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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Overview

According to Nagy, Herman, and Anderson (1985), reading and listening can

both be feasible sources for vocabulary acquisition. For years, an abundance of

empirical studies (Elley, 1991; Hafiz & Tudor, 1989; Lao & Krashen, 2000; Mason &

Krashen, 1997) have lent support to the effects of reading on promoting reading

competence, vocabulary size, and learning motivation. Compared with learning from

reading, however, the effect of aural input on vocabulary learning has received far less

attention (Hunt & Beglar, 2002). Although many researchers confirm that reading

stories aloud to children leads to considerable vocabulary growth (Brett et al., 1996;

Elley, 1989; Robbins & Ehri, 1994), few of them provide a theoretical framework to

explain the effects of aural input on vocabulary learning or extend this research to

subjects of different ages or proficiency levels. Moreover, while both sources of

reading and listening are frequently applied in real teaching settings for promoting

vocabulary size, limited studies have compared these two types of input for their

contribution in vocabulary learning and retention. To offer a background of the

present study, relevant theories and empirical studies concerning these two input

sources are first reviewed in this chapter. Next, research about the implementation of

these two input sources through different genres will be included as reference for the

experimental design of this study and for comparison as well.

Learning Vocabulary From Reading

The Importance of Reading in Vocabulary Learning

Reading has long been recognized as the major source of vocabulary acquisition.

According to Nagy et al. (1985), extensive reading contributes to an estimated amount
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of one third of a child’s annual vocabulary growth. Similar claims can be found in

Krashen’s(1989) study that vocabulary is mostly acquired by comprehensible input in

the form of reading and that the amount of reading functions as a good predictor

of reading and spelling competence as well as one’s vocabulary size. This belief of 

learning vocabulary through reading is also prevalent among EFL learners. For

example, in both Gu and Johnson’s (1996) and Wang’s (2004)studies, EFL Chinese

learners with higher proficiency level believe in learning vocabulary through natural

exposure to reading materials instead of through rote memorization. The belief in the

power of reading is also reflected in many extensive reading programs for nonnative

learners as to be described in the following section.

Empirical Studies of Learning From Reading

Many studies have confirmed the effect of extensive reading on vocabulary

growth. In a Reading and English Acquisition Program (REAP) in Singapore

designed by Elley (1991), subjects were provided with a range of interesting books,

book-sharing activities and guidance in reading and writing. One year later, students

in REAP revealed greater growth in vocabulary, writing, and reading comprehension

than the control group, which received only traditional instruction and activities.

Another study conducted by Lao and Krashen (2000) also obtained similar results.

Subjects in the extensive reading program were required to read six literary books in

one semester accompanied with in-class discussion once a week, follow-up writing

assignments, and explicit instruction on reading strategies. At the end of the reading

program, the subjects made significant gains in reading rate and vocabulary growth

with an estimated vocabulary gain of 3000 words within a semester. In contrast,

students in the control group, who received traditional instruction of four language

skills, only made a modest gain of 500 words. As the researchers suggested, the
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substantial improvement of the experimental group is possibly ascribed to the power

of extensive reading as well as students’ interest in literary works.

Although positive effects of vocabulary learning from reading is widely observed,

there have been increasing studies against reading as the major source of vocabulary

learning. They argue that learning vocabulary from reading does occur but vocabulary

gained from reading is only modest (Laufer, 2003; Waring & Takaki, 2003). To verify

this issue, Waring and Takaki (2003) conducted an experimental study involving 15

intermediate-level Japanese students to examine how much vocabulary learners could

actually learn and retain from reading a graded reader A Little Prince. Results showed

that only some words could be learned from reading a graded reader and less than

50% of the learned words were retained after three months. In contrast to the

substantial vocabulary gains in Elley’s (1991) andLao and Krashen’s (2000) studies,

the small vocabulary growth in Waring and Takaki’s (2003), as suggested by the

researchers themselves, might be attributed to the limitation of short-term exposure to

