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Chapter 1
Introduction

Chapter 1 Introduction

1. 1 Research background

The past decade has witnessed a boom of 12 vocabulary research in the field
of second language acquisition. Researchers have attempted to measure the dimen-
sions of L2 word knowledge and track the development of L2 vocabulary know-
ledge in the foreign language classroom settings. This research is an attempt in the
exploration of the development of 1.2 vocabulary knowledge in the classroom set-
ting in Chinese context. The motivation for the present research derives from two
aspects: teaching experience and the literature reading.

Long years of English teaching experience at a college enable me to observe
the 12 learning process of the Chinese English learners in the classroom. Both
these teaching experiences and further reading of the literature on 1.2 vocabulary
research have indicated the importance of vocabulary in second language learning
and the necessity for carrying out further research on the development of 1.2 word

knowledge in classroom settings.

1. 1. 1 Importance of vocabulary in L2 learning

It is widely acknowledged that vocabulary plays a crucial role in language
learning. Both language learners and researchers consider vocabulary as an im-
portant component, if not the most important one in language learning, and many
of the difficulties that learners face in their receptive or productive language use
result from an inadequate vocabulary ( Nation, 1990). When explaining why he

has constant interest in the research of 12 vocabulary learning and teaching,
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McCarthy (1990, p. viii) notes that “No maiter how well the student learns gram-
mar, no matter how successfully the sounds of 1.2 are mastered, without words to
express a wider range of meanings, communication in an [2 just cannot happen
in any meaningful way”.

English learners’ performance on vocabulary has a close relationship with
their performance on reading, listening comprehension and other forms of lan-
guage proficiency tests ( Nation & Meara, 2008 ). Especially in reading tests, vo-
cabulary has been found to be the most important predictor ( Nation & Coady,
1988).

In her study on the correlation between vocabulary size and reading compre-
hension in the case of Arabic learners of English, Laufer (1992) has found that
subjects’ scores on the two vocabulary size tests and their reading comprehension
scores on two standardized tests correlate highly. Laufer (1992) also suggests that
the 3000 word level is a basic threshold for reading ability in English. Schmiit
(2000) holds that a size of 5, 000 word families should enable learners to read
authentic 1.2 texts and infer meaning of many of the novel words from context,
while Nation and Beglar (2007 ) argue that in order to accomplish a series of
tasks like reading authentic literary works, learners need to have a vocabulary of
around 8 ,000 word families. All these suggestions underline the fact that vocabu-
lary size and reading ability are closely related in 1.2 learning.

Research on L2 vocabulary also shows that not only vocabulary size, but also
the quality of vocabulary knowledge correlates with reading comprehension. The
study of Nassaji (2004 ) indicates a significant correlation between depth of vo-
cabulary knowledge and the degree and type of strategy use and success in read-
ing comprehension activity. Qian (1999, 2002) has investigated the roles of
breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge in reading comprehension in academic
settings and found that dimension of vocabulary depth is as important as the di-
mension of vocabulary size in predicting performance on academic reading, and
he thus argues for the recognition of the importance of improving depth of vocabu-

lary knowledge in learners’ ESL learning processes.
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Apart from reading, 12 vocabulary is evidently related to other language
skills such as writing. Raimes (as cited in Nation, 1990, p.147) stresses the
need for an adequate vocabulary if learners are going to generate, develop, and
present ideas in their writing. Schmitt (2000) points out that though many teach-
ers focus on grammatical rules in teaching writing, it seems that lexis may be the
element requiring more attention, as lexical errors tend to impede comprehension
more than grammatical errors and lexical errors tend to be relatively frequent.
Analysis of the English writings produced by adult learners reveals that a large
proportion of errors observed are lexical errors (e. g. He, 2009 ). Whitley
(2004, p.163) emphasizes that it is lexicon—words and their meanings—where
learner’ s errors are most numerous and also most disruptive and irritating to LI
readers. Therefore, it makes sense for us to believe that “adequate knowledge of

words is a prerequisite for effective language use” (Read, 2000, p.83).

1. 1.2 Research of L2 vocabulary acquisition and major findings

Because of the crucial part of vocabulary in L2 learning, vocabulary acquisi-
tion has attracted great attention in ESL research in recent years. Consequently,
a clearer and more comprehensive understanding of the role vocabulary plays in
L2 learning and how L2 vocabulary is acquired has been achieved. Related litera-
ture reveals that researchers approach 12 vocabulary mainly from the following
angles; (1) methods to count “words” in certain texts; (2) the different dimen-
sions of vocabulary knowledge; (3) ways to measure vocabulary size and depth;
(4) the relationship between vocabulary and the development of language skills,
such as reading, listening, speaking and writing; (5) the model and pattern of
[.2 vocabulary acquisition and the representation of word knowledge in the mental
lexicon. Some of the major findings resulting from such research by now might be
summarized as follows: (1) The number of words that a learner knows is closely
related to his language skills; (2) Word knowledge contains different dimensions
and indicates different degrees, rather than implies a dichotomous known/

unknown matter; (3) Acquisition of a word is by nature an incremental process



