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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

    The main goal of this study is to examine the effect of lexical inferencing on 

vocabulary learning and reading comprehension. This study also addresses the 

knowledge sources and contextual cues used in the process of lexical inferencing. In 

this chapter, the main findings pertaining to each of the research question are given 

based on information gained in the qualitative and quantitative analyses. Finally, 

pedagogical implications and suggestions for further studies are presented. 

 

6.1 Major Findings in this Study 

    To examine students’ lexical inferencing behavior and the effects of lexical 

inferencing on vocabulary learning and reading comprehension, we raised three 

research questions in the study. According to these three questions, main findings of 

(1) correlation between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension, (2) effects 

of lexical inferencing on vocabulary learning and reading comprehension, and (3) 

most often used knowledge sources and contextual cues are presented. 

 

6.1.1 Correlation between Vocabulary Knowledge and Reading Comprehension 

    The results of this study reveal that there is a significant correlation between 

students’ vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension. The research shows that 

the students who get more scores in the vocabulary test also do better in the test of 

reading comprehension. That is, vocabulary knowledge is important to the 

comprehension of foreign language written texts. Students who know the meanings of 
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more words perform better on reading comprehension. Thus, students need better 

ways of learning word meanings from the teacher or learning by themselves 

independently.  

 

6.1.2 Effects of Lexical Inferencing on Vocabulary Learning and Reading 

Comprehension 

    In the pretest, there is no significant difference on the mean scores of vocabulary 

and reading comprehension tests between the controlled group and the experimental 

group. The participants in both groups achieve similar proficiency level on vocabulary 

knowledge and reading comprehension. Their answers to the questionnaires are also 

similar. They seldom or sometimes use knowledge sources and contextual cues to 

infer word meanings. They also lack the skills of lexical inferencing.  

In the posttest, the mean scores of the experimental group in the vocabulary and 

reading comprehension tests are apparently higher than those of the controlled group. 

The difference reaches the significant level. This shows that the participants in the 

experimental group make significant progress in vocabulary knowledge and reading 

ability after they receive lexical inferencing instruction. Lexical inferencing 

instruction does contribute to vocabulary learning and better reading comprehension.  

Lexical inferencing instruction also contributes to the recognition and 

employment of varied types of knowledge sources and contextual cues which 

facilitate word meaning inferences. These students tend to use knowledge sources and 

contextual cues more frequently, and the meanings they infer are closer to the correct 

meanings. They are generally successful in determining a meaning that is helpful for 
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better text comprehension. The results of this study note that the participants who are 

not instructed with lexical inferencing would ignore unknown words or appeal for 

assistance. However, the strategies of appealing for assistance and ignoring are used 

rarely by the participants who have received lexical inferencing instruction. Those 

participants are eager to infer and more confident to provide the meanings of 

unknown words. They occasionally choose to use the ignore strategy only when they 

think the unknown word will not affect the overall meaning of the text. 

         

6.1.3 Most-used Knowledge Sources and Contextual Cues 

    As the results of the study reveal, the participants do not depend only on their 

linguistic knowledge, but also exploit other knowledge sources, such as their 

background knowledge when inferring the word meaning. These findings show that 

the participants make use of linguistic and non-linguistic knowledge sources and cues 

from the surrounding text while they do lexical inferencing.  

This study provides twelve knowledge sources and contextual cues which can be 

used by junior high school students while doing inferencing. These cues are:  

1. Word level cues: word morphology, homonym, and word association. 

2. Sentence level cues: sentence level meaning, sentence level grammar, and 

punctuation rules. 

3. Discourse level cues: definition, cause and effect, comparison or contrast, 

discourse level meaning, and reflection of the mood. 

4. World/background knowledge. 

In the pretest, there is no difference on the use of the knowledge sources and 
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contextual cues between the controlled group and the experimental group. The 

participants in both groups seldom or sometimes use the cues while inferring word 

meanings. They do not know the existence of the cues, and they have never received 

the instruction of lexical inferencing in their past English learning experience. 

In the posttest, the frequencies of using the twelve knowledge sources and 

contextual cues are higher for the experimental group than for the controlled group. 

The participants in experimental group often use the cues to help them do inferencing 

after they receive lexical inferencing instruction. 

Among the cues, (1) word morphology, (2) sentence level meaning, and (3) 

discourse level meaning are the cues most frequently used. While doing inferencing, 

the students first concentrate on the word itself, and then attempt to understand the 

sentences containing the unknown words. Sometimes, they will reread the paragraphs 

in order to get the textual information from the whole discourse. The researcher 

observes during the interview sessions that the participants’ main concern is to 

understand the sentences and paragraphs in order to get to the meanings of the 

unknown words.  

The discourse level cues, such as definition and comparison or contrast are 

seldom-used cues in the posttest. The reason may be that these two discourse level 

cues are rare in reading texts in English textbook. It seems that junior high school 

students have not been equipped with enough knowledge of textual relationships. It is 

found in the study that sentence level cues are used more often than the discourse 

level cues by junior high school students. That is, the students need more instruction 

of discourse knowledge and textual relationships to help them get more information 
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not only from word forms and sentences, but also from the whole discourse.         

    The results of this study also show that the participants in the experimental group 

use multiple cues more often than the participants in the controlled group. The 

participants in the experimental group are more familiar with varied types of 

knowledge sources and contextual cues, and it is thus much easier for them to find out 

these cues and make use of them. As a result, the participants in the experimental 

group are able to access a wider range of knowledge sources and contextual cues in 

inferencing and to better come up with an appropriate word meaning contributing to 

their comprehension of the reading text.    

