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INTRODUCTION

In order to live in the world, we
must name it. Names are essential
for the construction of reality
for without a name it is difficult
to accept the existence of an
object, an event, a feeling.
Naming is the means whereby we

attempt to order and structure the
chaos and flux of existence which
would otherwise be an
undifferentiated mass.

By assigning names, we impose a
pattern and a meaning which allows
us to manipulate the world.

(D.Spender 1980)

This paper opens with a quotation that supports the
belief that in communication-oriented teaching, one of the
learners”™ most pressing needs is to build an appropriate
and diverse foreign language vocabulary. The learning of
syntax or pronunciation seems to be comparatively less
important in developing the ability to interact
successfully in the target language. Our experience in ESL
teaching has told us that a good amount of vocabulary, with
a minimum of structure, often accounts for more efficient
survival communication than near-perfect structure with an
impoverished vocabulary of 100 words or less. In fact,
our learners readily admit that they have always
experienced considerable difficulty with word manipulation
and often identify this area as one of their greatest
limitations. Besides, ESL teachers report that their
students currently experience persistent difficulties in

using a precise and varied lexicon.



In view of the present emphasis on the development of
communicative skills in foreign language teaching, learners
are expected to gradually increase their assimilation of
words in order to give meaning to the messages they convey.
That is, they not only have to learn linguistic functions,
but also the words and expressions which are used to refer
to the things in the world they want to talk about, ask
about or request. In sum, functions without lexis are no
better than structures without lexis.

Many ESL teachers in adult language programs in Costa
Rica seem to worry about their students” limited vocabulary

throughout the different stages of their instructional

process. Their compositions, for instance, evidence a
restricted usage of words and expressions and, the same
happens during class discussions. Students do not go

beyond using very simple terms which may be an indication
of poor lexical competence. At present, these observations
cannot be supported by any research or systematic study
which wunveils the status of lexical competence of ESL
students in Costa Rican contexts. Although various studies
have focused their attention on syntax or phonology, little
or no value has been placed on vocabulary. One of the
reasons might be that the learning of words has been seen
as a means to improve other skills such as reading or
listening comprehension and not as an area which is vital
in itself. In her book, Iechnigues in Teaching Vocabulary,
Virginia French Allen (1983) points out that "techniques
for helping students learn vocabulary were absent from
teacher-training programs during much of the twentieth
century”. (p.I). She says that pronunciation and grammar
were emphasized while vocabulary was neglected.
In fact, teachers were sometimes told that they
ought not to teach many words before their students had

mastered the grammar and the sound system of the language.



As Allen says, vocabulary was seldom mentioned in Jjournal
articles for teachers.

Jack C. Richards (1976) coincides on the assertion
that the teaching and learning of vocabulary has never
aroused the same degree of interest within language
teaching as have such issues as grammatical competence,
contrastive analysis, reading, or writing, which have
received considerable attention from scholars and teachers.
He points out that "the apparent neglect of vocabulary
reflects the effects of trends in linguistic theory, since
within linguistics the word has only recently become a
candidate for serious theorizing and model building.”
(1976:77).

Another reason why vocabulary has been neglected might
be because some specialists in methodology seemed to
believe that the meanings of words could not be adequately
taught, 80 it was better not ¢to ¢try to teach them.

According to Allen:

Some who gave advice to teachers
seemed to be saying that word
meanings can be learned only
through experience, that they
cannot be adequately taught in a

classroom. As a result, little
attention was directed to
techniques for vocabulary

teaching. (1983:2)

This tendency to neglect vocabulary teaching also
seems to have been present in language programs in Costa

Rica. This 1is supported by a review of some regular
textbooks used in the institution where the data was

collected. These textbooks demonstrated little work on
vocabulary or study sections as well. The philosopy of
textbook writers seems to be that students can learn all

the words they need without help.