reading and inadequate encounters with the target words. However, if long term of

reading exposure is required for obvious vocabulary gains, then only students of

determination and perseverance can persist in the long process of learning and benefit

from it. Besides, most studies of extensive reading, including the two reviewed above,

incorporated literary works to raise learning motivation. The affective effect was

confirmed in the findings of substantial improvement in students’learning attitude

and autonomy. This effort makes it inappropriate to ascribe the significant vocabulary

growth exclusively to the power of extensive reading regardless of the influence of

material selection and promoted motivation. Moreover, subjects in Elley’s (1991) 

andLao and Krashen’s (2000) studies were not only presented with the written input

of the reading texts but given writing assignments and in-class discussions. Thus, it is

questionable to assign all the vocabulary growth to the effect of silent reading.
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A stronger opposition to the role of reading can be observed in Laufer (2003),

where several experiments were conducted to compare the effect of vocabulary

learning from reading with that of learning from productive word-focused tasks. In the

first experiment, while the reading group saw the target words in context with

marginal glosses, the sentence making group was presented with the target words and

their meanings without the context and focused on how to use them in sentences. In

the immediate posttest and a delayed posttest two weeks later, the sentence making

group scored significantly higher than the reading group. As for the second

experiment, subjects in the composition group, who were required to write a

composition with the 10 target words, recalled significantly more word meanings than

the reading group. As Laufer(2003) suggested in this study, “if a word is practiced in 

a productive word-focused task, its meaning has a better chance to be remembered

than if the word is encountered in a text.”

As a whole, learning vocabulary from reading is supported when long time of

exposure is prescribed but challenged for its limited contribution to retention if the

target words are not encountered repeatedly through a long-term reading program.

Besides, since many extensive reading programs have been intermingled with oral or

writing activities, the sheer effect of silent reading is still unclear. Therefore, whether

silent reading without the assistance of extra activities contributes to satisfactory

vocabulary gains and retention was examined in the current study.

Learning Vocabulary From Listening

Many scholars propose that listening is another effective source for vocabulary

learning (Brett et al., 1996; Elley, 1989; Penno, Wilkinson, & Moore, 2002; Robbins

& Ehri, 1994). Henderson’s (2001) study even indicates that listening to stories read

aloud produced a much greater vocabulary gain than silent reading only. Although the
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contribution of listening to vocabulary acquisition has been recognized by scholars,

few studies went further to verify the facilitating effects of this learning source.

Besides, previous studies on learning vocabulary from listening were mainly confined

to L1 children and to stories as materials; similar research on nonnative learners with

materials of different genres is still limited. This gap in research arouses our interest

to conduct this study. In the following, relevant theories and empirical studies

concerning vocabulary learning through listening will be reviewed.

Theories Supporting the Effect of Aural Input on Language Learning

The supply of aural input has long been recognized as effective in facilitating

vocabulary learning. According to Krashen’s (1989) Input Hypothesis,

comprehensible input, both aural and written, results in more language acquisition

including vocabulary development.

Theories from the psychological field also partially support the importance of

aural input in language learning. According to Conrad (1964), linguistic material,

whether presented auditorially or visually, has to be retained in speech form in

memory to be recalled afterwards. When the material is presented in textual input, it

has to be transformed into a speech-like form first to be retained in memory, a process

known as phonological recoding. Based on this theory, it is suggested that the basic

code involved in the store for language is phonological. More evidence about the

nature of linguistic codes in the memory is supported by “the acoustic similarity

effect”(Baddeley, 1992), which indicates that

The immediate ordered recall of item is poorer when they are similar in sound.

Hearing and repeating dissimilar words such as “pit, day, cow, pen, pig,” is 

easier than a phonologically similar sequence such as “man, cap, can, map,

mad.” This phenomenon is assumed to occur because the basic code involved in
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the store is phonological. Similarity of meaning does not have this effect,

suggesting that this subsystem does not reflect semantic coding.

