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Introduction

In this second part of é critical review of 12 vocabulary acquisition
through dictionary use we will look at studies in which the purpose of
researchers has been to investigate incidental vocabulary acquisition;
vocabulary acquisition that takes place in circumstances in which the dictio-
nary users’ primary purpose is something other than vocabulary

acquisition. In other words, as Laufer and Hill (2000) put it, it is “a
| by-product of another activity, such as reading or communication, without
the learner’s conscious decision, or intention, to learn the words”. The
issue is more complex than this statement may suggest, not least because
the learner’s decisions or intentions may not coincide with researchers’
assessments, but for now it would be valid to suggest that none of the stud-
ies reviewed here investigates the effect of vocabulary learning activities on
vocabulary learning.

For most of the studies, as we shall see, dictionary use and vocabulary
acquisition took place in the context of reading comprehension texts given
to students of English as a foreign language. Two other contexts for dictio-
nary use are also investigated: reading and translation. The three contexts
investigated — reading, reading comprehension, and translation — are
important areas for many dictionary users in everyday life. Implicitly, this
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may suggest that researchers afe investigating everyday dictionary use in
natural circumstances. In reality, however, there are many obstacles to
monitoring natural dictionary use, and even greater difficulties in evaluating
the effect of dictionary use on vocabulary acquisitioh in these circum-
stances. A

There has been an increasing number of studies in this particular field
over the past dozen years, perhgps because of the apparently fairly direct
relevance that the results of these studies may have on pedagogical lexicog-
raphy and language learning pedagogy. In this review we will not attempt
to include all studies in the field. Rather, we will take a selection of Six
studies with different contexts or approaches and review them in
detail. Thesé will be studies by Krantz (1991), Bogaards (1992), Luppescu
and Day (1993), Hulstijn, Hollander and Greidanus (1996), Aizawa (1999),
and Laufer and Hill (2000). The studies will be reviewed in groups, accord-
ing to the context of dictionary use: reading, translation, and reading
comprehension. This paper will conclude by summarizing the achieve-

ments of the studies reviewed and suggest what may be yet to be achieved
in this field.

Reading

We will look at two studies into the effect on reading on vocabulary acqui-
sition: a little known large-scale study by Krantz (1991) and a smaller but
often cited study conducted by Luppescu and Day (1996).

Krantz (1991) Learning vocabulary in a foreign language:

a study in reading strategies

Krantz’s impressive study investigates how Swedish learners of English
acquire vocabulary through extensive reading with the aid of monolingual
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or hilingual dictionaries.

Summary

For this study, English Department university undergraduates read a
geography textbook written in English. While doing this, they were
allowed to use a computerized dictionary: either a monoiingual English dic-
tionary or a bilingual English-Swedish dictionary. Krantz summarizes his
objectives in four research questions. The first two are to what extent L2
vocabulary learning results from encounters with unknown words in con-
text and to what extent it results from a combination of encounters in con-
text and dictionary use. The two other questions are which of these
approaches is more effective in different conditions, and which type of dic-
tionary, monolingual or bilingual, is more efficient for the group of learners
investigated. |

Fifty-two Swedish English Department undergraduate students took part
in this study. They were divided into two equivalent groups, a Monolin-
gual Dictionary group "and a Bilingual Dictionary group. As the students
studied Economic Geography in addition to English, an English textbook on
this subject was chosen as a suitable reading text. The text contained just
over 50,000 tokens. Computerised dictionaries were chosen to keep an
accurate record of the subjects’ dictionary use.

In addition to the reading and accompanying dictionary use, a vocabulary
test was made of 148 words which occur in the text. The main criterion for
inclusion of test items was that most of them would probably be unknown to
most of the subjects. 32% of items occur only once in the text, almost 26%
occur twice, and 10% three times. The remaining 32% occur four or more
times. In the tests, conducted before and after the reading, subjects were
asked to supply the meaning of the test items, in Swedish, English or by
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any other means. For eighty of the test items, only the English word was
presented, and for the remaining 68 items, the words were presented in a
sentence Writtén to provide as little contextual support as possible.

In reporting the various resﬁlts of the study, we will begin with the differ-

ences between the vocabulary pretest and posttest for the subjects as a
whole. We will then look at the two groups’ scores. After this we. will
consider the effect of dictionary lookups on the acquisition of test items.
- Overall, the subjects each learned an average of 23 test items, with num-
bers of targeted words learned ranging between 9 and 40. Comparing the
lowest scorers for the pretest with the highest scorers, the top 10 subjects
learned an average of 24 test words while the bottom 10 learned an average
of 17 words. For the top 10 subjects, the 24 test items represent 29% of
previously unknown items while the bottom 10’s 17 words only represents
11% of items unknown in the pretest. It is also worth noting that about 14%
of words correctly identified in the pretest were not correctly answered in
the posttest. We will consider below why this may be.

Raw gains for the two groups are almost identical: 23 items for the Mono-
lingual Dictionary group and 22.7 for the Bilingual Dictionary group.
However, in the pretest the monolingual dictionary group had correctly
identified more of the test items: 39, as opposed to 30.4 for the bilingual dic-
tionary group. This meéns both that the Monolingual Dictionary group
started with a higher vocabulary than the Bilingual Dictionary group and
that they learned a greater proportion of previously unknown words. The
author suggests that as the Monolihgual Dictionary group is stronger, the
small differences in test scores can be attributed to this cause, and that in
térms of vocabulary gains, the two groups are equivalent. As for the direct
effect of dictionary lookup, as we shall see, there are differences between
the two groups.

