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Series editors’ preface

The relative neglect of studies of vocabulary acquisition and related areas
of lexical research in second language acquisition has often been com-
mented on within the fields of language teaching and applied linguistics.
Compared to work in grammar, phonology, and discourse studies, much
less is known about the nature of the second language learners’ lexicon.
Yet adequate theories of L2 vocabulary acquisition and use are central to
a wide range of issues in applied linguistics, including performance as-
sessment, proficiency testing, curriculum development, and applied lex-
icography. Fortunately, since the mid-1980s there has been a renewed
interest in the role of vocabulary in second language learning, and this has
seen a growing body of empirically based studies of such issues as the
nature of the bilingual lexicon, vocabulary acquisition, lexical storage,
lexical retrieval, and use of vocabulary by second language learners.

Second Language Vocabulary Acquisition will be of great interest to
those interested in current views on the nature of L2 vocabulary acquisi-
tion and approaches to L2 vocabulary teaching. It provides a useful
introduction to the current state of theory and research, examines the
topic of vocabulary learning and teaching from a number of perspectives,
and presents a comprehensive range of papers that explore such issues as
the nature of lexical competence, the measurement of vocabulary knowl-
edge and growth, the role of vocabulary in L2 reading and listening,
speaking and writing, the relations between L1 and L2 vocabulary, as
well as pedagogical approaches to the teaching of vocabulary. Strategies
employed by learners in processing vocabulary encountered in spoken
and written discourse are illustrated, as are the cognitive skills involved in
lexical comprehension.

As the papers in the book demonstrate, lexical competence is at the
heart of communicative competence, and ways of measuring the size and
nature of the L2 lexicon offer a challenge to researchers. A number of
different research directions are illustrated throughout the book, includ-
ing case studies, diary studies, introspection, and experimental studies. At
the same time, the contributors explore applications of research and



X Series editors’ preface

theory to a wide variety of issues in language education, including vocab-
ulary teaching, language assessment, test construction, syllabus design,
and materials preparation. The book will therefore be a valuable resource
for researchers, teachers, and other language professionals interested in
the nature of vocabulary in second language teaching and learning.

Michael H. Long
Jack C. Richards
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PART I:
SETTING THE STAGE

In recent years, second language vocabulary acquisition has become an
increasingly interesting topic of discussion for researchers, teachers, cur-
riculum designers, theorists, and others involved in second language
learning. Part [ provides a framework for the rest of the book by introduc-
ing the main dimensions of the topic: teaching techniques, testing princi-
ples, and learning processes. In so doing, it emphasizes those subtopics
that have been given the most attention in the literature: (1) debates about
different teaching methods, (2) the problem of how to test vocabulary
knowledge in a valid yet practical way, (3) issues about the interrelation-
ship of reading and word learning, in particular the effectiveness of con-
textual guessing, and (4) the role of detailed perceptual variables in the
identification and misidentification of words. The range of topics runs
from broad (e.g. general teaching approaches, global measures of lexical
competence) to fine-grained (e.g., morphology, orthography).

Cheryl Zimmerman leads off with a historical survey of vocabulary
teaching methods. Vocabulary is central to language, she notes, and words
are of critical importance to the typical language learner. Nevertheless,
researchers and teachers in the field of language acquisition have typically
undervalued the role of vocabulary, usually prioritizing syntax or phonol-
ogy as central to linguistic theory and more critical to language pedagogy.
Zimmerman’s chapter examines the position assigned to vocabulary
within each of the major trends in language pedagogy, including the
Grammar Translation Method, the Reform Movement, the Direct
Method, the Reading Method and Situational Language Teaching, the
Audiolingual Method, Communicative Language Approaches, the Natu-
ral Approach, and current proposals such as the Lexical Approach that
stress the lexical nature of language and propose lexico-grammatical
approaches to language instruction. The primary goals of each pedagogi-
cal approach are described and the implications for vocabulary instruction
are examined; this includes the rationale for word selection, the perception
of written versus spoken language, attitudes toward translation of target
words or dictionary use, and examples of recommended word-learning
strategies or exercises. The purpose of this survey is to build a better
understanding of the past and to position future lexical pedagogy.
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Vocabulary learning has long had a synergistic association with reafi-
ing; each activity nourishes the other. But, as James Coady notes later in
the book, it is not a simple, problem-free relationship. In Chapter 2, Batia
Laufer discusses three lexical problems that may seriously impede read-
ing comprehension in L2: (1) the problem of insufficient vocabulgry, (2)
misinterpretations of deceptively transparent words, and (3) inabﬂnty to
guess unknown words correctly. Drawing on a variety of studies, includ-
ing her own, Laufer claims that by far the greatest lexical factor in good
reading is the number of words in the learner’s lexicon. A vocabulary of
3,000 word families or 5,000 lexical items is needed for general reading
comprehension, as this would cover 90-95% of any text. Below this
threshold, reading strategies become ineffective.