The above theories suggest that acquiring phonological representations of the

new words is essential if the words are to be stored and retained in memory. If only

written input is provided as in silent reading process, learners who are not in the habit

of transferring orthographic forms into corresponding phonological representations or

have difficulty doing it might have problem retaining the newly-acquired words.

According to Akamatsu (2003), L2 learners with a nonalphabetic L1 background,

such as Chinese and Japanese, tend to “pay little attention to the intraword

components and use whole-word processing when reading”under the influence of

their first language processing. In this case, these learners may unconsciously perceive

less phonological information of the new words to help retain them in memory.

Therefore, for L2 learners with a nonalphabetic L1 background, additional supply of

aural input is of particular importance to facilitate learning and retaining vocabulary.

The theories and studies reviewed above only confirmed the importance of

acquiring the sound of a word in language learning; they did not argue for superiority

of learning vocabulary from listening without textual support. The advantage of

learning vocabulary from listening was only supported in empirical studies as

reviewed in the following.

Empirical Studies of Learning Vocabulary From Listening

Many empirical studies have recognized the effectiveness of learning vocabulary

from listening to stories. In Elley’s (1989) study, seven and eight-year-old children

listened to the same stories read aloud for three times over a period of seven days

demonstrated some gain in identifying the correct meanings of target words on a

multiple-choice test one week after the last reading aloud. This gain increased even

more significantly when the meanings of the target words were provided for them.
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Therefore, Elley (1989) claimed that “oral story reading functions as a significant 

source of vocabulary acquisition, whether or not the reading is accompanied by

teacher explanation of word meanings.” A delayed posttest after three months even

showed that vocabulary learning from this source was relatively permanent, with only

2-3 percent of the acquired words forgotten during the three-month delay.

Many later studies have also confirmed the effectiveness of learning vocabulary

from listening (Brett et al., 1996; Penno et al., 2002; Robbins & Ehri, 1994). In

Robbins and Ehri’s (1994) study, 33 nonreading kindergartners were examined for the

possibility of acquiring vocabulary from storybook reading without explicit

explanation of the unknown words. Materials of the experiment were two stories, each

containing 11 target words. The participants were randomly divided into two groups.

One group was treated with the first story while the other the second story, but both

groups were tested with target words from both stories. Analysis of the performance

of the two groups both indicated that children revealed significantly more knowledge

on the target words in the story read aloud to them than on the target words in the

other story which they had no access to. This study confirmed the effect of learning

vocabulary from story reading. Nevertheless, no attempt was made to assess the

retention of the acquired words or explore the reasons for the effect of reading stories

aloud on vocabulary acquisition.

The effect of learning vocabulary by listening to stories was also supported by

Penno et al.’s (2002) study. Participants of this study were 5- to 8-year old children,

who were assigned to listen to stories either with or without explanation of target

words. A pretest and a posttest in the form of multiple-choice vocabulary questions

and story-retelling task were conducted to measure both receptive and productive

vocabulary growth. Results indicated that children could acquire new vocabulary from

listening to stories with or without word explanation. However, those who received
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explanations scored significantly higher in both the vocabulary test and retelling task.

Similar results were also observed in Brett et al.’s (1996) study, in which subjects

listening to stories with word explanation made greater vocabulary gains and retained

the acquired words better six weeks later than those who listened to stories without

explanations.

In sum, all the studies reviewed above have confirmed the effectiveness of

learning vocabulary from listening particularly when the unknown words are briefly

explained.

Listening to Stories as a Motivating Activity

According to Henderson (2001), the critical factor contributing to the success of

a listening treatment over silent reading is the interest level of reading aloud, which in

turn promotes learners’motivation and then induces better performance. Hedge (1994)

also suggested in his promotion of using graded readers that learners benefit much

from listening to the teacher reading parts of the story aloud or to a storybook cassette,

in which the dramatic intonation draws learners’attention and involves them in a

focused and highly-motivated learning atmosphere.