— 70 —
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Within the test, for each student, Krantz identifies that targeted words
were subject to one of two different learning conditions: words that were
encountered only in the text and words that were encountered in the text
and looked up. For previously unknown words, 9% were learned through

reading only and 10% where dictionaries were also used.

Comments

Krantz' research offers many valuable insights into the role of dictionaries
in L2 vocabulary acquisition. As we review the methods employed and
results obtained through this study, we will consider the natural circum-
stances in which reading and dictionary use take place, the method
employed to obtain valuable data about learner dictionary use while reading,
and the large number of items from the text that are targeted for investiga-
tion in the study. We will also reflect on how data from this study may
help shed light on the nature of the mental lexicon.

As the researcher points out, we should not be surprised if a set reading
text in a foreign language course is read with two purposes and that these
will affect reading behaviour: to understand the content of the text and for
1.2 language improvement. It is only with a recognition of these combined
purposes that the reading condition can be judged in terms of natural
behaviour in the specific context. In Krantz’ study, there was no announce-
ment of a comprehension or vocabulary test that would follow the reading
so in this respect there was no imposed purpose for reading the text. On
the other hand, the reading of the text in a monitored location with the use
of computerised dictionaries does create an environment in which the
importance of careful reading is evident. The dictionary use under investi-
gation in this study can be understood, then, as reflecting typical dictionary
use of a particular tyﬁe: for careful reading in an academic context by .highly
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motivated learners of English using electronic dictionaries.

Natural dictionary use behaviour for reading long L2 texts is usually to
use dictionaries very little. In this study, there was a considerable amount
of dictionary use. This averaged 263 lookups per student during the read-
ing, ranging between 58 and 641 lookups, with reading times between seven
and eighteen hours. Readers using the bilingual dictionary consulted their
dictionary almost twice as often as those using the monolingual dictionary:
an average of 353 lookups for the Bilingual Dictionary group as compared to
an average of 180 for the Monolingual Dictionary group.

Three or possibly four factors may help account for the generally high
levels of dictionary use by subjects in both reading conditions. One, as -
‘noted by Knight (1994), is the relative speed and ease of consulting elec-
tronic dictionaries. Another consideration is the appeal of the new technol-
ogy that the electronic dictionaries represented for the subjects. A third
factor may be the monitored reading environment, which promotes careful
reading, a part of which includes increased attention to unknown
words. Finally, in this environment, advanced learners might make more
use of dictionaries than less able learners would. Although in terms of
unknown words they would have less need of dictionaries than lower level
proficiency learners, their dictionary use should be more efficient; each
lookup would be faster and interrupt the flow of the reading less than would
be the case for less able learners. Although this may not seem to be borne
out by the lookup data for the subjects of this study — the bottom ten sub-
jects used the dictionary more than twice as often as the top ten subjects —
we need to remember that all the subjects in Krantz’s study may be
described as advanced level, motivated learners: Swedish learners who
chose to major in English at university and who volunteered to assist with

this study.
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A further impressive aspect of this research is the exceptional record of
dictionary use it provideé. Although, as we have discussed above, the use
of electronic dictionaries will affect dictionary use in some respects, it does
pfovide an ideal means of keeping an accurate yet non-intrusive record of
dictionary use. This makes possible a much more accurate indication of
how actual dictionary use affects vocabulary acquisition for the words that
were known to have been looked up, and even allows for calculations of the
relationship between time spent on lookups and learning. The advantages
of this electronic recording of dictionary use are clear, especially with stud-
ies of larger numbers of readers, when we note that in many studies not us-
ing this technology, the only comparison available is of overall test results
for readers with different reading conditions who may or may not have used
the dictionaries at their disposal for some of the test items.

Also of particular note is the large number of test items included in this
study. This is especially valuable with investigations into vocabulary acqui-
sition resulting from extensive reading through which tens of thousands of
words are encountered. Even the 148 test-words drawn from the text, a

very large number when compared with the 20 or 30 items in other studieé,
by no means represent a comprehensive survey of unknown words in the
text. With an average of 35 of the test-words correctly identified in the pre-
test, this leaves 113 test items unknown to the average subject. When we
compare this to the estimated average of 507 unknown word types in the
text, the previously unknown test-words represent under a quarter of the
estimated average unknown words in the text. Overall, though, using this
number of items does provide a much more accurate and reliable picture of
vocabulary acquisition through dictionary use than do studies with smaller
numbers of test items.

While there are a number of valuable aspects to this study, one piece of
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the data reveals problems with the assumptions upon which this, and much
other research, is based. Of the average 35 words items correctlj\r identi-
fied in the pretest, 14% (5 items) could not be correctly identified in the
: posttest. Compared to the average gains of around 23 items between the
pretest and the posttest, this figure is not large but it does reveal a chal-
lenge to the view that vocabulary development proceeds uniquely
forward. There are various possible explanations for these items correctly
identified in the pretest and not recognized in the posttest. It could be
argued that in the period of a few days between the two tests, the subjects
forgot some of the words they had known. This theory relies on the sub-
jects’ failing to encounter, or notice, these words in the text. - Another pos-
sibility is that the contexts or definitions of these items were ‘misleading and
challenged the subjects’ prior understanding of the meanings of the
words. While these factors may play a part in the apparent loss of vocabu-
lary knowledge, two further causes appear much more likely: the instability
of much of a language learner’s word knowledge and the instability of lan-
guage learners’ confidence about word knowledge. That 14% of “known”
items should became “unknown” a few days later could be seen as reflect
ing the unstable nature of our mental lexicon, perhaps amplified by the use
of a test in which there is no way of indicating partial knowledge.

