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Abstract

L2 vocabulary learning in the classroom setting in China belongs in
one of the major aspects of foreign language learning. Research into L2
vocabulary acquisition usually follows two lines of research: one look-
ing into the expansion of vocabulary size, and the other, the develop-
ment of receptive and productive knowledge about individual words.
The former has received a lot of attention and witnessed great achieve-
ments in the past few decades, whereas the latter has so far been little
studied in the field of second language acquisition research. This study
investigated, within a single theoretical framework, the English vocabu-
lary development with respect to the receptive and productive mastery
of four types of knowledge about individual words.

Some current theories of 1.2 vocabulary acquisition were examined,
and then based on these representative theories, a tentative conceptual
framework was first established which identified three relevant factors
and the relationship among these factors.

To explore the developmental pattern of L2 word knowledge across
learners of different English proficiency, the data for this study were
collected in three-month period from 100 students of English. Among
them 75 were university students majoring in English, and 25 were se-
nior high school students. In addition, 22 native speakers of English
were used as a control group. The primary data consisted of two parts:
(a) participants” performance on a receptive knowledge test, and (b)
participants’ performance on a productive knowledge test.

Quantitative and qualitative analyses of the collected data yield the
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following major findings. First, regarding receptive mastery of word
knowledge, the route of development followed by the Chinese partici-
pants is word class — meaning — affix — collocation, but regarding
productive mastery of word knowledge, the route of development fol-
lowed by Chinese participants is meaning — word class — affix —
collocation, while the route followed by native speakers of English is
meaning — affix/collocation — word class. Second, the Chinese participants
appeared to have a better mastery of receptive word knowledge than
productive word knowledge, and the gap remained despite the improve-
ment of participants’ L2 proficiency. Third, native speaker participants
exhibited an exclusive superiority over Chinese participants in the pro-
ductive mastery of collocation, while Chinese participants’ superiority
manifested in both receptive and productive mastery of word class.
Fourth, receptive ability to use word knowledge failed to turn into cor-
responding productive ability for the Chinese participants at all profi-
ciency levels, and the dual mastery of both receptive and productive
word meaning appeared to be mostly incomplete. The above findings
are discussed by drawing on the theory of language processing and the
salient features of the English teaching and learning in China. Two con-
ceptual frameworks are finally proposed as an attempt to theorize the
acquisition of word knowledge in the classroom setting.
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Introduction

1.1 Research of L2 vocabulary

As is known to all, the lexicon of a language is central to language
acquisition as it provides a “unique window on the process of acquisi-
tion for language as a whole” (B. Harley 1995). The issue of vocabulary
acquisition, though long neglected, is currently receiving more and more
attention in the second language pedagogy and research. Emphasis on
the important role of the lexicon in language acquisition, use and edu-
cation is therefore increasing in L2 acquisition studies. As Meara (1987,
1992) pointed out, the past decade has seen “exponential growth” in
lexicon-oriented L2 research (cited in Harley 1995: 25). The various as-
pects of L2 vocabulary acquisition that have been under examination
include the global assessment of vocabulary size, lexical retention/
attrition, the nature of L2 learner’s mental lexicon, cross-linguistic influ-
ence of L1 on the use of L2 lexical items, psycholinguistic factors affect-
ing word learnability, effects of learning styles on the vocabulary growth
(e.g., incidental learning through reading or from context), and pro-
cesses in L2 vocabulary comprehension, learning, and use, and so forth
(see Harley 1995 for a summary).

The contributions of those lexically oriented studies to the field of
L2 vocabulary acquisition can be summarized as follows: 1) the num-
ber of words (i.e., vocabulary size) that have been measured has pro-
vided information on how well the learner is progressing in relation to