Although previous research seems to claim higher motivation aroused by

listening than by silent reading, few studies so far have taken steps to measure

students’motivation resulting from different input treatments and inspect its

correlation with learning outcomes. Therefore, this study attempts to clarify if the

factor of motivation indeed accounts for the success of learning from listening.

Comparison Between Reading and Listening Exposure

Although there has been abundant research supporting the effect of learning

vocabulary from listening and from reading, few studies have compared these two

learning sources. One available study that made such a comparison was conducted by
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Henderson (2001). In his study, 17 third-graders were involved and assigned to listen

to two stories and read another two silently per week during a month, with a total of

16 stories in the whole experiment. Each story was repeated twice during a week with

brief discussion on the content but none of the target words were instructed explicitly.

A pretest and a posttest were administered respectively in the beginning and at the end

of every week to measure vocabulary gains. Four weeks later, analysis of the scores

for pretests and posttests indicated that students learned a significant amount of

vocabulary through both methods. However, a much greater gain was observed from

the group of listening to stories read aloud (with an average of 16 new words gained

during the experiment) while the silent reading group only acquired six news words

on average. Potential explanation for this result provided by the researcher was that

reading stories aloud to children creates a highly-motivated learning atmosphere. The

interest level of the activity and persistent attention of the children contribute to the

great gain on vocabulary acquisition and further lead to positive attitude toward

language learning. The effect of reading aloud over silent reading was also confirmed

in Stahl, Richeck, and Vandevier’s report on a study (1991, cited in Brabham &

Lynch-Brown, 2002), which shows that students could learn more vocabulary from

listening to stories read aloud than from reading the text silently by themselves.

The effects of different input modalities were also examined in several studies

concerning word recall (Vallar & Papagno, 1986; Watkins & Watkins, 1973). In

Watkins and Watkins’(1973) study, 16 undergraduate students were presented with

both auditory and visual word lists in a counterbalanced design and then required to

recall the words in each list in serial order. Results showed that the auditory word lists

were recalled significantly better than those presented visually. The finding was

consistent with the better performance of the listening treatment over the silent

reading in Henderson’s (2001) study. A similar design was found in Vallar and
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Papagno’s (1973) study, in which 16 subjects were treated with word lists presented

visually and auditorily and then tested with either free recall or recall from end.

Different from the results in Watkins and Watkins (1973), however, the modality

effect did not reach the level of significance though the auditory word lists were

recalled slightly better than the visual lists. While the issue of whether modality effect

reaches the significant level remains, one thing worth attention is that the above two

studies examined the effect of modality on word recall for native speakers instead of

vocabulary learning for second language learners.

Baddeley, Papagno, and Vallar (1988) studied nonword learning under two

different modalities of visual and auditory presentation. In the study, 14 subjects, who

were native speakers of Italian, were presented with 8 word pairs consisting of an

Italian word and a nonword derived from Russian. Subjects were required to recall the

8 nonwords while given the Italian words as stimuli. Results showed that subjects

recalled the nonwords better when they were presented visually than when they were

presented auditorily. As Baddeley et al. (1988) indicated, this experiment resembled

the condition of L2 vocabulary learning and deserved further investigation. They even

inferred that L2 learners benefited more from the visual presentation since both a

phonological and a visual encoding of the words were allowed when words were

presented visually. This finding of superiority for visual presentation contradicts with

the result of Henderson’s (2001) study, in which children learned more words from

listening to stories than from silent reading. A possible explanation for this

discrepancy is that subjects in Henderson’s (2001) study learned L1 vocabulary while

those in Baddeley et al.’s (1988) study learned nonwords derived from a foreign

language and may need more support from visual presentation.