As we shall see, few other studies succeed in producing comparable data
as regards the relationship between dictionéry use and vocabulary acquisi-
tion, and that this is especially admirable in the context of extensive read-

ing.
Luppescu and Day (1993) Reading, dictionaries,

and vocabulary learning

This study asks what effect dictionary use has on 1.2 vocabulary acquisi-
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tion, as opposed to text comprehension. Often cited in subsequent studies,

it has, as we shall see, many problems of its own.

Summary

In this experiment, 303 Japanese university students were asked to read a
short story of 1853 tokens written in English. 148 of the students were not
allowed access to a dictionary while reading and 145 were allowed to use to
use their English-Japanese dictionaries while reading. There was no time
limit for the reading. Immediately following the reading, all the subjects
were given a vocabulary test in which knowledge of 17 words from the
short story was tested. The test was a multiple choice type, with the
choices for each question being the test answer, three dist/ractors,t and an [/
don’t know option. Two points were awarded for a éorrect answer, one
point for I don’t know and no points for a wrong answer.

Scores for the group permitted to use dictionaries were significantly
higher than for the group that was not. The chances of subjects allowed to
use dictionaries getting a right answer were 1.86 times greater than for the
no-dictionary group, although there was a wide variation among test
items. Two further statistics presented were that the no-dictionary group
chose the I don’t know response almost half the number of times, and that
the group permitted the use of dictionaries took almost twice as long to

complete the reading.

Comment

This experiment raises various questions relating to the investigation of
1.2 vocabulary acquisition through reading and dictionary use. Three
aspects of this paper are of particular interest: the challenge of investigating
the effects of dictionary use in a relatively natural environmént, the compa-
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rability of the two groups of subjects, and the quahtity‘and quality of the test
items used to measure vocabulary development through reading and dictio-
nary use.

One point the authors make is that their aim is to investigate natural dic-
tionary use. As such, although they divided the subjects into two groups, a
group with dictionaries and a group without dictionaries, they could not dic-
tate that subjects in the with-dictionary group had to use their dictionaries,
let alone tell the subjects which words they should look up. Neither did
they feel that any observation or monitoring of dictionary use would be suf-
ficiently non-invasive as to leave the subjects’ dictionary use behaviour
unaffected. This means that all they are able to state with authority is that
one group had possession of dictionaries and one group did not, and that
the group with dictionaries spent almost twice as long reading the short
story as the group without. It is, reasonably, inferred that the extra time
was spent on dictionary use. Other than this, the main, again indirect, evi-
dence of dictionary use is that the group with dictionaries had better test
scores than the group without; since the two groups were believed to be the
same except for the possession or not of dictionaries, it is assumed that this
must account for the difference in test scores. As for whether the test
items had been looked up in the subjects’ dictionaries, the only indication of
this, again circumstantial, is of a negative kind. The group without dictio-
naries gave more correct answers for words with the most confusing dictio-
nary entries: those with a large number of different senses listed in the
dictionary and for which it would be harder to locate the sense used in the
story.

The inferences made above about dictionary use accounting for the differ-

ences between the groups’ results can only be justified if we are sure that

~ the two groups are the same in all respects other than whether or not they
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had access to a dictionary during the reading. For this experiment there
was no pre-test or other data to show that the two groups were equally profi-
cient in English either generally or in terms of vocabulary. We are told
that the groups are made up of whole classes of students and that students
had been assigned to these classes solely on the basis of their surnames.
The authors claim that the assigning of whole classes of students to the two
groups can be seen as equivalent to randomly assigning individual students
to the two groups. For a test of grammatical knowledge, this reasoning
may be valid, but in terms of vocabulary it is quite conceivable that different
classes of students may have studied different material with different
vocabulary, some of which may be included in the 17 test items. Further,
attitudes towards study, such as how much time and effort students are will-
ing to devote to a task, may often be largely shared among students in a
class, especially for tasks conducted in the class such as the reading task in
this experiment.

Related to the above questions about the comparability of the two groups
is the small number of test items. Initially, there were 17 words in the
short story that were chosen as test items, although data from two of the
items were later excluded from analysis. This left 15 items, some of which
are relatively high frequency items (kappen, appear, worse) and some Whiéh
are known in Japanese as loanwords from English | (slide projector,
cleay). The problem with these two types of words is that there is a rea-
sonable likelihood of their having been encountered in some classes but not
in others. This alone may cause a significant difference between the two
groups’ results to be recorded.

Finally, there are also some problems with ‘the answers and distractors
for the test items. For the target word chant, two of the choices offered
might be acceptable: speak and sing. With clear, for which the word oppo-

7
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site in meaning was requested, three of the four choices may be acceptable:
dirty, vague, and dull. As for happen, the correct answer is occur, a mark-
edly less frequent word than the target word. In any test there may be one
or two items with which there are problems. Here, as many as seven
items ére unsatisfactory in some way, accounting for almost 50% of those
used for analysis. With such a small total number of test items, there is a
greater likelihood of problems with individual items having a considerable
effect on overall results.