A large vocabulary is also claimed to solve the other two problems:
deceptive transparency and guessing ability. Deceptively transparent
words are words that look familiar to the learner even though they are
unfamiliar. These are words with deceptive morphological structure (e.g.
nevertheless = “never less”), idioms, false friends, words with multiple
meanings, and “synforms” (e.g., cute/acute). Laufer argues that misin-
terpretations of such words are widespread among second language
learners.

Guessing word meanings by use of contextual clues is far more
difficult, according to Laufer, than is generally realized. Guessing can be
impaired by any of the following factors: (@) nonexistence of clues, (b)
lack of familiarity with the words in which the clues are located, (c)
presence of misleading or partial clues, and (d) incompatibility between
the reader’s schemata and the text content. To consistently make good
guesses, one should know about 98% of the words in a text. For this kind
of coverage, one would generally need a sight vocabulary of about 5,000
word families (8,000 lexical items). Laufer concludes that a large sight
vocabulary is indispensable to good L2 reading and vocabulary guessing.

Building a large sight vocabulary, however, requires accurate “sight,”
i.e., word perception. As Laufer notes in her discussion of synforms and
words with deceptive morphological structure, many second language
learners have trouble at this microscopic level of cognition. In Chapter 3,
“The role of orthographic knowledge in L2 lexical processing,” Keiko
Koda addresses this problem. The major purpose of this chapter is to
examine the ways in which L1 orthographic competence shapes L2 lexi-
cal processing. In an effort to clarify the nature of L2 vocabulary learning,
the critical relationship between orthographic properties and processing
mechanisms is first analyzed from a cross-linguistic perspective. Second,
the cognitive consequences of L1 orthographies are examined through
empirical L2 data. Finally, pedagogical implications are drawn from the
current knowledge base on orthographic transfer.

Koda shows that there are strong connections between the L1
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orthographic system and L2 processing. She argues that improved L2
vocabulary instruction therefore depends in part on a better understand-
ing of this relationship and on its long-term impact on L2 processing.
Second language reading and vocabulary instruction, she claims, should
be individualized and it should be based more on L1 strategies than on L2
ones. Also, it should include explicit instruction, in particular
orthographic properties of the target language.






1 Historical trends in second language
vocabulary instruction

Cheryl Boyd Zimmerman

Introduction

Vocabulary is central to language and of critical importance to the typical
language learner. Nevertheless, the teaching and learning of vocabulary
have been undervalued in the field of second language acquisition (SLA)
throughout its varying stages and up to the present day. SLA researchers
and teachers have typically prioritized syntax and phonology as “more
serious candidates for theorizing” (Richards, 1976, p. 77), more central
to linguistic theory, and more critical to language pedagogy. This chapter
will seek to show how vocabulary has been viewed, researched, and
presented throughout the history of SLA. The purpose of this survey is to
build a better understanding of the past and to indicate likely develop-
ments in lexical pedagogy in the future.

The Grammar Translation Method

The Grammar Translation Method was first introduced to teach modern
languages in public schools in Prussia at the end of the eighteenth century.
The primary goals of this method were to prepare students to read and
write classical materials and 1o pass standardized exams (Howatt, 1984;
Rivers, 1981). Like courses in classical Latin and Greek, this method used
classical literature chosen for its intellectual content as materials; it was
typically assumed that most students would never actually use the target
language but would profit from the mental exercise. Students were pro-
vided detailed explanations of grammar in their native languages, para-
digms to memorize, and bilingual vocabulary lists to learn; these prepared
them for the regular task of translating long passages of the classics.
Although the names of the Grammar Translation materials typically in-
cluded the adjective “practical” (e.g., The Practical Guide of the German
Language by T. H. Weisse), the word was not used to mean useful as we
would use it today. Rather, it referred to the importance of practice
(Howatt, 1984): Lessons typically consisted of a reading selection, two or
three long columns of new vocabulary items with native-language equiv-
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alents, and a test (Rivers, 1981). Language skill was judged according to
one’s ability to analyze the syntactic structure, primarily to conjugate
verbs.

