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Chapter One 

Introduction 

Lexical development typically plays a crucial and determining role in second 

language learning (Nation, 1990; DeCarrico; 2001). Based on previous researchers’ 

findings (Gui, 1985; Meara and Jones, 1987; Shen, 2001), vocabulary was closely 

related to a learner’s overall competence and highly predictive of one’s entire 

language ability. The primary importance of vocabulary was noticed by learners, as 

reported in Cortazzi and Jin’s investigation (1996). Besides, intermediate and 

advanced learners of foreign languages indicate that impoverished vocabulary poses a 

serious problem in their pursuit of knowledge in their academic career, especially in 

the area of reading comprehension (Richards, 1980). Similar findings are revealed in 

Gorman’s investigation (1979) on advanced ESL learners at UCLA who report that 

inadequate vocabulary is the principal difficulty in academic reading. Therefore, the 

importance of vocabulary can never be underestimated and it deserves language 

learners’ due attention. 

With regard to the ways of learning novel lexical items, previous researchers and 

theorists have generally recognized the importance of reading for learners’ L2 

vocabulary acquisition (Day, Omura, & Hiramatsu, 1991; Dupuy & Krashen, 1993; 

Hulstijn, 1992; Hulstijn, Hollander, & Greidanus, 1996 ). Their studies have 
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repeatedly confirmed that a statistically considerable number of unfamiliar lexical 

items are incidentally acquired while learners are attempting to grasp the main ideas 

of the texts in reading. This incidental vocabulary learning, by definition, occurs when 

subjects incidentally derive and learn meanings of new words by reading under 

familiar reading circumstances (Swanborn & Glopper, 1999). It is deemed as the 

by-product of any activity not explicitly geared to vocabulary learning (Hulstijn, 

2001). Nagy and Herman (1987) and Krashen (1989) claim that a large proportion of 

learners’ vocabulary growth stems mainly from context while reading. This 

phenomenon, as expounded by Krashen (1989), can be attributed to the fact that the 

great amount of proficient or near native speakers’ vocabulary can never be gained 

explicitly by memorizing word lists or by consulting dictionaries. Among all sources 

of vocabulary learning, Nation (2001) contends that incidental vocabualry learning via 

guessing form context is the most important way. Likewise, Krashen and his 

colleagues have also recognized its enormous contribution to students’ lexical 

development and have been active in promoting its importance (Krashen, 1989; 

Dupuy & Krashen, 1993; Cho & Krashen, 1994).  

The reason that incidental vocabulary learning through reading has such a wide 

appeal and recognition can be explained by its advantages brought forward by 

previous researchers and scholars (Coady & Huckin, 1999; Nation, 2001). Coady and 
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Huckin (1999) maintains that incidental vocabulary learning is better than direct 

instruction because novel lexical items are contextualized, and learners are 

simultaneously engaged in both vocabulary acquisition and reading. In addition, the 

vocabulary learning process is more individualized and learner-based in incidental 

vocabulary learning for the words acquired are determined by students’ own selection 

of reading materials, which can further foster their learner autonomy. Nation (2001) 

claims that it can help learners learn new words and information and enrich old ones, 

improve grammatical knowledge and reading skills, and familiarize themselves with 

the text structure.  

Based on the aforementioned advantages and due to the assertion that a tremendous 

majority of vocabulary growth stems from incidental vocabulary learning (Nagy et al., 

1987; Sternberg, 1987), the researcher assumes that it can assist learners in better 

associating the word form with its meaning and feels a strong impulse to investigate 

participants’ incidental lexical development through reading. In particular, the 

researcher will place a premium on what influence learners’ cultural familiarity with 

the selected texts will have on their vocabulary gain and retention. Many factors, 

which can affect the success or failure of this vocabulary learning process, will also be 

addressed in the present study such as learners’ familiarity with the topic, their general 

reading proficiency, and comprehension of the articles. 
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1.1 Background and Motivation 

In the process of vocabulary development through reading, which Pulido (2004) 

refers to as a complicated process, giving unknown novel lexical input some notice is 

a significant step. Gass (1988) regards some level of noticing novel input features as 

an indispensable condition for learning new things — whether it is conscious or not, 

whether it involves focal or peripheral attention. Schmidt (1994) also contends that 

noticing or attention to the new material is an essential step for learning. Similarly, 

among the four basic assumptions concerning the “vocabulary through reading” 

hypothesis proposed by Laufer (2003), the noticing assumption, which denotes the 

fact that on the first encounter the reader is conscious of a gap and the lack of 

knowledge about a particular lexical item in his or her L2 system, is considered a 

prerequisite and stimulus for learners’ motive to derive the meaning of the word.  

