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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Background and Motivation

Vocabulary is commonly believed to be a core component in language learning

and correlate positively with one’s linguistic and academic performance (Laufer &

Nation, 1995; Morris & Cobb, 2004; Richards & Renandya, 2002). With extensive

vocabulary, learners can not only perform better in areas of reading, listening,

speaking, and writing, but also have easier access to extracurricular learning sources

and, most importantly, engage more successfully in pragmatic application of language

in real life. Owing to the importance of vocabulary in language learning, many efforts

have been dedicated to developing effective and efficient ways to facilitate vocabulary

learning.

It is generally believed that vocabulary is mostly acquired through reading.

According to Anderson, Wilson, and Fielding (1988, cited in Laufer, 2003), L1

learners of English show the largest vocabulary growth when exposed to large

amounts of reading materials during the primary and secondary school years. Studies

concerning L2 learners have also confirmed the effect of extensive reading on

vocabulary gains and reading proficiency (Elley & Mangubhai, 1983; Hafiz & Tudor,

1989; Lao & Krashen, 2000; Mason & Krashen, 1997).

However, several recent studies challenged the belief that reading is the major

source for vocabulary learning (Hunt & Beglar, 2005; Laufer, 2003; Waring & Takaki,

2003). Hunt and Beglar (2005), for instance, indicate that vocabulary growth from

extensive reading is not always satisfactory, with the retention of acquired words

ranging dramatically from 5% to 20% across studies. Similarly, some studies on

extensive reading programs implemented in Taiwan supported its effect on increasing
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reading proficiency and learning motivation (Kao, 2004; Lin, 2004) but not on

substantial vocabulary growth. Lu (2004) indicated that learning words in isolation

accompanied with Chinese translation yielded better vocabulary gains than incidental

learning from reading over seven weeks of experiment. Laufer (2003) also claimed

that direct vocabulary instruction with form-focused writing activities produced better

vocabulary gains and retention than learning vocabulary through reading. All of these

studies have suggested reading may not be the most effective source for vocabulary

learning and that the effect of learning vocabulary from reading compared with other

learning sources deserves further investigation.

Some researchers propose that listening to stories read aloud constitutes a

significant source of vocabulary learning (Brett, Rothlein, & Hurley, 1996; Elley,

1989; Robbins & Ehri, 1994). They indicate that reading stories aloud benefits

learners of different ages and proficiency levels for it may facilitate comprehension

through dramatic presentation, which can in turn enhance vocabulary acquisition.

Henderson (2001) even claimed that listening to stories read aloud produced greater

vocabulary growth than silent reading. This view presents a possible superiority of

aural input over written input in enhancing vocabulary learning. Despite increasing

interest in learning vocabulary from listening, previous studies on the effectiveness of

aural input in vocabulary learning mostly confined the material to narratives and

ascribed the success mainly to the interest level of the act of story telling. Therefore,

whether the facilitating effect of aural input on vocabulary learning persists when

texts of different genres are presented deserves further investigation. Besides, since

reading and listening each may contribute to vocabulary learning, whether a

combination of these two learning sources will outperform each single source

regardless of genre difference are worth exploring. It is also important to determine

how different kinds of input treatments impact motivation, attention, and anxiety in
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the learning process.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

This study aimed to investigate the effects of different input treatments on

vocabulary learning across two text genres: narrative and expository texts. A

three-treatment design (i.e. reading treatment, listening treatment, and a combination

of reading and listening treatments) was adopted to compare the learning outcomes

from different learning treatments. Detailed research questions to be examined in this

study are listed as follows:

1. Do students given different input treatments (i.e., reading, listening, and a

combination of reading and listening) learn vocabulary equally effectively?

2. Do students learning from reading, listening, and a combination of both perform

equally well in retaining the learned words one week after the treatment?

3. Do the effects of different input treatments on vocabulary learning vary with

different genres of materials?

