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Vocabulary acquisition is one of the essential components of foreign language
learning. One critical problem for Chinese EFL learners’ lexical learning is the distance
between their receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge. The gap is so large
that it even affects learners’ effective communication. Researchers suggest that the
effective way to reduce the gap should be pushing learners to put newly-learnt
words into productive use. In light of the lexical learning problem and the suggested
solution, I investigated Chinese EFL learners’ lexical learning through and within
collaborative output, which constitutes the present book.

In the book predicated on the literature, I delineated the scope of my study and
set up the study by adopting a dual theoretical perspective and using a mixed model
approach. Particularly, two empirical studies — a quasi-experimental study and an
exploratory study — were carried out in order to examine both lexical learning
outcome and lexical learning process. A total of 240 Chinese EFL majors participated
in the quasi-experimental study by forming three groups and performing three
respective tasks, namely, a collaborative written output task, a collaborative oral
output task and a reading comprehension task. All three groups took productive
and receptive vocabulary posttests four times after task treatment. Eight pairs of
Chinese EFL majors, who were counterparts of the quasi-experiment participants,
took part in the exploratory study. Among them, four pairs conducted the
collaborative written output task while the other four pairs performed the
collaborative oral output task, with their task performances being videotaped.
Following task treatment, all eight pairs received a stimulated recall on their task
performance. The data resulting from the two studies were analyzed both
quantitatively and qualitatively.

Results of data analysis revealed the following findings: 1) Collaborative output
tended to lead to significantly more vocabulary learning than reading comprehension
did, but collaborative written output and collaborative oral output did not bring
about significantly different vocabulary learning. 2 ) The output task
participants engaged in four categories of cognitive word processing. These
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categories of cognitive word processing were able to cultivate lexical learning
because they incorporated various lexical learning conditions. 3) Six categories of
interactional processes were involved in participants’ collaborative output. 4) A
comprehensive examination of the six categories of interactional processes and the
four types of cognitive word processing revealed that participants’ interactional
processes mediated and contributed to their greater and deeper cognitive word
processing. Pooled together, these findings indicate that collaborative output could
lead to lexical learning because it was able to push learners to do greater and deeper
cognitive word processing via stimulating learners’ lexical learning mechanisms and
creating lexical learning conditions through the mediation of interactions.
The book is structured in ten chapters:
Chapter 1 Introduction: An overview of the study
Chapter 2  Literature review
Chapter 3 Research design and data collection methods
Chapter 4 Data processing and data analysis methods
Chapter 5 Effects of collaborative output on 12 lexical learning
Chapter 6 Task performances, cognitive processing, and lexical learning within
collaborative output
Chapter 7  Correlations between cognitive word processing and lexical learning
within collaborative output
Chapter 8 Relationship between interactional processes and cognitive word
processing
Chapter 9 Discussion of the findings
Chapter 10 Conclusions

My completion of the book would be impossible without the help and
support of my teachers, colleagues, students, friends and families. Here I would
like to express my sincere thanks to all of them.

Because of the limitation of individual knowledge and cognition, the book
may contain errors and/or inappropriate expressions, which should be all my

responsibility. I look forward to readers’ suggestions and criticisms.



CHAPTER

— Introduction:

An overview of the booR

This book reports a study investigating the effect of collaborative output on
second language(L2) vocabulary learning. Here L2 refers to English as a foreign
language ( EFL ) rather than English as a second language (ESL). In the book,
L2 and EFL will be used interchangeably, except when they are distinctively
specified. Collaborative output refers to both collaborative oral output and
collaborative written output, resulting from EFL learners’ pair work. L2
vocabulary learning denotes both L2 productive and L2 receptive vocabulary
acquisition and retention. Following the practice in second language acquisition
(SLA) , vocabulary learning and vocabulary acquisition are used interchangeably
in the book except where they are distinguished.

