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Abstract 

Using web-enhanced lexical instruction based on the Academic 

Word List in an EFL course, we explored the effects of an 

eight-week vocabulary intervention (Coxhead, 2000) on the 

development of twenty-five EFL learners’ lexical and writing 

abilities. Three instructional features were included: (a) explicit 

academic vocabulary lessons (wordlists, weekly lecture notes and 

reading) plus concordancing practice, (b) online quizzes, and (c) 

pair writing and individual lexical logs. Measurement included a 

vocabulary size test and depth test plus a timed writing task 

administered before and after the instruction; four weeks after the 

instruction, the writing task and a questionnaire were given. The 

results indicate that the learners increased their lexical depth but 

not the size after the instruction. In the Lexical Frequency Profile 

analyses of the writing tasks, the learners used more academic 

words accurately in post-instructional writing compared with their 

entry level. Positive correlations were found between the learners’ 

post-instructional lexical and writing performances. We believe 

that web-enhanced lexical instruction is promising in expanding 

learners’ academic productive vocabulary. With advancement in 

academic vocabulary in writing, EFL learners’ academic literacy 

can be promoted so that they can fully participate in the academic 

community later.  

 

Key words: Academic Word List, web-enhanced lexical 

instruction, productive vocabulary  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Productive vocabulary capacity has been recognized as one 

crucial element of L2 writing as it accounts for the greatest variations in 

writing performances (Astika, 1993; Lee & Munice, 2006). Constrained 

by their limited vocabulary repertoire, quite a few EFL learners appear 

to be severely impeded by paying too much attention to word choice 

rather than the content and organization of their texts (Chao, 2003). 

Most previous research efforts on vocabulary learning have been 

devoted to incidental lexical learning (particularly useful for receptive 

vocabulary) through reading tasks. It is evident that incidental lexical 

learning in reading can hardly help efficient expansion of L2 productive 

vocabulary (Lee & Munice, 2006; Lee, 2003). The value of explicit 

lexical instruction for L2 productive vocabulary learning deserves more 

attention (Hulstijn 2001; Nation, 2001). 

In this article, we examine the effects of web-enhanced lexical 

instruction on EFL college learners’ academic vocabulary and writing 

abilities. An online course platform was available to upload regular 

lecture notes and to create corpus-based links (concordancers, 

dictionaries) for learning the Academic Word List (AWL). The 

platform then served as a powerful resource center for in-class lexical 

instruction. In addition, explicit lexical instruction addressing form, 

meaning and usage of academic words was delivered in regular class 

with the hope of drawing the learners’ direct attention toward 

productive use of academic words in writing. Our instructional value 

is carefully measured by the interconnection between learners’ 

academic vocabulary and writing performance.  
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Explicit L2 Vocabulary Instruction for Writing 

Despite the interrelations between L2 lexical store and writing 

capabilities, the effects of explicit lexical instruction on enhancing L2 

writing performance have remained less investigated until very 

recently. Explicit lexical instruction regards L2 vocabulary as an 

individual target in language learning rather than a by-product of L2 

reading or listening training (Lee, 2003). Hulstijn (2001) defines 

explicit lexical instruction as drawing learners’ focal attention to 

lexical learning with useful learning strategies. Explicit lexical 

instruction may combine intentional learning by overt lexical lessons 

and incidental word learning in reading or listening tasks (Laufer & 

Hulstijn, 2001). Schmitt (2000) illustrated a number of useful 

principles for delivering explicit instruction: giving repeated exposure 

to target words and introducing various independent learning 

strategies.  

Three constructs proposed by Henriksen (1999) for vocabulary 

development have been widely cited to describe the complex nature of 

lexical learning. These constructs include: (a) partial to precise 

knowledge, (b) depth of knowledge, and (c) receptive to productive 

use ability (pp. 304-306). The partial to precise knowledge dimension 

mainly indicates the breadth or size of vocabulary knowledge; that is, 

how precise the lexemes are that learners have in their vocabulary 

repertoire. The second dimension, depth of knowledge, describes the 

complexity of vocabulary knowledge such as collocations, the 

constraints of word use, synonyms, etc. Finally, the operationalization 

of word knowledge is defined as using words receptively or 

productively (e.g., recognizing a word meaning; writing a sentence 

using the word).  
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Moreover, some lexical measures have been developed to reflect 

the three major constructs. The Vocabulary Level Test (VLT) for 

vocabulary size construct reflects receptive lexical knowledge by the 

matching exercises of target words with their corresponding meanings 

(Nation, 1990). The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) for 

vocabulary depth construct reflects controlled lexical production in 

the format of learners’ self-perceptions of a target word and their 

demonstrated abilities of explaining and using the word (Wesche & 

Paribakht, 1996). Last, the Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP) displays 

the ratio of general service words and academic words of free lexical 

production in writing (Laufer & Nation, 1995). These three measures 

were later adapted to better serve various purposes of vocabulary 

research. For instance, Schmitt, Schmitt, and Clapham (2001) created 

a new version of VLT, including the AWL items as one specific level 

of testing words. Joe (1998) developed an adapted version of VKS by 

including six options (adding one more to the original 5 options) for 

learners’ self-report of their lexical knowledge. With the extra option, 

learners can demonstrate their knowledge of English affixation rules 

in inferring word meaning. Morris and Cobb (2004) put the LFP 

program online (http://www.lextutor.ca) to provide worldwide access.  