Nowadays, Applied Linguistics shows a growing concern

with the learning of vocabulary. It is a fact that
scholars are taking a new interest in the study of word
meanings. Some of their studies reveal that lexical
problems interfere with communication  because the

interchange of ideas and opinions breaks down when people
do not use the right words. Also, these studies have shown
that a limited vocabulary interferes with communication to
a greater extent than an insufficient grammar. Such is the
case because lexical errors would affect the
comprehensibility of a message. Lindell (1980), for
example, arrived to this conclusion throughout the UMT
research project carried out at Malmo Education Institute.
Lindell intended to measure the degree of comprehensibility
and irritability caused by grammar and lexical errors or
what she refers to as "tolerance of selected types of
mistakes.”

She asked native speakers to interpret a selection of
incorrect sentences containing grammar and lexical errors
drawn from E.S.L. s8students®™ compositions. The results
showed that grammar errors could easily be understood and
caused no confusion. Vocabulary errors, on the other hand,
caused a higher degree of irritability and confusion and
only 40% of them were completely interpreted. The
following chart illustrates this difference:
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These findings suggest, according to Lindell, that
“"the learning of vocabulary should occupy a central
position since such errors easily lead to
misunderstanding. " (1973:96) Lindell s findings lead us
into the following conclusion: the message is more
important than the form. Since a message implies ideas and
ideas are conveyed through words, words are essential to a
clear and natural communication, the wultimate goal in
communicative language learning. Our awareness of this
truth and the realization of Lindell’s findings prompted
the present study. It actually began four years ago at a
regular teacher training session for English teachers at
the Costa Rican-American Cultural Center.

Some of the teachers of regular E.S.L. courses who
participated in this session suggested the need to
reevaluate the area of vocabulary since their students
seemed to be making 1little progress in it. They thought
that grammar was being taught thoroughly while vocabulary
was expected to emerge by chance regardless of any
systematic approach or assumption on vocabulary teaching.



My experience as a teacher in the institution

mentioned before told me that the incorporation of the
vocabulary component in the regular English Program was far
from being a reality. 1 felt that students had developed a
good level of grammaticdl competence, but their
communication style lacked an essential substance: an
abundant or plentiful choice of words to convey meaning.
In their compositions and conversations, students seemed to
use either very basic words or kept using the same words
over and over. Although the language program was oriented
towards language for communication, I could always perceive
difficulties when students attempted to discuss certain
topics which required effortlessly smooth and rapid speech.
Once, one of my colleagues said she felt the students were
being taught to swim in the sand. What she meant was that
there was a lack of "lubricant” to make oral production
smooth and free of friction. Such missing lubrication,
some of us assumed, was due to a poor command of terms and
expressions.

In an attempt to clarify the problem, we started to
scan several libraries in search of studies on lexicon in a
Costa Rican context. This endeavor was rather frustrating
since none was found. A general review of literature
confirmed the suspicion that research on this area was
scarce. The adventure started as we began to think of ways
of exploring the students”™ command of vocabulary. A more
detailed explanation of the methodological process which
led to this study is given in Chapter 1I1I.

In general, this project aims to reach the

following objectives:

1- To examine the students” ability to use A

precise/accurate and varied vocabulary in specific

situations.



2- To establish a preliminary evaluation of the
learners ability to use words and convey comprehensible

messages in specific communication contexts.

3- To suggest the poasibilif& of incorporating a
vocabulary teaching philosophy or approach into an E.S.L.

classroom.

4- To establish the basis for further research dealing
with the implications of vocabulary learning and teaching.

More specifically, the present work intends to
answer the following questions about students of three

different proficiency levels at CCCN:

I- Do students in a regular E.S.L. classroom evidence an
ability to wuse precise/accurate words in specific

contexts?

II- Have students of different proficiency levels made

significant progress in regard to a varied usage of words?

I11- Are students able to convey comprehensible messages

with precise/accurate words in a specific communication

context 7

IV- 1Is vocabulary given adequate treatment in a regular

E.S.L. classroom?