To clarify whether L2 learners learn vocabulary better from visual or from

auditory input, Cheng (2006) conducted an experiment with two groups: learning
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vocabulary from listening to a story and learning vocabulary from reading the story

silently. Subjects of this study were two classes of tenth-grade students in Taiwan,

who were assigned to different treatments of reading and listening. A pretest and a

posttest were administered before and after the experimental treatment to measure

vocabulary gains. Besides, a delayed posttest was given one week later for rate of

retention. Results showed that both the reading and listening groups learned

significantly more words in the immediate posttest compared with their scores in the

pretest, which suggests that both reading and listening function as feasible sources for

vocabulary learning. However, the listening group learned slightly less vocabulary

immediately after the treatment than the reading group but retained significantly more

target words in the delayed posttest. The calculation of retention rates even showed

that the listening group revealed much better retention (about 89% of the learned

words) than the reading group (about 43% of the learned words). Therefore, learning

vocabulary from listening is confirmed to be possible for EFL learners and of great

importance in facilitating retention of the learned words. This finding corresponded

not only to the results in Henderson’s (2001) study but also to the claim in Elley’s

(1989) study that vocabulary learning from this source was relatively permanent.

However, the inferior performance of the reading group, particularly the sharp decay

of the learned words, contradicts with the strong support for visual presentation in

Baddeley et al.’s (1988) study. One possible explanation is that Baddeley et al.’s

(1988) study only examined the effect of different modalities on vocabulary learning

instead of on retention, which might be a fatal shortage for the visual modality as

suggested by Waring and Takaki (2003). In view of this, whether L2 learners benefit

more from visual or auditory presentation in terms of vocabulary learning and

retention requires more research.
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Learning Vocabulary With Exposure to Both Written and Aural Input

Since both reading and listening can be effective sources for vocabulary learning,

learning vocabulary through exposure to both written and aural input should

theoretically generate the most vocabulary gains. This assumption could gain support

from the dual coding theory (Paivio, 1986) and multimedia learning theory (Mayer &

Sims, 1994), but may be challenged by the cognitive load theory (Kalyuga, Chandler,

& Sweller, 2004). The following section will review each of these theories

accompanied with relevant studies on vocabulary learning. Other empirical studies

comparing the effects of both types of input with any single input will also be

provided.

Dual Coding Theory

The dual coding theory (DCT) proposed by Paivio (1986) is a cognitive model

that attempts to explain how information is processed in mind and lays equal

emphasis on verbal and nonverbal processing. According to this theory, there are two

cognitive subsystems: one for processing nonverbal objects such as imagery, and the

other dealing with verbal messages as language. When this theory is applied to the

reading process, both written and spoken words are considered verbal messages

processed separately through visual encodings and auditory-motor encodings (Sadoski,

2005; Sadoski, Paivio, & Goetz, 1991). As Sadoski (2005) suggested, “connecting

newly learned written forms to already learned speech forms is typical in learning to

read.”With regard to vocabulary learning, DCT also proposes that combining visual

and auditory representations of the words (i.e. verbal processing) as well as referent

images (i.e. nonverbal processing) contributes to effective vocabulary learning. For

example, in Arlin, Scott, and Webster’s (1978-1979, citied in Sadoski, 2005) study,

kindergartners presented with words accompanied either with pictures or their oral

pronunciations outperformed those presented with words alone. The result was
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claimed to be consistent with the DCT principle by Sadoski (2005). Therefore,

concerning the experimental design in the current study, it is inferred that the dual

coding theory may favor learning vocabulary with exposure to written and aural input

altogether.

Multimedia Learning Theory

According to Mayer and Sims (1994), multimedia learning refers to the learning

in which two or more learning formats, i.e. more than one sense modalities such as

visual and verbal processing, are involved to help construct knowledge. Mayer and

Sims (1994) also proposed a dual-coding theory of multimedia learning, which

comprises three main processes: verbal encoding, visual encoding, and referential

connections between the verbal and visual representations. As the theory suggests,

when verbal and visual materials are presented simultaneously, students may learn

better by building referential connections between the verbal and visual

representations in mind. When the concept of multimedia learning was applied to

vocabulary learning as in Dubois and Vial’s (2000) study, it was suggested that

simultaneous presentation of visual, textual, and auditory information ensured better

learning when the different sources of information were well interrelated.