My interest in the study can be traced back to my experiences of teaching
English writing to EFL learners. Up to now, I have been teaching English to
EFL major students at a tertiary institution for eleven years. For nine out of the
eleven years, I have been mainly teaching English composition to university
freshmen and sophomores. The uniqueness about our teaching is that apart from
lecturing the methods and strategies of English writing, we (my colleagues and
[) practice a “Length Approach” (C. Wang, Niu, & Zheng, 2000 ). This
approach takes “write to learn” as its aim. That is, students are supposed to
learn both English writing and English language through writing. The means to
achieve “ write to learn” is the “Length Approach”, according to which
students are encouraged to write compositions as long as possible. We believe
that long compositions are able to push students to make full use of their
potentials in the knowledge about a topic and the language for talking about the

topic. Hence, the aim of “write to learn” can be attained. In order to achieve



the language learning aim through writing, one of our measures is to require
students to use and underline newly-learnt words in their compositions because
of the importance and the difficulty of vocabulary acquisition for EFL learners.
However, no empirical studies have examined how students would use and
process the newly-learnt words in their composition writing and what could be
the effect of using newly-learnt words, though our “write to learn” ‘teaching
have been successful (C. Wang et al., 2000). Thus, the original idea for the
present research arose.

Although individual writing is the common practice in the EFL
composition course, in the present study, collaborative written output rather
than individual writing is included for two reasons. First, students’ learning
process can be easily and reliably observed in a collaborative writing activity,
because their conversations arising from the activity can be recorded and carefully
examined. Second, it is believed that examining the learning process involved in
collaborative writing can shed light on the process involved in individual
writing.

This chapter mainly focuses on presenting an overview of the study. First,
it justifies how the study has been conceptualiz.ed followed by an introduction to
the theoretical underpinning of the study and an elaboration of the problem with
EFL learners’ vocabulary acquisition. Then it focuses on the research concerning
collaborative learning in second and foreign language teaching and learning.
Afterwards, it gives a brief account of the conceptual framework and the
research methodology adopted in the study. Finally, this chapter is concluded
with an outline of the content in the remaining chapters of the book.

m Justification for doing the research

The conceptualization of the study mainly arose from two factors, one
pedagogical and the other academic. Pedagogically, vocabulary acquisition is
both critical and difficult for L2 learners. Academically, there are still relatively
few researches on the effect of collaborative output on L2 vocabulary acquisition
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in spite of the current prevalence of collaborative work in ESL and EFL teaching
and learning.

As vocabulary is an indispensable component of a language, vocabulary
acquisition is an essential part of language learning. This could be evidenced in
at least three respects. First, the lexicon is the driving force in sentence
production because it mediates the conceptualization and the encoding of
grammar and phonology; that is, it mediates language production ( Gass &
Selinker, 2001; Levelt, 1989 ). Thus, vocabulary development has been
recognized by researchers, as well as learners, as a major aspect of learning a
new language (Ellis, 1999a). Second, some researchers(e.g., Gass, 1988b;
Johansson, 1978; Politzer, 1978, cited in Gass & Selinker, 2001 ) have
discovered that lexical errors constitute most L2 errors and both learners and
native speakers view lexical errors as the most serious and disruptive obstacle to
communication. Third, studies also reveal that learners’ lexical knowledge is
positively correlated with their reading comprehension (e.g., Laufer, 1992;
Mecartty, 2000 ), listening comprehension ( e.g., Kelly, 1991; Mecartty,
2000) , and overall writing quality (e.g., Engber, 1995; Raimes, 1985).

However, lexical learning is no easy job for L2, especially for EFL
learners, as evidenced by the constant complaints of my students. My students
always complain that English words are easy to forget and they cannot use the
words that they memorized. This, in fact, relates to one of the biggest problems
with L2 vocabulary learning, that is, the gap between learners’ productive
vocabulary and receptive vocabulary. This gap is particularly true for EFL
learners, as found in Laufer (1998) and Li (2000). Laufer (1998) and Li
(2000) further speculated that the reason for the gap should not be that EFL
learners are not exposed to enough vocabulary, but that they do not have access
to adequate opportunities of using newly-learnt words productively.

As a matter of fact, language output has been attended to both theoretically
and pedagogically in the last 20 years or so. Theoretically, the importance of
output for language learning has been emphasized since the postulation of the
comprehensible output hypothesis (COH) ( Swain, 1985, 1995). Pedago-
gically; language production, including collaborative output, is common in ESL
and EFL teaching and learning because of the spread of communicative language
teaching ( CLT) and task-based teaching and learning ( TBTL). However,