Lee and Muncie (2006) evidenced the effects of explicit lexical 

instruction on 48 ESL learners’ productive vocabulary in writing. 

Forty-two target words were directly addressed by video and reading 

input, and subsequent explicit lexical teaching. One vocabulary test 

and an essay-writing test were used in their pretest, posttest, and 

delayed posttest. Results showed that learners’ productive vocabulary 

in writing had expanded after the experiment. However, Lee and 
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Muncie did not adequately describe the learners’ productive 

vocabulary in writing, and the relations between the learners’ lexical 

and writing abilities remained unclear. The researchers simply used a 

self-designed test to assess controlled productive vocabulary and the 

LFP to quantify word occurrences in free production. In addition, how 

the taught vocabulary was actually used in essays was 

under-investigated. Also, the relations between the learners’ lexical 

and writing abilities were unknown, as their writing was randomly 

rated by native-speaker teachers’ perceptions rather than by an 

analytical rating scale. By using more specific lexical and writing 

measures and running correlations between these two abilities, more 

details of ESL or EFL learners’ productive vocabulary in writing may 

be understood.  

Furthermore, the needs of advanced learners for academic 

vocabulary were not addressed in Lee and Muncie (2006). The 

benefits of lexical learning for academic writing, particularly for 

advanced learners, are still undetermined. For tertiary education, the 

Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000) has been recognized as one 

essential learning target for L2 learners to develop their academic 

literacy, as it contains high-frequency lexemes applicable to varied 

academic disciplines (Coxhead, 2000; Nation, 2001)
1
. As an updated 

version of the University Word List (developed by Xue & Nation, 

                                                 
1
 Yet, Hyland (2007) contends that a general academic vocabulary list is not useful 

at all given disciplinary variations. He argues that academic vocabulary should be 

compiled from discipline-specific corpora, and that context-specific instruction of 

academic words should be conducted to properly address various words used in 

diverse fields. However, for undergraduate learners, whose future academic pursuits 

may vary, the AWL can still serve as basic training in high-frequency academic 

words. 
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1984), the AWL has fewer words but higher occurrences across 

diverse disciplines, and may bring better learning returns to L2 

learners. With 570 word families, the AWL has around 10% 

occurrences of the total words in written academic discourse 

(Coxhead, 2000). There are ten sub-lists under the AWL. With an 

initial understanding of the academic word inventory, learners may 

polish their field-specific academic vocabulary later after they 

determine their own pursuits.   

 

Use of E-Referencing Tools to Enhance Effects of Explicit Lexical 

Instruction  

Web-enhanced lexical instruction may employ lexical teaching 

principles of providing repeated language input and autonomous 

learning with greater ease (O’Sullivan & Chambers, 2006). Utilizing 

corpora data to develop web concordances and dictionaries is one of 

the most popular practices for lexical learning, as these e-referencing 

tools empower learners to directly access rich and authentic lexical 

usage (Horst, Cobb & Nicolae, 2005; Yeh, Liou & Li, 2007). A 

concordancer allows learners to enter a key word or phrase in 

searching frequent collocates, and then it displays a list of sentence 

examples with discourse information. It is evidenced that using 

concordance enables some learners to acquire knowledge of 

collocation patterns and syntactical constraints (Chan & Liou, 2005), 

while combined use of the two tools (concordancers and dictionaries) 

enables learners to gain confidence in using newly learned words in 

writing, and to retain this productive knowledge longer (Horst, Cobb 

& Nicolae, 2005). Kaur and Hegelheimer (2005) analyzed two aspects 

of productive vocabulary: the accuracy rate of academic word usage 



  

Lin & Liou: Expanding EFL Productive Academic Vocabulary  

 

 101

in cloze and sentence-building tasks, and the degree of using the same 

set of target words in a take-home essay. In both tasks, the 

experimental group (n = 9), which was given both an online 

dictionary and concordancers, outperformed the control group (n = 9), 

which used an online dictionary. The experimental group was found to 

use the learned words more accurately in their writing. Similarly, Yeh 

et al. (2007) introduced a bilingual concordancer for nineteen EFL 

freshmen English majors in an English writing course. After a 

semester, the learners could correct over half of the lexical errors in 

their essays via the help of the concordancer, and they expressed 

positive attitudes toward concordancing.  

To ensure that learners are capable of concordancing, providing 

guidance and instructional materials may be required. O’Sullivan and 

Chambers (2006) delivered a concordancing training seminar for 

fourteen college learners who needed to write a 600-word essay in 

French. Three phases of corpus consultation were implemented by the 

use of a self-compiled corpus: preparation, skill-training seminar, and a 

hands-on correction session. The learners demonstrated a high accuracy 

rate, and expressed positive intentions toward future concordancing. 