Theory of Working Memory

According to Baddeley (2003), the three-component model of working memory

comprises a central executive and two subsidiary storage systems, the phonological

loop and the visuospatial sketchpad. The central executive is a control system

mediating the operation of the two subsidiary systems. The visuospatial sketchpad is

responsible for temporarily storing and manipulating visual or spatial representations,

such as retaining color, shape, and location of an object or forming visuospatial

representations from reading a visually descriptive passage. The phonological loop,

on the other hand, is specialized for verbal messages and, as Baddeley (1992)



20

indicated, consists of “a phonological store, which holds information in phonological 

form, and a rehearsal process, which serves to maintain decaying representations in

the phonological store.” The researchers (Baddeley, 1992; Baddeley, Gathercole, &

Papagno, 1998) even suggested that the phonological loop is meant for storing

unfamiliar sounds through subvocal repetition for more permanent memory to be

constructed and thus recognized as a device for new words learning. This immediate

memory span is limited in capacity (Baddeley, 2003). When the number of verbal

items to be processed increases, the first item entering this store will fade away before

it can be rehearsed. Besides the auditory input, visual materials like written texts can

also gain access to the phonological store through the rehearsal process. Baddeley

(2003) indicated that auditory input has a direct obligatory access to the phonological

store while written words can optionally be converted into phonological codes

through subvocalization.

The importance of the phonological loop in vocabulary learning has been

confirmed in Baddeley et al.’s (1988) study. In this study, a patient with a selective

impairment of auditory memory span failed to recall any single word-nonword pair

immediately after the word pairs were presented auditorily. In contrast, the control

subjects with no impairment in brain could recall the pairs successful. However, when

the word pairs were presented visually to the patient and the control subjects, both of

them revealed better performance in word recall. Baddeley et al. (1988) explained in

the study that the visual presentation may allow both a phonological and a visual

encoding of the material to enhance learning. This claim corresponds to the

assumption that visual input can also gain access to the phonological loop to be

rehearsed and retained. While auditory and visual input each can contribute to

vocabulary learning as reported in studies embracing the working memory theory,
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whether a combination of both input sources will guarantee a better result is not

explicated in the theory.

Cognitive Load Theory

According to Kalyuga et al. (2004), working memory can be overloaded if

excessive amount of new information is to be processed simultaneously. Thus, if a

learner can learn well from one single source of information, providing him or her

with extra sources that simply repeat the same content in different modalities may

cause cognitive overload and inhibit effective learning, a phenomenon termed as

redundancy effect. Some empirical studies of this aspect demonstrated that concurrent

written and spoken presentations of the identical material yielded inferior learning

outcomes compared with the written or spoken text alone (Kalyuga et al., 1999, 2004).

This finding, however, seems to contradict the viewpoint of the multimedia learning

and the dual coding theory, which suggest that the combination of the written and

auditory input may lead to better learning results. Kalyuga et al. (2004) explained that

the inconsistent results yielded by studies supporting different theories could be

ascribed to their different experimental designs. The cognitive overload and

redundancy effect do not necessarily occur but depend on the expertise of the learners

and the length and complexity of the material. A long text with abundant information

may cause cognitive overload when presented both visually and auditorily while a

short and simple text with concurrent visual and auditory presentations may not.

Likewise, additional supply of auditory presentation may be redundant for advanced

learners and inhibited their learning but essential for novice learners. The findings

listed above, however, were based on experiments with native speakers learning

specialized knowledge in their native languages. Whether the redundancy effect

occurs in cases of second language learning deserves investigation.
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Attention and Memory

Level of attention devoted to a learning task has been commonly believed to

influence later recall. As Jacoby, Toth, and Yonelinas (1993) suggested, high attention

is required if the learned information is to be recollected in a recall or recognition test.