 

6.2 Limitations of this Study 

    The present study has some limitations. First of all, the research explored the 

lexical inferencing process of a small group of EFL second-grade junior high school 

students. Each group consisted of only 34 participants. The amount of the samples 

was small. If there were more students participating in this study, the result could be 

more persuasive and convincing. 

    Second, to avoid imposing pressure on the participants, the instruction was 

integrated into regular courses and the materials were based on the English textbook, 

Book Three. Unfortunately, not all lessons contained enough knowledge sources and 

contextual cues for students to make use of. For example, the dialogues and reading 

paragraphs in Book Three were short and quite easy neither was sufficient contextual 

information provided. The researcher had to use the articles in magazines and 

newspapers as supplementary reading materials, which may cause great burden for 
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both the teachers and the students. 

Third, although the majority of the participants gave positive feedback on the 

lexical inferencing questionnaire, there were indications in the interviews that a few 

participants in the controlled group gave wild guesses when they did the inferencing 

task. This would affect the results of the questionnaires made by the participants in the 

controlled group.    

 

6.3 Pedagogical Implications 

    The findings of this study indicate that vocabulary competences are important 

predictors to successful reading. If students have more lexical knowledge, the chances 

of correctly comprehending the reading texts will be enhanced. However, it is nearly 

impossible to teach students all the words that they need for reading English materials. 

What is worse, students in Taiwan have fostered a passive attitude in vocabulary 

learning, and rely too much on teachers’ instruction for explanations of word 

meanings. The limited vocabulary competence hinders the further development of 

students’ reading comprehension. 

    The researcher observes that Taiwan junior high school students lack training and 

experience in lexical inferencing, and the teachers think that they can’t afford to spend 

regular class time teaching what is not included in the textbook. However, this study 

proves that instruction for enhancing L2 inferring ability during reading can be 

integrated into regular curriculum. It takes only 10 to 15 minutes per class for students 

to practice inferencing. After four months of instruction, students achieve significant 

progress in the use of knowledge sources and contextual cues while inferring. The 
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inferred meanings are also getting more appropriate and contribute to better reading 

comprehension. The results of this study suggest that training students to use 

knowledge sources and contextual cues is worthy and beneficial.  

    Instruction in the use of knowledge sources and contextual cues, combined with 

opportunities for practice, may enhance students’ inferring skills and help them 

become confident guessers and readers. Teachers may use the taxonomy of knowledge 

sources and contextual cues that has been developed in this study as a basis for 

teaching inferencing skills. The taxonomy points out the twelve knowledge sources 

and contextual cues that L2 learners rely on in the inferring process, and it helps 

students be aware of varied types of cues when inferring the meanings of unknown 

words while reading. 

    The steps of conducting lexical inferencing instruction are presented for teachers 

as follows: 

    First, the teacher can collect sufficient sentences or paragraphs which contain the 

twelve cues, and present these examples to students as instruction materials. Students 

can learn how to figure out the cues and use them to infer word meanings. Then, short 

reading texts in each lesson with some new vocabularies can be given to the students. 

Students can be asked to read the texts and infer the meanings of unknown words in 

order to find out how or whether they can use knowledge sources and contextual cues 

in inferencing. The teacher can examine how the students deal with the inferencing 

task and help them whenever they encounter any problems. Group discussion also 

provides students the opportunities to correct guessing and share appropeiate cues 

they have observed with their classmates. 
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    During the process of lexical inferencing instruction in this study, the researcher 

finds that the reading texts in English textbook tend to be short and quite easy. 

Moreover, they also lack sufficient contextual cues which can be helpful for 

appropriate inferences. To solve this problem, the articles in English learning 

magazines or bilingual newspapers can be used in classes as supplementary reading 

materials. These materials are usually longer and contain various types of knowledge 

sources and contextual cues. The articles about the daily news in the bilingual 

newspaper are also good materials for teaching students how to use their world 

knowledge to do inferencing. 

    The difficulties that students are facing in the inferencing task result from their 

lack of practice in using the strategy of inferencing. Just as Clark and Nation (1980) 

state: “Perhaps the most important thing of all is to remember that the ability to infer 

is a skill that can only be acquired by practice”. Being familiar with lexical 

inferencing skills can help students develop the habit of inferring word meanings 

while reading. Teachers should provide activities or design exercises for students to 

practice lexical inferencing. 

 

6.4 Suggestions for Further Study 

    Lexical inferencing, as noted in the literature review, is an important lexical 

strategy mainly because of its relation to reading comprehension and subsequent 

vocabulary acquisitions. This study suggests there is a need for further studies on the 

process of lexical inferencing of Taiwan EFL learners. First, it may be useful to 

examine what types of knowledge sources and contextual cues easily contribute to the 
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successful guessing of the word meaning, and what kinds of knowledge sources and 

contextual cues may lead to miss guessing. As observed in the process of instruction, 

the participants who use sentence level cues easily come up with the appropriate word 

meanings. However, the cues of word association and homonym often cause 

unsuccessful guessing. Due to the limit of time, the researcher was not able to include 

this part into the study. It is thus suggested that the related issues can be investigated 

in further research. 

    Then, more thorough investigation of the possible correlation between students’ 

general English proficiency and their lexical inferencing may be worthy of research. 

For example, follow-up studies may classify the participants into different levels on 

the basis of proficiency tests administered by authoritative organizations, like LTTC. 

It would be useful to examine to what extent the learners’ L2 proficiency is related to 

their choice and use of knowledge sources and contextual cues when inferring word 

meanings. The knowledge sources and contextual cues which are comparably more 

difficult for low-proficient learners to use could also be singled out and paid attention 

to. 

    Finally, since the present study chose junior high school students as research 

participants, the results and findings of this study can hardly be applied to all English 

learners in Taiwan at different levels. For future research, probably the research 

design of this study can be used in the college or senior high school environments.  