The approach employed by Luppescu and Day in this study does appear
to offer real insights into vocabulary development through dictionary use in
a relatively natural environment. However, questions about the compara-
- bility of the experimental groups, the small number of test items, and the
fact that a large proportion of these items are faulty in some way, means

that the claims made in this study remain largely unsupported.

Dictionary use while translating

Despite the widespread use of dictionarieé by people doing translating,
the only paper relating to vocabulary acquisition in this context is that by
Bogaards reviewed below. It is a very simple paper in some respects, but
it also reveals two very simple but often overlooked facts about dictionary
use: that the usefulness of dictionary types depends on the task for which
they are being used, and that comprehension and correct use of previously

unknown words are no guarantee of their retention.

Bogaards (1992) Dictionnaires pédagogiques et

apprentissage du vocabulaire

This is a relatively small study which addresses the usefulness of differ-
ent types of dictionaries in translation, and the effect on L2 vocabulary
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acquisition of using these dictionaries. This focus on translation as the
context of dictionary use is especially valid when we reflect on how much
dictionary use, both in and outside of formal learning contexts, takes place

as part of translation work..

Summary

In this study, Dutch university students of French were asked to translate
a Dutch text into French with the aid of various types of dictionary.
Altogether, 42 students completed the required tasks of translating the text
followed, two weeks later, by a test of 17 less common words which appear
in the text. The students weré put into four groups according to the kind
of dictionary provided during the translation task: a bilingual (Dutch-
French) dictionary group, a (French) monolingual learner dictionary group,
a standard French dictionary group, and a no dictionary group. Students
using dictionaries were asked to keep a record of which words they had
looked lip. A further 14 students served as a kind of Control group, taking
the vocabulary test but not having translated the text.

It is not indicéted how the experimental groups were formed.
Summaries of student grades for previous work indicate that the groups are
similar but that they are not the same; this suggests that these were already
pre-existing groups of students. As for the 17 test items, they are French
translation equivalents of Dutch words in the text, described as not nor-
mally being in the productive vocabulary of the type of learner taking part in
the study. The text to be translated was a 150-word Dutch passage, judged
to be relatively easy with the exception of the 17 targeted words. The
vocabulary test, conducted tWo weeks after the text translation task, con-
sisted of the list of the 17 isolated Dutch words, which the subjects were
asked to translate into French.

— 79 —
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There are two sets of results: for the translation of the targeted words in
the text and for the translations of the same words as isolated test
items. In addition, within these results, scores are provided for words
which had been looked up and words which had not. For the bilingual dic-
tionary group, 12.0 of the 17 targeted words were looked up, with 10.3 of
these correctly translated and a further 3.2 of the 4.6 words not looked up
being correctly translated. This compares with an average of 7.6 targeted
words looked up by the learner dictionary group, only 3.6 of which were
translated correctly, with 4.0 of the 9.3 words not looked up being correctly
translated. For the standard French dictionary group, too, success rates
were low: an average of under 5.9 words were looked up, with 2.4 of these

correct. Of the 11.1 words not looked up, 5.6 were correctly translated.

As for the no dictionary group, 5.6 of the 17 words were correctly

translated. This compares with totals of correctly translated words of 13.5
for the bilingual dictionary group, 7.2 for the learner dictionary group, and
7.5 for the standard French dictionary group.

In terms of targeted words correctly translated two weeks later, the ﬁg;
ures for the three dictionary groups are much closer. They range from 7.6
correct words for the standard French dictionary group to 8.2 for the bilin-
gual dictionary group, and 8.8 for the monolingual learnér dictionary group,
with an average of 5.0 words for the Control group. We will now go on to
consider what these figures may tell us about the effect of the three types of

dictionary on vocabulary acquisition.

Comment

This study, at first glance, appears very straightforward both in terms of
the procedure employed and with regard to the results gained through the
study. There are problems with the small numbers of targeted words, with
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the small numbers of subjects in each group and, quite possibly, with the
composition of the groups, but at least the purposes and the procedures
employed seem to investigate dictionary use and vocabulary acquisition in a
careful and coherent way. Bogaards sums up the findings by pointing out
that the bilingual dictionary was most useful as an aid to tfanslation and that
the usefulness of monolingual dictionaries depends on the type of word
being investigated, but that there was no clear advantage for either dictio-
nary type as regards'vocabulary retention.

The answer to the question about which type of dictionary is most useful
for translation does seem self-evident. After all, a bilingual dictionary pro-
vides translation equivalents for looked up words while a monolingual dic-
tionary does not. The use of a monolingual target language dictionary in
translating from the native language will be indirect, involving looking up
related words and finding the unknown target language equivalent, point-
less if such a search is in vain, or for confirmation of lexical knowledge
rather than providing information about L2 words which are new to the
user.

As a simple comparison of results from the translation and from the test
indicate, benefits for vocabulary acquisition of different types of dictionaries
are less clear-cut, and harder to interpret. For the bilingual dictionary
group, compared with the words correctly translated in the text only a little
over 60% were correctly translated in the test. For the learner dictionary
group, this figure is over 110%, and for the standard French dictionary, just
over 100%.