In their experiment, subjects in the full-attention condition recalled much better than

those in the divided-attention condition. In a multiple-source learning condition,

learners may have to split their attention to distinct sources of information and

integrate them mentally, which is termed as the split-attention effect in Yeung, Jin,

and Sweller (1998). According to Kalyuga et al. (2004), split-attention to multiple

sources may result in none of the input source being processed adequately. But it

remains debatable that multiple sources of information will result in split-attention

and consequently poorer learning than full attention to one single source in terms of

establishing a long-term memory trace for better recall. In fact, the concept of

selective attention suggests that individuals may pay more, or even undivided,

attention to some input over the other in a given moment when multiple types of input

are presented simultaneously (Beneli, 1997; Hsueh, 2005). For example, when

provided with both written and aural input in vocabulary learning, learners may attend

to one input more than the other or even to one input only, making it difficult to

decide what type or level of attention is in play when more than one source of input is

provided. The learning outcomes may thus be unpredictable. More empirical studies

are required to clarify the relationships among attention, multiple sources of input,

and long-term retention of learned words.

Other Empirical Studies of Learning Vocabulary From Both Types of Input

Several studies have confirmed the effect of learning vocabulary from reading

with the text read aloud (Lee, 2006; Lightbown, 1989, cited in Elley, 1991). In
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Lightbown’s (1989, cited in Elley, 1991) study, ESL children aging from 8 to 10 were

exposed to a long-term program of reading and listening with a variety of materials

such as stories, comic books, or nonfictional texts. Each day they read silently and

listened to the tape recordings of the texts for half an hour. Three years later, children

who received reading-listening treatment performed much better in the receptive

vocabulary tests than those in the control group, who were treated with ordinary

language learning activities. Moreover, learners’attitude toward language learning

was greatly improved under the reading-listening program based on a post-experiment

interview.

The effects of reading-listening treatment on promoting learning motivation were

also identified in Lee’s (2006) study. Elementary school students who read storybooks

with the support of teacher’s reading aloud in Lee’s (2006) study displayed positive

attitude toward the activity of reading aloud and reported in the questionnaire that

silent reading with aural support facilitated comprehension of the stories. However,

students who received reading and listening simultaneously did not yield significantly

better vocabulary gains over those in the silent reading group. This finding was

slightly different from the result in Lightbown’s (1989, cited in Elley, 1991) study,

indicating a need for further investigation into the effect of reading-plus-listening

treatment.

Another finding challenging the effect of reading-plus-listening treatment was

observed in Militante’s (2006) study, which indicated that subjects who listened to

stories without textual support revealed better attention than those with the text.

Militante (2006) explained that students with the text tended to focus more on the

illustrations of the book instead of the words, or as the researcher described, “often

flipped through the pages of the book during the reading”without turning the pages at

the appropriate time. In brief, the book seemed to be the source of distraction from the
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teacher’s presentation of the story. By contrast, the students who listened to the story

without the text displayed better attention since they had no book in hands to distract

their attention and could only rely on the teacher’s presentation to comprehend the

story. In this study, however, the effect of listening with or without a text on

vocabulary learning was not clear owing to the discrepancy that one experimental

group performed better with the text while the other group learned better without

textual support. Moreover, whether the text or the illustrations in the book was to

blame for the distraction from learning was unclear. Thus, further investigation into

the effect of story reading with textual support in comparison with auditory

presentation alone is needed.

To sum up, previous studies have identified strengths and weaknesses of

applying both types of input simultaneously but not yet reached a firm conclusion on

whether a combination of two input sources would ensure a better learning effect over

each single one. Therefore, the effect of learning vocabulary from both reading and

listening in comparison with learning simply from listening or from reading still

deserves further research.