For the purposes of this paper, it is pertinent to

define the term precise vocabulary . It is a general truth

that knowing a word is not simply a process of memorizing
the term and its mother-tongue equivalent. Richards (1976)
states that knowledge of a word exists on various levels,

which seem to be language universals.
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It implies knowing the frequency and register
of the word, its collocation, morphology, semantics,
polysemy, and, finally, the equivalent of the word in the

mother tongue.
Throughout this paper, a precise vocabulary will be
understood in terms of whether or not the student knows:

A. The register or the word: The limitations
imposed on the use of the word according to variations of

function and situation.
B. The collocation of the word: The syntactic

behavior associated with the word and the network of
associations between that word and other words in the
language.

C. The semantic knowledge of the word: That is, the

denotation and connotation of the word.

The term lexical density which will be used in analyzing
one of the elicitation techniques has to do with the core
of the written material. More clearly, it is the volume or
units of content words used in achieving a particular

communication task.
The study will only take content words into account

because they represent things in the real world and have

meaning by themselves such as: nouns, verbs, adjectives,
adverbs, demonstratives, possesive pronouns, negatives,
reflexive pronouns, interrogatives, numerals and

expressions of quantity.
As a valid warning, it is important to emphasize that

the nature of this study is exploratory, and its results
are findings that can be further expanded and added to

future research.
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In the first chapter, there is an analysis of the
concept of meaning and a brief explanation of the role of
vocabulary in s8six approaches to language teaching. The
analysis demonstrates how the attitudes of foreign-language
teachers and learners towards vocabulary have changed
depending on the way in which each approach deals with the
teaching and learning of words. The chapter also reviews
up-to-date insights in vocabulary acquisition and discusses
the need for vocabulary enrichment in communicative
language teaching. Chapter II will offer a detailed
explanation of the method and procedures used in this
study. Chapter 1II]l provides an analysis and interpretation
of results. Finally, there is a discussion of the
implications of the results in teaching English as B
second language and conclusions about this study in
Chapters IV and V.

In brief, what this project offers is a valid and
useful exploratory study which may become a diagnosis
available to teachers, students, and researchers concerned
with more realistic and effective vocabulary teaching.
Although the findings will only apply to a particular case
and will permit limited generalizations, we may acquire a
new vision and a better understanding of the role of
vocabulary in attaining mastery of and fluency in the
target language.

The data generated through this study may also become an
important springboard for language teachers to consider a
linguistic evaluation and an application of the results to
teaching practices, syllabus design, or material
production. Hopefully, other researchers will be
stimulated to try and offer their contributions to what is

still a new, mostly unexplored field.
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CHAPTER 1

THEORETICAL ISSUES

Language without meaning is meaningless.
Roman Jacobson.

This chapter analyzes the concept of semantics
and different interpretations of meaning in relation to the

development of skills in a foreign language.
It also includes a discussion of the evolution and

importance of vocabulary teaching and a review of insights
into the nature of lexical learning. In general, it
provides the conceptual framework which supports and serves
as reference for the present study.

It is thought that meaning is what language is all
about, something just more than the sounds we make with our
mouth. It is defined as '"'the very heart of language."
(Pyles and Algeo 1970:183).

A few years ago, language teaching was primarily
directed towards presenting the form of language in a
sequenced, organized way. Meaning was separated from
language instruction.

Nowadays, however, there is a greater concensus on the
notion that form and meaning are intertwined with each
other. As Fraida (1977) points out, "form without meaning
is dry bones without flesh, so; since meaning is very much
a part of language it must be included in language

instruction.” (1977:164).
Fraida identifies five aspects of meaning which are

inherent to any language: contextual meaning refers to the
meaning represented by grammatical structures. Situational

12



meaning deals with the setting incorporated in a particular
language example, drill, or presentation. Paraphrase
meaning means knowing when two similar ways of saying

something mean the same thing. Social meaning is the
appropriate use of language in social situations.

Finally, Fraida identifies_lexical meaning, or the meaning
given by the words of a language, as a '"vital and ever-

expanding part of a native speaker’s ability."” (p.164).
The branch that studies the linguistic meaning of words,
phrases, and sentences 1is called semantics. For the
purposes of this paper, we will be dealing with lexical
meaning for without it “"there would be no way of dealing
with the meaning of our experience”. (Fraida 1977:165).