Designing appropriate instructional units is also feasible to guide 

learning with e-referencing tools. Yeh et al. (2007) targeted 

collocational patterns for EFL college learners. They designed online 

synonym units with gap-filling tasks to see if the learners could acquire 

synonymous alternatives for overused adjectives. Together with the use 

of the online concordancer TANGO, the learners received the online 

instructional units for four weeks; the learning effects were evaluated 

via an essay, a translation test and a gap-filling test. The learners were 

found to use more accurate adjectives after the instruction.  
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In sum, two key principles for learning productive vocabulary 

effectively are suggested from the literature: delivering explicit lexical 

instruction with ample production practice, and equipping learners with 

powerful e-referencing tools (Coxhead, 2006; Fuente, 2006). Few 

studies, however, have explored the effects of explicit lexical lessons on 

expanding learners’ academic vocabulary for writing. Also, to what 

extent a lexical lesson with e-referencing tools can assist productive 

vocabulary learning remains unknown. This study aims to examine the 

effects of online lexical lessons on enlarging EFL learners’ academic 

vocabulary for writing. Three research questions were raised: 

1. To what extent do EFL college learners enlarge the size and 

depth of their academic vocabulary as shown in the tests 

after web-enhanced lexical instruction?  

2. To what extent do learners expand their academic 

vocabulary use in writing after online instruction?  

(1) Are there any lexical improvements in the essay test of 

Version 2 (immediate posttest) compared to that of 

Version 1 (pretest)? 

(2) Are there any lexical improvements in the essay test of 

Version 3 (delayed posttest) compared to that of Version 

1 (pretest)?  

(3) If there are some improvements in the learners’ academic 

vocabulary, to what extent does the learners’ overall 

writing quality advance due to lexical improvements?  

3. What are learners’ perceptions towards the usefulness of 

web-enhanced instruction in improving their academic 

vocabulary ability and writing quality? 
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METHOD 
 

Context and Participants of the Study 

In the present study, an online academic vocabulary syllabus 

was developed for twenty-five EFL third-year college learners in the 

in-class instruction. The students had Mandarin Chinese as their first 

language and English as their major field of study in a public 

university in Taiwan. They had had at least eight years of English 

instruction, including junior and senior high school and their first two 

years at university. The learners had taken required writing courses for 

two years in college to develop their writing skills and knowledge. 

These twenty-five learners were taking a required course, “Reading 

and Writing II,” with two periods per week (100 minutes). The course 

started with explicitly teaching the selected Academic Word List 

(Coxhead, 2000), continuing with integrated instruction in reading 

and writing.  

 

The Online Instructional Materials and Referencing Tools 

On the basis of eight out of ten of the AWL’s sublists, online 

instructional materials were constructed on a free course management 

system (MOODLE, http://formoosa.fl.nthu.edu.tw/moodle2). The 

content of our lexical syllabus was offered first with the most 

frequently used AWL words (from Sublist 1 to Sublist 8), so that the 

usefulness of these academic words could be maximized (Coxhead, 

2006). Several design principles were applied: explicit vocabulary 

lessons with dictionary information, reading texts with academic 

words highlighted, concordances for more examples and illustration, 

and pair writing that followed all instruction procedures for practice 

of productive vocabulary entries. The online lexical syllabus was 
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developed with three major features (See Figure 1): (a) explicit 

academic word lessons including weekly lecture notes; (b) online 

practice of academic words via quizzes, i.e. gap-filling and 

crosswords; and (c) student assignments. A textbook designed 

specifically for AWL learning (Huntley, 2006) was used as the main 

reading input.  

 

 
Figure 1 

The Overview of the Online Lexical Syllabus 

 

Some dynamic online tools were supplied, such as a web 

concordancer, the Cambridge Online Dictionary specifically for AWL 

learning, and the AWL Highlighter. A concordancer, TANGO 

(http://candle.fl.nthu.edu.tw/collocation), was adopted; it could display the 

deductive collocational patterns of keywords by frequency (See Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 

Outcome of the TANGO Concordances 

 

The Cambridge Online Dictionary provides specific meanings and 

usage for academic words. This helps the learners easily access proper 

lexical information. For the AWL Highlighter (http://www.nottingham. 

ac.uk/~alzsh3/acvocab/awlhighlighter.htm), the learners can enter a 

text and then choose a sublist to highlight academic words within the 

entered text (See Figure 3). This can direct learners’ attention to the 

academic words in discourse. 
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Figure 3 
The AWL Highlighter 

 
Teaching Procedures 

Eight sublists of the AWL were included as the instructional 

content. In the first class of eight weeks of vocabulary instruction, an 

orientation was given for the online materials and tools, the nature of 

the AWL, and tips for vocabulary learning. Thus, the learners could 

familiarize themselves with the e-referencing tools to facilitate their 

lexical learning in the coming lessons. For the following seven weeks, 

the teaching goal was to enable the learners to use academic words 

accurately in writing.  