The use of translation as a means of investigating vocabulary acquisition
brings various problems with it. - If we reflect that words other than the
specified targeted vFrench words are acceptable answers in the translated
text and in the test itself, we may ask what is being tested and what the
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results may tell us. While a bilingual dictionary will provide the translation
equivalent for unknown L2 words, the absence of one may force learners to
use known L2 vocabulary which approximates in meaning to the L1 word.
A monolingual dictionary will serve the purpose of confirming whether
these known words may be acceptable substitutes for the unknown transla-
tion equivalent. ~As far as the vocabulary test is concerned, for test items
with previously unknown translation equivalents, bilingual dictionary group
subjects will either be recalling the looked up translation equivalent or, for
the first time, trying to think of a satisfactory equivalent. For the two
- monolingual dictionary groups, the task is much closer to that undertaken
during the translation, this time without the aid of context but with the aid
of the memory of the experience two weeks earlier. We should also not
underestimate the motivation of language learners to consult their bilingual
dictionaries after the translation task to check whether their guesses or
impressions were correct.

As with many other studies, the small number of test items leaves us with
as many questions as answers. The author suggests that success in find-
ing or retaining unknown words depends on the type of word, but with so
few targeted words of any type, this study offers little support for this
theory. The focus on translations is attractive and useful, and does high-
light the insufficiency of monolingual dictionaries for the purpose, but it
also brings problems of its own. On thé other hand, the surprisingly low
retention rate for bilingual dictionary users does serve as a reminder that
comprehension of L2 words, as demonstrated through translatioh, cannot

automatically be equated with their retention.

Reading comprehension

We now come to three studies drawn from an increasingly large number
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of such studies over the past few years that use reading comprehension as
the task for which dictionaries are used and through which vocabulary is
acquired. As we shall see, in this specifically language 1earning context,
the distinction between intentional and incidental learning becomes fuzzy,
at best. Reading and translation may be ends in themselves but what is
the purpose of reading corhprehension in a language class other than lan-
guage learning? We will consider this and other questions as we review the
studies by Hulstijn, Hollander and Greidanus (1996), Aizawa (1999), and
Laufer and Hill (2000).

Hulstijn, Hollander and Greidanus (1996) Incidental vocabulary
learning by advanced foreign language students:
the influence of marginal glosses, dictionary use,

and reoccurrence of unknown words

- This carefully constructed study investigates the influence of different
text conditions and differing occurrences of targeted words on L2 vocabu-

lary acquisition.

Summary

A total of 78 advanced learners of French at three Dutch universities took
part in this research. They were asked to read a short story in French,
1306 words in length, following which they were told they would be given a
comprehension test. Sixteen words were selected as targeted items from
this text, which was edited so that eight of the words occur once in the text
and eight occur three times. The subjects were divided into three compa-
rable groups and for each the text reading condition was different: reading
the text with L1 marginal glosses, reading the text while being able to con-
sult a bilingual French-Dutch dictionary, or reading the text without access
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to glosses or a dictionary.

Twenty-five minutes was allowed for reading the text, following which
three tests were administered. The first asked the subjects to indicate
which of 32 words in the test they recalled having seen in the text, and to
write the meaning of these words. The group with dictionaries were also
asked to indicate which words they had looked up. In the second test the
subjects were asked which of the 16 térgeted words they had been familiar
with prior to reading the text. For the third test, the targeted words ‘were
presented in the context, of a few lines, in which they had appeared in the
text and asked to provide the meanings of the words.

There are four main types of data presented: the subjects’ self-reported
preknowledge of the test items, the Dictionary group subjects’ reporting of
their dictionary use, the test results of the subjects in the three reading con-
ditions, and the test results for the words occurring once or three times in
the text. For the latter two sets of results, there are results for the tests for
the words in isolation and presented in context.

Of the items reported as previously known, only those for which a correct
answer was given were counted: out of 16 targeted words, for the Marginal
Glosses group an average of 0.7 words were already known, for the Dictio-
nary group 0.1 words and for the Control group 0.4 words.Reported dictio-
nary use ‘by'the Dictionary group subjects was very low_: 4 subjects did not
use their dictionary at all, while for the remaining 20 subjects targeted
words. were only looked up a total of 38 times, an average of 1.9 targeted
words looked up by each of these subjects.

In the retention tests, the Marginal Glosses group’s scores were signifi-
cantly higher than the other two groups’ scores, both for test words in isola-
tion and in context, for words occurring once or three times in the text, and
for whole points only or whole and partial poirits. There was no significant
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difference in the results of the Dictionary group and the Control group but,
as we will discuss below, analysis of scores for individual items do reveal

interesting data about the effect of dictionary use.

Comment

This study illustrates how even a carefully planned and executed study
can be marred by the unpredictability of 1.2 readers’ dictionary use. The
research does provide interesting data about the effect of frequency of
occurrence of words on their retention and of the effect of providing L1 mar-
ginal glosses, but little relating directly to the effect of dictionary use. This
is because very little dictionary use took place: overall, 1ess than one in ten
targeted words were looked up. Although knowledge of just one or two
key words in a text may affect comprehension of the whole text, in this
case, at least, the very selective dictionary use does not appear to have
aided vocabulary learning in any global way. We will review what effect of
dictionary use there was before going on to consider why -dictionary use
was so limited.

