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Preface

Vocabulary is one of the indispensable components of the lan-
guage system. It plays a crucial role in the teaching and learning of an
FI/I2. Linguists and researchers have approached the field of vocabu-
lary from different perspectives. In the past few decades, there
emerged a psychological and cognitive tendency towards vocabulary re-
search. This approach focuses on language learners’ mental lexicon,
trying to make clear how a language learner’s brain recognizes, stores,
organizes and retrieves words. It has been approached phonetically ,
syntactically, semantically and phonemically. Some positive conclu-
sions have so far been drawn and are shedding new lights on FL/12
vocabulary teaching and learning.

However, studies on mental lexicon are far from adequate. A
learner’s vocabulary proficiency is ultimately reflected in his/her prag-
matic proficiency. If we make mistakes in grammar when we speak ,
we are said to speak badly only; however, if we cannot speak tactfully
or appropriately, we are said to behave badly ( Thomas, 1995). To
speak tactfully or appropriately inevitably involves the retrieval of

proper words from the mental lexicon. There should be room for prag-
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matic considerations in the study of language learners’ mental lexicon.
Pragmatic studies could most probably shed fresh lights on the inter-
pretation of mental lexicon.

Based on this assumption and initiated by a growing literature on
the acquisition and learning of FL/I2 pragmatic competence, this
book probes into the crucial roles that pragmatic factors might play in
the formation and the functioning of a language learner’s L1 and 12
mental lexicons. It begins by an illustration of the importance of vo-
cabulary in language learners’ linguistic competence (Chapter 1) and
a survey of the research literature on vocabulary and mental lexicon
( Chapter 2) , attempting to offer a rationale for the ongoing study. Af-
ter a general consideration of lexicon and lexicon development ( Chap-
ter 3) , the book sets about a discussion of what pragmatic competence
is and what a learner’s mental lexicon appears to be, trying to find out
the relationships between pragmatics and language learners’ mental
lexicon, particularly the contributions pragmatics would make to the
building, development and functioning of one’s mental lexicon ( Chap-
ter4). Although the researching emphasis falls on the exploration of
language learners’ 1.2 mental lexicon, such a research will prove illogi-
cal without leaving room for discussion of one’s L1 mental lexicon
since the L1 mental lexicon is closely interrelated with the 12 mental
lexicon. Chapter 5 is thus dedicated to a tentative probe into the roles
that pragmatics is playing in the L1 mental lexicon. Beginning from
Chapter 6, the author deals with the 12 mental lexicon all the way to
Chapter 9, specifically researching its general property, formation,
representation and processing, accessing with a focus on the roles that

pragmatics is playing at each stage. Before winding up ( Chapter 11) ,
Vil



other pragmatic factors that contribute to one’s L2 mental lexicon are
included ( Chapter 10) to make the story more complete. Meanwhile,
special attention is paid to the pedagogical implications in the proces-
ses of the discussion for each topic. A subsection of pedagogical impli-
cations is reserved in each chapter except the opening one and the
concluding one to make the research more pedagogy-oriented.
Limitations exist, anyway. On the one hand, the research is
mostly speculative. There is an urgent need for more empirical evi-
dences to support the conclusions ever made. On the other, though
termed “a pragmatic study” , this study does not approach its thesis
from a strictly traditional understanding of the term “pragmatics” , for
not all the standard theories embraced by the term “pragmatics” are
referred to throughout the overall study. We hope that, rather than be-
ing taken as flaws, these limitations (along with others) can be seen
as suggestions for further researches into language learners’ mental lex-

icon.

Han Zhonggian
May 2008
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1 Introduction

It is a widely accepted view among language teachers and re-
searchers of this field that the knowledge of vocabulary is essential for
being able to communicate in a second language ( Kormos, 2006 ).
One might be able to speak using just a few rules of grammar and
might still be understood, but without using appropriate vocabulary,
communication can hardly be successful. There has been quite a long
history for studies of vocabulary acquisition and related areas of lexical
research in second language acquisition to be relatively neglected.
Compared to work in grammar, phonology, and discourse studies,
much less is known about the nature of the second language learners’
lexicon (Long & Richards, 1997). However, recent years have wit-
nessed second language vocabulary acquisition becoming an increas-
ingly interesting topic of discussion for researchers, teachers, curricu-
lum designers, theorists, and others involved in second language
learning. Since the mid-1980s there has been a renewed interest in
the role of vocabulary in second language learning, and this has seen
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a growing body of empiricaﬂy based studies of such issues as the na-
ture of the bilingual lexicon, vocabulary acquisition, lexical storage ,
lexical retrieval, and the use of vocabulary by second language learn-
ers. Regarding the various attempts to the study of second language or
foreign language vocabulary acquisition and learning, the present
study is going to make a fresh research into this hot field by adopting a
pragmatic approach to L2/FL learners’ mental lexicon.

Pragmatics, although a recent development in linguistics, has so
far already shown itself to be a promising discipline with its strong ex-
planatory power for many linguistic issues. The field of pragmatics has
spawned a number of research areas. Apart from contrastive pragmat-
ics and cross-cultural pragmatics, inter-language pragmatics is of spe-
cial interest for the purpose of the current study since it mainly con-
cerns itself with the development of both L1/NF and 12/FIL learners’

mental lexicon and the teaching and learning of an 1.2/FL lexicon.

1.1 Lexicon and Linguistic Competence
and Communicative Competence

Vocabulary is central to language and of critical importance to the
typical language learner (Zimmerman, 1997). It is one of the indis-
pensable components of a language system and plays a crucial role in
the learning and teaching of a foreign language. No matter how well
the student learns grammar, no matter how successfully the sounds of
L2 are mastered, without words to express a wide range of meanings,
communication in an 12 just cannot happen in any meaningful way
(McCarthy, 1990). Theoretically, it now seems likely that language
acquisition begins with word learning rather than syntax triggering ,
with words gradually “ grammaticalized ” through experience on a
largely associative basis. Practically, studies throughout the 1980s
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