction, so 

students could guess it would talk about the disadvantages of e-mail in this paragraph, 

and they could know perfect was used to conclude all those advantages talked in the 

first paragraph (compare or contrast). Sentence level cues were also found in students’ 
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inferencing, as “how far” to distance (sentence level meaning).    

 

4.5 Instruction in World/background Knowledge 

    The participants sometimes made use of their general knowledge of the world or 

the theme of the text in lexical inferencing. This cue was helpful not only in lexical 

inferencing but in reading comprehension. Example sentences and short paragraphs 

were collected and presented as bellows. 

(20) On Number 3 platform is the train Number 350 coming. Please 
stand in back of the yellow line. 

(21) I knew about Typhoon Mellissa from the TV news. On TV, I saw 
many houses in Kaohsiung were damaged. 

(22) Two thousand years ago, people believed that the spirits of dead 
people could come back to the living world on Halloween. 

 

    In example (20), students all had the experience of taking the train and they knew 

they had to wait for the train on the platform. In example (21), students knew about 

Typhoon Mellissa in their daily-life experience, and they knew what happened to the 

houses when there was a typhoon. The background knowledge of typhoon helped 

them know the meaning of damage. In example (22), students knew that spirits 

referred to something similar to ghost based on the knowledge of Halloween. 

    The content of Lesson Four was a recipe for making pork and egg sandwich. 

After being instructed with how to make use of world/background knowledge, it was 

easy for students to recognize unknown words which described the materials or the 

steps of making the sandwich. 

(23) What do you need 
1 piece of pork; 2 slices of bread; 1~2 eggs; Ketchup; Lettuce, or 
your favorite vegetables 
What you do 
First, fry a piece of pork. Second, spread the ketchup on the 
bread. Third, put the pork on the bread. Fourth, fry an egg and put 
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it on the pork. Fifth, put some of your favorite vegetables on top, 
and close the sandwich. Then, enjoy it! 
 

    Based on experience of making pork and egg sandwiches, students knew what 1 

piece of pork, 2 slices of bread, and fry an egg referred to, and they could know 

lettuce was kind of vegetable which was often used on sandwiches or hamburgers. 

Some students inferred ketchup successfully, but others guessed it as butter or jam 

because of their different experience in making sandwiches.  

    To provide more opportunities of practice, the teacher collected outside reading 

materials in the third period of the week. The passage about how earthquake happened 

was presented:          

(24)   On March 31st, 2002, Taiwan had an earthquake that killed 
five people in Taipei. This earthquake is now called the 331 
Earthquake. On September 21st, 1999, a much bigger earthquake 
killed 2,300 people around Taichung and Nantou. 

The earth has 7 big plates and 12 small ones. The plates are 
made of stone and can be 100 km thick. The plates move slowly 
around all over the earth. The place where two plates meet is 
called a fault. There is a big fault near Taiwan. Faults are 
dangerous places. At faults, the plates can bump into each other, 
move past each other, or go under each other. Most of the time, 
the plates move slowly past each other without problems. But 
sometimes they move too fast. This is when earthquakes happen. 
 

The date of “September 21st, 1999” helped students relate their comprehension of 

the main idea of this passage to their knowledge of 921 Earthquake, and they could 

understand what earthquake referred to. In the next paragraph, the causes of 

earthquake were introduced, and it kept talking about plates and faults. Students also 

easily inferred the meanings of plates and faults because they could relate these two 

words to the terms they have learned in the classes of Nature and Science which 

talked about the movement of plates and faults and the causes of earthquakes. 

 



 

 

40

 

4.6 Summary 

In this study, lexical inferencing instruction was conducted on the participants in 

the experimental group. The instruction started in September 2003, and ended in 

January 2004, lasting for a semester. The vocabulary instruction was integrated into 

the normal course curriculum and the content of instruction was based on the English 

textbook for junior high school, Book Three. The instruction integrated lexical 

inferencing strategies into the English classes and focused on the knowledge sources 

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

in the controlled group, the researcher followed the traditional method which applied 

glossing to teach students the meanings of new words in each lesson. During the 

teaching period, outside reading materials were presented for the participants in the 

experimental group to read and practice inferencing every week. The same materials 

were also provided to the participants in the controlled group. 

The participants in the experimental group showed remarkable improvement of 

lexical inferencing skills during the process of instruction. Initially the training of 

lexical inferencing blocked the fluent reading process while students developed 

familiarity with the cues available. Students stopped from time to time to study on the 

unknown words or sometimes reread the sentences containing the unknown words 

repeatedly. Students needed encouragement and more guidance for them to overcome 

the feeling of frustration and try the task of inferencing. As the students became more 

proficient in the use of the cues, they could make use of varied types of contextual 

cues. While encountering unknown words which could not be inferred by a single cue, 

they used multiple cues. In other words, the cues learned in the word level and 
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sentence level were also used by students in the later discourse level or 

world/background knowledge level. Miss guessing caused by inappropriate word 

association could also be examined and corrected with the use of multiple cues. 

Lexical inferencing instruction benefited appropriate word meanings inferred, and 

helped students comprehend the reading texts more effectively by themselves. The 

quantitative analysis of the effects of lexical inferencing on vocabulary learning and 

reading comprehension will be further discussed in the next chapter. 