Only when there is analysis of scores for items that were looked up do we
see what effect there may be for dictionary use. For the 38 lookups of tar-
geted words, there was a retention score of 59% for words presented in iso-
lation, as compared with an average of 8.75% for the Dictionary group re-
sponses overall and 26.25% for the Marginal Glosses grdup. For individual
items the scores are still higher; the most looked up word, pépiniére, was
looked up by 17 subjects, 15 of whom gave a correct or partially correct
response. This represents an 88% rate of retention for these subjects, as
opposed to 70% for the Marginal Glosses group. These figures should,
however, be treated with caution. While we may accept that the three
original groups of subjects are equivalent, a subgroup distinguished by its
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dictionary use will not be. The high levels of standard deviation for the
means of test scores alert us to the wide variation among subjects within
each group.

A further point is that, as the researchers note, for four of the Marginal
Glosses group, retention performance for words in context was in the order
of 13 or more wholly or partly correct items out of 16. We are, perhaps
tellingly, not told how many lookups were made by individuals in the Dictio-
nary group, but it may well be that the most able learners were also the
most avid dictionary users. It may be this that is being reflected by the
analysis of scores for items that were looked up. Two further factors com-
plicate this issue. If we assume that all the glosses were actually referred
to, the incidental vocabulary learning burden for the Marginal Glosses
group can be said to be all 16 words, while for the Dictionary group it may
be the 1 to 5 or 6 targeted words looked up by the learners. We should
not be surprised that the few looked up words are learned better than the
larger number of items with glosses — if, that is, the glosses were actually
consulted. It is assumed that they were, and the test scores seem to con-
firm this, but there is no external evidence of the extent to which this did

take place.

The second question we need to ask is why dictionary use was so

limited. The main reason proposed by the researchers is that the students
in the Dictionary group did not feel that looking up words would help them
with the comprehension questions they were expecting. Other contribu-
tory factors mentioned include the advanced level of the learners, their
natural aversion to using dictionaries, the length of the text, and the trouble
of using paper dictionaries as compared to electronic dicﬁonaries. Two
factors not mentioned but perhaps also relevant are the limited time avail-
able for dictionary use and the reading environment. Two-thirds of the stu-

——
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dents in the same room as the Dictionary group did not use dictionaries at
all; this may have created an atmosphere in which students with dictionar-
ies felt uncomfortable about using them even if they did have time to use
them.

In conclusion, while this study does provide us with various insights into
dictionary use, it provides little reliable data about its effect on incidental L2
vocabulary acquisition. On the other hand, the much more impressive
results for the Marginal Glosses group may tell us as much about dictionary
use as about the use of glosses themselves. The test results for this group
show that where meanings of unknown words in an L2 text are provided in
an easily accessible form, they will be consulted and substantial levels of
vocabulary learning may result. Presumably, how accessible the meaning
is — as marginal glosses, in an electronic or paper dictionary, in a bilingual
or monolingual dictionary — will affect how much the meanings of
unknown words are consulted. So, too, will the purpose of reading a
text. If, for example, subjects had been told that no test would follow the
reading, or that a vocabulary test would follow, we might éxpect different
dictionary use behaviour to result. Although Hulstijn et al.’s purpose
through this study was to investigate incidental vocabulary use in a natural
L2 reading environment, we can see that in test conditions there is no such
thing as a natural reading environment, and that reading followed by a
vocabulary test is arguably as natural as reading followed by comprehen-

sion questions.

Aizawa (1999) A study of incidental vocabulary learning
through reading by Japanese EFL learners |

Summary
This study focuses on the learning of vocabulary from English L2 texts by
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Japanese high school students. Although the stated aim is to investigate
incidental vocabulary acquisition, target words are underlined and num-
bered to ensure that they stand out from the text. The purpose of this is to
guide learners to words worth spending time on, in the hope of increasing
the low level of successful dictionary use reported in his own and others’
previous studies. The questions addressed here are whether bilingual dic-
tionary use helps learners read an 12 text more accurately, whether this
dictionary use increases the retention of unkhown words, and whether
vocabulary acquisition levels are higher for more proficient learners both
with and without dictionaries.

A total of 308 high school students took part in this study. Following a
vocabulary test, the learners were divided into two nearly equivalent
groups, one assigned a reading with dictionary condition and one a reading
without dictionary condition.

Two texts were selected as reading passages, and both edited to include
12 target words, the meaning of which should be inferable from context.
The texts were each accompanied by eight comprehension questions.
Forty minutes was allowed for reading the two texts and answering the 16
questions. | Following this, after materials had been collected, a surprise 10-
minute vocabulary test was conducted. This was a multiple-choice select
definition test of the 24 target words. The same test, with test items reor-
dered, was conducted two weeks later.

The results for the reading comprehension questions showed that the
Text Only group scored slightly, but significantly, higher than the Dictio-
nary group. For the immediate vocabulary test, the Dictionary grbup’s
scores were almost 50% higher than the Text Only group’s scores (a mean
score of 15.60 as against 10.88), while in the delayed vocabulary test, the
Dictionary group still scored significantly higher than the Text Only group,

— 88 —
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but with a much reduced difference between the two groups (13.01 as
against 11.42). While the Dictionary group’s score fell, the Text Only
group’s score rose. When the groups were divided into higher proficiency
and lower proficiency groups, of most note is that for higher proficiency
learners there was almost no difference in the delayed vocabulary test
scores for the Dictionary group and the Text Only group. We will consider

why this may be below.