When learners are engaged in incidental vocabulary learning through reading, the 

researcher wonders whether texts of distinct cultural familiarity will influence their 

level of noticing the unfamiliar words to different degrees and thus makes the 

following assumptions. He supposes that learners who process the text of higher 

cultural familiarity may have more background knowledge about the text message. 

They may tend to adopt top-down processing to achieve global comprehension of that 

particular passage and could easily grasp the gist. Because they could easily fulfill this 
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principal objective of reading this way, it is unnecessary for them to decipher the 

meaning of each word to construct the mental representation of the whole text and 

they consequently pay less attention to the outward manifestation of unknown lexical 

items. As a result, the first step of vocabulary learning “noticing” is not completed, let 

alone the acquisition of these unfamiliar words. On the contrary, learners who read 

texts of less cultural familiarity might not possess the same amount of prior 

information about the topic. Under this condition, they might resort to the bottom-up 

processing to interpret the text, which requires them to start from decoding the 

meanings of words to get a general picture of the passage. In this way, they would 

allot more attention to unfamiliar vocabulary, which, in turn, would increase the 

likelihood of vocabulary learning. To verify these assumptions, the researcher 

conducts the present study to explore the relationship between learners’ cultural 

familiarity with the texts and their incidental vocabulary gain and retention.   

Based on these assumptions, the selection of the reading materials is a critical 

determinant for the success of incidental vocabulary learning through reading, and 

past researchers hold different viewpoints on the effects texts of diverse degrees of 

cultural familiarity might have on learners’ lexical development. Hong (2005) 

concludes that students achieve better vocabulary gain and retention while reading in 

more familiar texts. However, other researchers (Hulstijn et al., 1996; Parry, 1997) 
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maintain that students who read mainly for the text comprehension might not allocate 

adequate attention to unfamiliar words. It is because that when learners can easily get 

a general picture of the content in a certain passage, they might not think it necessary 

to figure out the meaning of the target lexical items because they have accomplished 

the major goal of the task—achieving the global comprehension of the text. As a 

result, learners might tend to ignore or process those unfamiliar words at a superficial 

level because they do not consider them to be of great importance and relevance to the 

understanding of the reading passages (Craik & Lochart, 1972; Craik & Tulving, 

1975). This way, readers fail to give those target words their due attention and the first 

step of incidental vocabulary learning – noticing, is not fulfilled. According to the 

above discussion, it remains unsolved if language learners’ cultural familiarity with 

texts will facilitate or debilitate their incidental vocabulary acquisition. Regardless of 

the positive or negative effects readers’ cultural familiarity with texts will create, it 

certainly influences language learners’ “noticing” of the target lexical items to some 

extent and thus plays a crucial role in this vocabulary learning process. As a 

consequence, the investigation into this issue is worth more research and the 

researcher attempts to explore it in this study. 

From a different perspective, whether learners’ reading proficiency, and text 

comprehension can affect their vocabulary gain and retention are another few research 
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questions the researcher wants to explore. As for the effects of readers’ different 

proficiency levels on their vocabulary growth in both culturally familiar and less 

familiar passages, no consensus has been reached. Ellis (1995) suggests that 

high-proficient readers may not necessarily achieve better vocabulary gain and 

retention through reading for they possess higher reading proficiency, which may lead 

them to understand the texts quite more easily. With better text comprehension, they 

may not need to invest sufficient efforts on the decoding of unfamiliar words because 

the major goal of reading has been accomplished. With regard to the relationship 

between learners’ comprehension of specific passages and their lexical gain and 

retention, there are two opposite stances on this issue. One is that readers who gain 

better text comprehension have more cognitive resources gleaned from contextual 

information to facilitate the word inferencing process. The other is that the 

macroprocessing for the obtainment of text comprehension is not adequate for the 

complicated vocabulary acquisition process which requires more than 

microprocessing. However, these issues remain inconclusive and further explorations 

are required. 