A major difference exists between the lexical system
and the sound and grammatical system of the language: these
two are mastered quite early in the language learning
experience while speakers continually add to their lexical
store. Robinett (1976) describes this situation aptly when
he says: "A lexicon 1is like a photograph that freezes
motion." When changes take place in our experience,
additional “photographs” (different lexical items) are

added. (1978:110)
Another important difference 1is that the lexical

system seems to be "the one area of language learning which
does not appear to be slowed down by age”. (Rivers 1990:
pP,1). Meaning is interpreted in various forms. For some
linguists, lexical meaning 1is that found in the dictionary

when we want to know what a word means.

This meaning is given in terms of the relationship of the
symbol (the word) to our cognitive experience in the real

world.

13



A mentalistic definition of meaning is given by
Beechhold and Behling (1972). They think that meaning
proceeds from the mind, not from the world. A similar view
is established by Thorndike in his article "The Psychology

of Semantice” as he states that:

Meanings are in persons’
minds, not in words, and when we
say that a word has or possesses
such meanings, we are really

saying that it has evoked, or
caused, those meanings. Until it
gets to a mind, a word is only
puffs of air or streaks of ink.
What a word, sentence, or other
expression means to hearers or
readers is mainly what it makes
him to think or feel or do as a
fairly direct consequence of
hearing or seeing it, and, more
narrowly what it makes him think
of as the direct and most
immediate consequence of hearing
or seeing it.

(1946:p,46)

What professor Thorndike implies here is that words
do not contain meaning, they merely prompt meaning.
Meaning is rather a social response that happens when we
consciously use language. Thus, lexical meaning seems to
be hard to define.

Pyles and Algeo (1970) state that philosophers,
logicians, and antropologists, as well as linguists, have
"grappled” with this issue, and of the various solutions
they have proposed, they examine five: First, Pyles and
Algeo specify that the meaning of a word 1is the thing it
names.

14



They say that "thing"” must, of course, be understood
in a sense broad enough to encompass objects like pencil,
abstractions like order, qualities 1like red, actions like
eat, relations like above, and states like remain, besides
a great many other things, whose "thingness” is not all
obvious. The second meaning of a word is an idea
associated with it in the mind. This view of meaning is
also usually called mentalism. The third definition 1is that
the meaning of a word is our disposition to respond in a
certain way to that word as a result of our past
experiences.

According to the authors mentioned, this way of
looking at meaning is, 1like the mentalist definition, a
pesychological view, but it is based on quite a different
psychology. Instead of talking about thoughts or ideas in
the mind, which can be known only by 1looking within
ourselves, it talks about the way we behave, something that
can be observed from outside and measured. It is therefore
called a behaviorist definition. The fourth solution is
that the meaning of a word is the characteristic that is
common to the set of things named by the word.

Finally, the meaning of a word is supposed to
be its relation to other features of the verbal and

situational context in which it occurs. That 1is, the
meaning of a word is its relation to other words in the
verbal context. Thus, although lexical meaning seems to

have a wide range of interpretations, it is thought that
the meaning conveyed by words plays a maJjor role in L2

acquisition.
The attitudes of foreign-language teachers and

learners toward vocabulary have undergone several changes
depending on the way in which each approach to foreign
language teaching had emphasized the role of lexicon.
According to Celce-Murcia and Rosensweig(1979), when the

15



Grammar Translation Approach was in vogue at the turn of
the century, the recognition of written words as well as an
awareness of each word as part of speech and attendant
inflections were among the primary objectives of language
instruction. Learners using this approach typically spent
a great deal of time looking up words in the dictiopnary and
translating texts from the foreign language under study
into their native language. Then the later Reading
Approach, while giving less attention to grammatical cases
and declensions, nonetheless assigned a central role to the
teaching of vocabulary. As Palmberg (1986) discusses, this
approach deliberately restricted its primary aim to both
intensive and extensive reading skills in the foreign
language.