Comment

Various aspects of the above test results are surprising in some way: the
higher reading comprehension scores for the group without access to
dictionaries. Given this, the Dictionary group’s markedly higher vocabu-
lary test scores are also unexpected. Finally, the rise in the Text Only
group’s vocabulary test scores in the delayed test also needs further exami-
nation.
- Aizawa suggests two possible reasons for the comprehension test results:
i) that too much time was spent using the dictionary to allow enough time
for the comprehension questions or ii) that the subjects were not good or
efficient dictionary users. While the first point does seem a likely explana-
tion of these scdres, it would be more credible if scores for each question
were given to show that Dictionary group subjects answered later questions
less well or failed to answer them. As for the second jﬁoint, the author
expands on this by suggesting that learners will often look up a word with-
out trying first to guess its meaning from the context or trying to relate the
meaning in the dictionary with that in the text.

Subjects may have looked up targeted words in the text without prior
guessing of their meaning, settling for the first sense for polysemous words,
but this does not appear to have adversely affected their scores. This may
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be because for over 20 of the 24 targeted words, the sense in the text and
tested in the vocabulary tests is the first or only sense generally given in
English-Japanese dictionaries. This means that without checking that the
first sense they encounter matches that in the text, dictionary users’ focus-
ing on the first sense will usually be to their advantage for the vocabulary
tests. This alone, then, would not account for the Dictionary group’s poor
comprehension test scores.

The markedly higher scores for the Dictionary group in terms of vocabu-
lary retention are not in themselves surprising but do contrast with their
low comprehension test scores and with those in Aizawa’s other study
reported above. This might be explained by the underlining and number-
ing of the targeted items in this study and not in the other. The combina-
tion, in this study, of low text comprehension scores and higher vocabulary
retention scores seem to confirm that for the Dictionary group the reading
task has become a vocabulary learning task. Although the distinction
between incidental and intentional vocabulary learning is open to discus-
sion, as we will see in Laufer and Hill’s (2000) paper, the behaviour of the
subjects in this study suggests that here Aizawa is investigating intentional,
not incidental, vocabulary acquisition. '

Finally, let us try to account for the rise in the Text Only group’s scores
for the delayed vocabulary test. The small number of test items, the highly
motivated subjects, and the particular rise among more proficient Text Only
subjects all suggest that these subjects may well have looked up some tar-.
geted words between the two tests, another feature of subjects’ behaviour

that is often overlooked.
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Laufer and Hill (2000) What lexical information do L2 learners
select in a CALL dictionary and how does it affect

word retention?

This study uses a kind of hybrid source of lexical information, half dictio-
nary and half marginal gloss, increasingly common both in computer

assisted language learning and in on-screen reading of electronic texts.

Summary

In this study, a short reading text of about 120 words was used, and 12
single-sense words from the text were identified as words that the subjects
would be unlikely to know. These were highlighted in the text. Prior to
the reading, the subjects were presented, on-screen, with a lisf of the 12 tar-
get words and asked to give the meaning of any words they knew.
Folldwing this, the subjects were allowed 10 minutes to read fhe text
on-screen. They were told that a comprehension test would follow the
reading, and were encouraged to look up the dictionary entries for the tar-
get words. This was done by clicking on the particular highlighted word
and choosing whether to have the dictionary entry shown in English or the
learner’s L1, or whether to listen to the word’s pronunciation. There was a
test of the 12 target Wofds immediately after the reading; as in the pre-test,
the subjects were asked to give the meanings of all words they knew.
This, test, however, was written on paper rather than conducted
on-screen. Following this test, there was a short comprehension test.

Initially, 97 students of English took part in this study. Of these, data for
25 was rejected as a pre-test indicated that they knew two or more of the
target words prior to the study. The focus in this study, then is on the 72
advanced level students of English, 32 Israeli and 40 Hong Kong Chinese,

— 9] —
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who knew none or only one of the target words before the study.

The vocabulary posttest results showed that the Israel group gave cor-
rect meanings for an averagé of 4.0 words, while thé Hong Kong group gave
correct meanings for 7.45 words, representing 33% and 62%, respectively, of
the target words. These figures were adjusted to exclude any words cor-
rectly identified in the pre-test. The use of dictionafy information accessed
also varied widely between groups. The Israel group subjects average over
1.5 lookups of some kind per word, while for the Hong Kong group this fig-
ure was just over 2.5. For the Israel group, the majority of lookups were
for definitions in their L1, while the sources of dictionary information most
often accessed by the Hong Kong group were both L1 and 1.2 entries, with
or without other information such as pronunciation of the individual
words. The most successful sources of information are the L2 definitions
for the Israel group and L1 and L2 entries together for the Hong Kong

group. These figures, as we shall see, require more detailed investigation.

Comment

An interesting feature of this study is the similarities it bears with some
earlier studies, despite its use of modern technology. These include the
small number of target items, the intensive focus on the target words by the
subjects, and the high levels of retention of target words. In these
respects, it most closely resembles Seibert’s 1930 study. We will look here
at two main aspects of the papei‘: the claims regarding incidental vocabulary
acquisition and what this study may tell us about the effect of accessing dif-
ferent types of dictionary information.