Significance of the Study

Reading and listening have long been recognized as feasible sources for

vocabulary learning. However, few studies have compared the effects of these two

sources on vocabulary acquisition and retention. This study, therefore, attempts to

discover the roles of written input and aural input in vocabulary learning among EFL

learners. Findings of this study are expected to inform language teachers of

appropriate ways to incorporate different learning sources in their teaching.

Besides, while learning vocabulary from reading has been supported by

considerable empirical studies (Elley & Mangubhai, 1983; Hafiz & Tudor, 1989; Lao

& Krashen, 2000; Mason & Krashen, 1997), the effects of learning vocabulary from
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listening have not yet been substantially examined. Therefore, this study aimed to

examine how aural input can explain the success of vocabulary learning when interest

level of story telling, as suggested in Elley (1989) and Henderson (2001), is taken into

account in the analysis. The findings may help advance a theoretical foundation for

future research on the effect of aural input in language learning.

Definitions of Terms

Input

Input, as defined in Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied

Linguistics (Richards, Platt, & Platt, 1998), refers to “language which a learner hears

or receives and from which he or she can learn.”According to Krashen (1989),

learners have to be exposed to comprehensible input, either in the form of aural or

written, for language acquisition to occur, a theory termed as Input Hypothesis. In this

study, language input through either written or aural presentation to the learner will be

examined for their impact on vocabulary learning and retention.

Written Input and Aural Input

Written input, sometimes cited as visual input (Anderson, 2006; Hua, 2006), has

been widely used to represent the language input received from reading the written

text (Hillis, Newhart, Heidler, Barker, Herskovits, & Degaonkar, 2005; Krashen,

1989). In contrast, aural input refers to those coming from spoken language or oral

presentation of written texts processed by one’s ears (Anderson, 2006; Hillis et al.,

2005; Hua, 2006; Krashen, 1989). Similar to Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, Anderson

(2006) also proposed the combination of visual input and aural input for natural

acquisition to occur. In the present study, written input refers to those received from

the process of silent reading while aural input from listening.
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Genre/Text Type

According to Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, genre is defined as

“a particular type of art, writing, or music, which has certain features that all examples

of this type share.”In this study, the term genre refers only to the classification of

literary texts, similar to other terminology such as text type, text genre, or passage

type adopted in previous studies (Olson, 1985; Zabrucky & Moore, 1999; Zabrucky &

Ratner, 1992). Two text types, narrative and expository text, are to be examined in the

current study for their influence on vocabulary learning through different input

treatments.

Narrative Text

As Dubravac and Dalle (2002) suggest, “narrative texts include poems, short

stories, novels, or those whose main purpose is to entertain.”Although no precise

definition is found across studies, narrative texts are commonly believed to follow a

set of structural elements, termed as “story grammar,”typically consisting of a

temporal and spatial setting, a leading character with goals and problems to solve, a

conflict, sequences of events, and finally a resolution (Garner & Bochna, 2004; Koda,

2005; Saenz & Fuchs, 2002; Sanacore, 1991). Moreover, narrative texts are

cohesively organized by temporal and causal connections (Tun, 1989; Zabrucky &

Moore, 1999) and thus believed to be easier to comprehend and predict for readers.

Expository Text

Expository texts are materials intended to convey information and induce new

insights, such as textbooks, magazines, newspapers, encyclopedias, and trade books.

(Koda, 2005; Saenz & Fuchs, 2002). From the perspective of text analysis, expository

texts can be defined as a hierarchical representation of propositions or idea units,

evolving around a central concept (Koda, 2005; Tun, 1989). Although expository texts

are more unfamiliar and unpredictable than narrative texts (Zabrucky & Moore, 1999),
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learners can still be guided through the macrostructure of the exposition: a title

announcing the topic, an introduction, subheadings depicting central ideas about the

topic, well-organized paragraphs with related details developed accordingly, and a

summary accompanied by discussion questions or other complementary data as

graphs, charts or captions (Durkin, 1993; Sanacore, 1991).
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