It follows, then, that students using the Grammar Translation Method
studied literary language samples that used primarily archaic structures
and obsolete vocabulary. Students were exposed to a wide literary vocab-
ulary (Rivers, 1981) that was selected according to its ability to illustrate
grammatical rules, and direct vocabulary instruction was included only
when a word illustrated a grammatical rule (Kelly, 1969). When vocabu-
lary difficulties were addressed at all, their explanations depended largely
on ctymology. Latin and Greek roots or “primitives” were considered
“the most accurate court of appeal on word meanings”; the ability to use
etymology was respected as “one way of discovering truth” (Kelly, 1969,
p- 30). The teaching of vocabulary was based on definition and etymol-
ogy throughout the nineteenth century, at least in part because of the
prevalent belief that the connection between etymon and derivative
should be protectively preserved to avoid degeneration of the language.
Bilingual word lists (vocabularies), used as instructional aids rather than
as reference, were organized according to semantic fields and had been a
normal part of grammars and readers since the mid-seventeenth century.
During the period of Grammar Translation methodology, bilingual dic-
tionaries became common as reference tools (Kelly, 1969). As more was
understood about language families and the natural process of language
change in the twentieth century, scholars began to emphasize the dangers
of cognates, but this change in perspective was gradual.

The Grammar Translation Method was used well into the twentieth
century as the primary method for foreign language instruction in Europe
and the United States, but it had received challenges and criticism for
many years. In the mid-1800s, the primary objection to the method was
the neglect of realistic, oral language. This objection had implications for
the role of vocabulary in language instruction. For example, the French-
man Frangois Gouin emphasized the acquisition of specific terms, espe-
cially of action words

. - . that could be physically performed as they were used. . . . Within these
situations, students would act out very detailed sequences of appropriate
actions in relation to objects, stating aloud exactly what they were doing with
what. (Rivers, 1983, p. 116)

He introduced words in semantic fields in the interest of teaching a verb’s
collocations along with the verb, always emphasizing that “general terms
are . . . terms of luxury, which the language can upon necessity do with-
out” (Gouin, 1892, in Rivers, 1983, p. 116).

Another challenge came from Thomas Prendergast, who objected to
archaic vocabulary lists; in his 1864 manual, The Mastery of Languages,
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or, the Art of Speaking Foreign Tongues Idiomatically, he listed the most
common English words, based entirely on his intuitive judgment. This
effort to rank vocabulary according to frequency was seen as one of many
fleeting and rebellious methods that failed to perform what it promised
and consequently “didn’t significantly influence language teaching”
(Sweet, 1899/1964, p. 2). Nevertheless, Prendergast’s judgments were
deemed surprisingly accurate when compared to the lists compiled sys-
tematically by Thorndike and Lorge in 1944: of a total of 214 words,
82% of Prendergast’s words were among the first 500 most frequent
words on the list of Thorndike-Lorge (Howatt, 1984). Prendergast’s list
was an important innovation because it came at a time when simplicity
and everyday language were scorned and before it was normal to think in
terms of common words.

The Reform Movement

As already seen, although Grammar Translation dominated language
teaching as late as the 1920s, it had been challenged on many fronts. In
the 1880s its challengers had enough consensus and the intellectual lead-
ership they needed from linguists such as Henry Sweet in England to
establish the Reform Movement. Sweet insisted that previous reactions
against Grammar Translation had failed because they were “based on an
insufficient knowledge of the science of language and because they [were]
one-sided” (Sweet, 1899/1964, p. 3). The Reformers emphasized the
primacy of spoken language and phonetic training. Fluency took on a
new meaning: the ability to accurately pronounce a connected passage
and to maintain associations between a stream of speech and the refer-
ents in the outside world. The curriculum developed by Sweet is con-
sidered representative of the time (Howatt, 1984). His system began with
the Mechanical Stage, where students studied phonetics and transcrip-
tion, continued to the Grammatical Stage, where they studied grammar
and very basic vocabulary, and then to the Idiomatic Stage, where they
pursued vocabulary in greater depth. Stages four and five (Literary and
Archaic) consisted of the study of philology and were reserved for
university-level work. Sweet’s lessons were based on carefully controlled
spoken language in which lists of separated words and isolated sentences
were avoided; only after thorough study of the complete text should
grammar points or vocabulary items be isolated for instructional
purposes,

Although language is made up of words, we do not speak in words, but in
sentences. From a practical, as well as a scientific, point of view, the sentence
is the unit of language, not the word. From a purely phonetic point of view
words do not exist. (Sweet, 1899/1964, p. 97)