The authors go to some lengths to claim that their study is investigating
incidental vocabulary acquisition, and although the validity of this claim
depends to some degree on how incidental is defined, in many respects it
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does seem hard to justify. From the design perspective, the pre-test con-
taining only the 12 target items, the highlighting of the items in the text, the
use of “dictionaries” containing only these words, the encouragement to
look up these words, and the large amount of time made available for read-
ing a very short text combine to give a focus on the target items that may
for the subjects have seemed far from incidental. Perhaps more important
is the perspective and purposes of the subjects; if for them the main pur-
pose of the task is to increase their vocabulary, it would be hard to argue
that vocabulary acquisition is incidental, regardless of the intentions of the
researchers. In this study, the behaviour and apparent acquisition levels of
the subjects strongly suggest that for them the learning of the target words
is a central, not incidental, concern. This is especially true for the Hong
Kong group, who averaged over 2.5 lookups per word, often including the
pronunciation of the words, and in the post-test were able to give correct
meanings of 7.45 of the 12 target words. This dictionary use seems exces-
sive if the goal were only to prepare for a short comprehension test, even
given the ease of accessing dictionary information on-screen.

Whether we term the vocabulary acquisition claimed here as incidental or
not, we do need to ask why it is apparently so high (without pre-test results
we cannot be sure what levels of gains there were in the study) when com-
pared with similar studies. The subjects’ intensive focus on the target
words is surely an important factor in accounting for the exceptionally high
post-test scores for both grodps. Clearly, ’acquisition of the target words
was the target aimed for by many of the subjects in this experiment, and
they were given ample time to focus on this. The use of a very short text
(about 120 words, as compared to over 1,300 words in Hulstijn et al’s 1996
study or about 500 words in Knight’s 1994 study) will also increase the
focus on the target words. A further factor might be the use of an
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on-screen pre-test and a paper post-test; especially where different scripts
are used, as with Hebrew and Chinese, recording the meaning equivalent
using a computer is a more complex and time-consuming task than writing
it on paper. This alone may produce higher scores for the post-test than
the pre-test.

Although the authors suggest that there is little or no correlation between
the number of lookups and post-test scores, at least for in-group compari-
sons, there would clearly be a correlation if lookups and test scores for all
72 subjects were investigated together. Put simply, both the Hong Kong
group’s lookup rate per word and their average posttest scores are almost
twice those of the Israel group. This relationship is confirmed when we
consider other research in terms of lookup rates and vocabulary
retention. In other studies, with usually no more than one lookup per
word, the highest retention rates are between 20% and 25% for looked up
words. The only exceptions are studies where there is a deliberate focus
on word learning, such as Seibert’s (1930) and, arguably, Aizawa’s (1999) or
Iwai’s (2000). In this study, the Israel group’s score of 33% for an average
of 1.5 lookups per word and the Hong Kong group’s score of 62% for an
average 2.5 lookups suggest that there is a definite link between lookup
rates and acquisition rates, just as there is between occurrence of words in
texts and their rate of acquisition.

As for which type of accessed dictionary information is most likely to lead
to acquisition, the situation is more complex than that reflected by raw fig-
ures showing information types accessed and retention success rate. For
example, we are shown that for the Hong Kong group the highest “success
rate”, of 79%, is for accessing monolingual 1.2 entries alone. In addition to
the information source, we would also have to cons.ider' what types of learn-
ers might typically access this type of information, and for which types of
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word are different types of information typical_ly sought. As far as learner
type profiles are concerned, these might include information about L2 lan-
guage proficiency, skill at using dictionaries, and degree of conscientious-
ness as a language student. Word types may be categorised according to
degree of prior familiar, of perceived relevance to the learner or not, .
whether they are abstract or concrete, and different parts of speech. No
information is available regarding any of these factors which may affect
learner dictionary use and acquisition rate. |

This study, then, does give an indication of the high levels of acquisition
that can be achieved when learners focus intensively on learning a small set
of words with the aid of lexical information of fhe type found in
dictionaries. It points towards indicating the effects of different types of
information or multiple lookups, but without sufficient data to do more than
this. Finally, as far as the effect the technology may have on dictionary use
behaviour is concerned, the study does demonstrate how many lookups can
be achieved in a short space of time and how students may choose to

access and use various combinations of information types.

Conclusion

Four main issues stand out from the studies reviewed above: an insight
into the nature of vocabulary, the way in Which even the most carefully con-
ducted studies are flawed, questions about how incidental the acquisition
investigated here may be, and the use of computers as a means of investi-
gating dictionary use. Very briefly, we will reflect on these four questions.

First, most clearly seen in Krantz’ (1991) study, but also undoubtedly a
feature of the other studies reviewed, is the phenomenon of apparent
vocabulary loss as well vocabulary gain. As suggested above, although
other interpfetations may be possible, the most likely explanation for this is
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that vocabulary items are less like the building blocks we may imagine and
more like clouds: less concrete and less permanent than even the words
acquisition or attrition. suggest. Secondly, even the most carefully pre-
pared of studies, of those reviewed the studies by Krantz (1991) and
Hulstijn et al. (1996), display fairly serious flaws, such as the lack of compa-
rability between experimental groups or the failure to predict very low dic-
tionary use. The third point relates specifically to the claim, explicit or
implicit, of investigating natural dictionary use that the studies make.
They all take place in an academic context with language learners as sub-
jects, and in at least some of the studies the subjects are encouraged to use
dictionaries, target words are highlighted, and excessive time is allowed for
the supposed primary task of the experiment. Language learners are
undoubtedly an important group- of dictionary users but the results of these
étudies need to be treated with caution by lexicographers.

F inally, the use of electronic dictionaries in various forms in two of the
studies reviewed show future possibilities for investigating the effect of dic-
tionary use on vocabulary acquisition. This is especially valuable when we
can see that, in certain language learning environments at least,‘ the
electronic dictionary is the preferred format for the majority of language

learners.
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