The Effects of Genre Differences on Vocabulary Learning

Previous studies have confirmed the effectiveness of learning vocabulary from

listening (Brett et al., 1996; Elley, 1989; Henderson, 2001; Penno, et al., 2002;

Robbins & Ehri, 1994). However, most of these studies used stories as materials. Few

of them examined the potential of expository texts in the reading aloud activity or

compared the effects of different input treatments across various text types. The

exclusive use of stories as materials for reading aloud in previous studies has cast

doubt on whether learning vocabulary from listening is only effective with narrative

texts. Therefore, this study intends to inspect whether the effect of listening will
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sustain when materials of different genres are used and whether any text type favors a

specific input treatment. The following section reviews studies on the differences

between narrative and expository texts and distinct learning effects of these two text

types to serve as a basis for discussion of the effects of different genres on vocabulary

learning.

Comparison Between the Narrative Text and the Expository Text

Many studies have shown that narrative texts are easier to process and

comprehend than expository texts (DuBravac & Dalle, 2002; Tun, 1989; Zabrucky &

Moore, 1999). Learners receiving narratives answer questions and recall the text

better than those treated with expository texts. Concerning these differences between

the two text types, several explanations proposed in previous studies (Britton,

Graesser, Glynn, Hamilton, & Penland, 1983; Garner & Bochna, 2004; Saenz &

Fuchs, 2002; Tun, 1989) are summarized as follows.

According to Britton et al. (1983), narratives are easier to comprehend because

learners, especially children, are more frequently exposed to stories and are thus

familiar with its structure. Besides, the structure of the narrative text is rather

consistent and regular, involving basic elements as “a main character, a temporal and

spatial setting, a problem or issue faced by the characters, attempts to solve a problem,

and a solution,”usually termed as story grammar (Garner & Bochna, 2004). This

consistency in structure is believed to facilitate comprehension and memory of the

narrative text. Expository texts, by contrast, contain many different types of structures

and are thus more difficult for learners to anticipate what will come next. Another

explanation proposed by Tun (1989) indicated that expository texts, not containing as

many temporal and causal connections as narratives, are more difficult to process.

Moreover, according to Saenz and Fuchs (2002), expository texts with higher

conceptual density and less familiar ideas are inevitably of greater difficulty for
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readers. Narrative texts, on the other hand, are composed of language commonly

encountered in daily life and thus pose no challenge to learners. The above text

features may explain why learners generally reveal better comprehension and text

recall for narratives than for expository texts.

Empirical Studies on the Effects of Text Type on Vocabulary Learning

Narrative texts can facilitate not only comprehension but also vocabulary

learning more than the expository texts (Chao, 2003). In Chao’s (2003) study, 108

sophomore English majors in Taiwan were required to read either a narrative or an

expository text to examine the effect of text type on vocabulary learning and retention.

These two texts were of the same readability and contained the same 10 target words.

After the experiment, analysis of the scores for the vocabulary posttest and delayed

posttest indicated that students could learn and retain the target words better from the

narrative text than from the expository one. Chao (2003) attributed this difference in

vocabulary gains to such factors as learners’familiarity with the text structure, degree

of text coherence through appropriate connectors, and different level of processing

induced by these two text types. The first two factors had been elaborated in the

previous section. As for the difference in text processing, Chao (2003) explained that

narrative texts, according to Graesser and Goodman (1985, cited in Chao, 2003), help

readers elicit more inferences and activate knowledge of all types to facilitate

comprehension and integration of the whole text. This deeper processing leads to

better comprehension and in turn prompts acquisition of new words in the text.

Lehto and Anttila (2003) examined the effects of text types, with the language

input switched from reading to listening. Similar to Chao’s (2003) study, Letho and

Anttila (2003) also suggested that oral presentation of the expository texts was

comparatively more difficult to understand than the narrative ones. Although this

study made no attempts to examine the effects of text type on vocabulary learning, it
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has at least supported the claim that learners learn better from narratives than from

expository texts regardless of the mode of language input.

The current thesis, however, intends not only to investigate the impacts of

different text types on vocabulary learning but also to examine the interaction

between the factors of text types and different input treatments. Whether the

effectiveness of different input treatments will vary with different text types is the

main concern of the present study.
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