 

1.2 Purpose of the Study 

Whether articles of more cultural familiarity can facilitate vocabulary learning 
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remains controversial and previous scholars hold different views toward this issue. 

Only a few researchers (Pulido, 2004; Hong, 2005) have delved into this field, but no 

one has explored the relationship between readers’ cultural familiarity with the articles 

and their vocabulary gain and retention among non-English-major college freshmen in 

Taiwan. Hence, the researcher intends to investigate whether non-English-major 

college freshmen in National Taiwan Normal University will pay more attention to 

unfamiliar words and consequently achieve greater vocabulary gain and retention in 

less familiar texts than in more familiar ones. 

In addition to the major goal described in the paragraph above, the researcher 

also wants to explore other relevant factors involved in the incidental vocabulary 

learning through reading, including learners’ reading proficiency, and text 

comprehension of assigned passages.  

In this study, the researcher will investigate whether college non-English majors’ 

vocabulary gain and retention, under the same dimension — culture, will be affected 

by different degrees of topic familiarity, participants’ general reading proficiency level, 

and text reading comprehension. Besides, the researcher hopes to draw some 

pedagogical implications for teachers’ selection of reading materials for students’ 

incidental vocabulary learning and to assess the necessity of enhancing their cultural 

familiarity with the target passages and of providing in advance the background 
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information of them. 

 

1.3 Working Definitions of Key Terms 

Numerous important terms and concepts, which were utilized to answer my 

research questions in this study, would be explained respectively in the following 

section. 

Topic familiarity. Subjects’ cultural familiarity with each topic was determined 

by means of a topic familiarity questionnaire. They filled out the questionnaire by 

giving a ranking to each topic from 1 to 5 with a view to evaluating their background 

knowledge about those selected texts. Their rankings of each article were later 

described in terms of the distribution of frequency from 1 to 5, which were compared 

to determine the cultural familiarity of each topic. This topic familiarity questionnaire 

is available in Appendix A. 

Reading proficiency. The participants’ reading proficiency level was assessed 

through the reading placement test administered in the beginning of the semester 

(refer to section 3.3.1 for further details). The mean score of this intermediate-high 

level class was 64.53. Students’ scores ranged from 50 to 80 in this test. 

Reading Comprehension. After reading each selected article, the participants’ 

general understanding of each text was checked by the reading comprehension section, 
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which consisted of two global and three local questions. One point was allotted for 

each test item and the total score for each test was 5. Then the researcher added up the 

participants’ total scores for each comprehension test as their performance on this 

comprehension test.  

Vocabulary gain and retention. The participants’ vocabulary gain and retention of 

the twenty target words in this study were measured by means of the vocabulary test 

in the form of Vocabulary Knowledge Scale. Their knowledge of the target word 

meaning was assessed in the pretest (see Appendix C), immediate tests after each 

experimental reading (see Appendix B), and the posttest respectively. Then the 

researcher compared the scores of the immediate tests with those of the pretest to get 

the participants’ vocabulary gain in the present research. A comparison between the 

scores of posttest with those of pretest was made to measure their vocabulary 

retention. 

 

1.4 Research Questions: 

The researcher proposes three research questions in the present study. They are 

concerned with how learners’ (1) cultural familiarity with the topic, (2) reading 

proficiency, and (3) reading comprehension of the texts influence their vocabulary 

gain and retention in planned reading. These three research questions are listed as 
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follows. 

(1) When the participants’ are required to read assigned passages mainly for the 

purpose of global comprehension and the main ideas, does less cultural 

familiarity in planned reading yield significantly better results in learners’ 

vocabulary gain and retention of selected twenty target words? 

(2) Do learners who have higher reading proficiency identified by the reading 

placement test obtain better scores in vocabulary gain and retention for the 

twenty target words in both culturally familiar and unfamiliar texts? 

(3) Do learners who have better text comprehension in both culturally familiar and 

unfamiliar texts achieve greater vocabulary gain and retention for the twenty 

target words embedded within these texts?  
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