Neither of these approaches aimed at getting the
students to understand and speak the foreign language they
were studying. Since the main emphasis was on the
recognition of written words and the production of written
translations, the learners were mostly unable to speak or
understand natural speech in the foreign language even
after studying for five or six years.

During the first quarter of the century and in the
late 1950s, respectively, two distinct approaches to
foreign-language teaching gradually developed in reaction
to the Grammar Translation and the Reading Approach which
did not enable learners ¢to use the foreign language for
communicative purposes. One was the direct method, which
was based on inductive rather than deductive learning,
emphasizing the teaching of oral skills directly by means
of communication. The use of the native language was not
tolerated in the classroom, and translation as a teaching
technique was strictly forbidden. It was assumed that the
learners would learn vocabularyv in context as an integral

part of each lesson.

16



Celce-Murcia and Rosensweig explain the objectives of

this approach:

The Direct Method assumes
that one learns a language by
active and meaningful use of it
especially by listening to it and
speaking it, with some attention
given to reading it and writing
it. Using this approach one hears
and uses only the target language
in the classroom, no translations
into or explanations in the native
language are tolerated. It is
assumed that the students will
acquire vocabulary in context as
an integral part of each lesson.
Often a preliminary part of the
lesson consists of identifving or
acting out vocabulary that is part

of the context used in the lesson
at hand, e.g, these are keys;
this is a keychain; this is a
lock; I°m locking the door with a
key; now I°m unlocking the door,
etc. (p.241)

The other one was the audiolingual approach, which
like the direct method, concentrated largely on listening
and speaking skills. The techniques used to produce
correct language habits in the learners were, above all,
oral imitation, memorization, and drills. Vocabulary
teaching, however, was deliberately deemphasized in the
initial stages keeping it to a minimun wuntil the basic
structures and the sound system of the language had been
mastered.

The Cognitive Approach to foreign-language teaching,
which developed in the late 1960s, had, broadly speaking,
the same teaching aims as the audiolingual approach.
Introduced by Carroll (1966), who was the first to describe
a cognitive theory of language teaching, it combined

17



elements from the grammar-translation approach and an
updated direct method with those of contemporary cognitive
psychology.

In the words of Chastain, who makes use of the
competence/performance distinction introduced by Chomsky in
1965, the learner "is seen as consciously acquiring
competence in a meaningful manner as a necessary
prerequisite in the acquisition of the performance skills

(1976:146). The "“necessary prerequisite’”, in Chastain’s
terms, equaled a firm knowledge of the grammatical rules
of the foreign-language. After that, however, new sounds,

structures, and yvocabulary were given equal importance.
There was, in fact, a renewed interest in vocabulary,

especially as far as the expansion of vocabularyvy knowledge

for reading purposes was concerned.
There is thus no doubt that over the past thirty

years,vocabulary teaching and learning were given secondary

status. In the 1970s and early 1980s, however, the
introduction and ellaboration of the concept of
communicative competence as opposed to Chomsky “s

"linguistic competence” had a widespread influence on the
development of foreign-language teaching.

Such communicative approaches to foreign-language have
been learner-centered in nature, and have stressed the

importance of learning through the use of the foreign-

language. Furthermore, they have generally emphasized

vocabulary practice and aimed at providing learners with

opportunities to interact with one another and the teacher
in as "natural” situations as possible. (Palmberg 1986).
Nowadays, researchers have stated the fact that the

knowledge of vocabulary is more important than the

18



knowledge of grammatical rules in a communicative language
setting. Johanson (1973) establishes that while lexical
errors would normally affect the comprehensibility of a
message, 'grammatical errors may be assumed to affect the
comprehensibility of a message only in a limited number of
cases."” (1973:109).

What Johanson implies here is that a speaker can get
his message across even i¥ hin ; sentences are not

grammatically well-formed. That is not possible in the

case of lexical errors because the degree of generality

is very low and each lexical item is self-governed.” The
implication is that vocabulary fluency should be a major
priority in TESOL pPrograms. Elliot L. Judd (1978)
clarifies that such control over the lexicon should be
Judged in terme of people’s ability ¢to communicate
effectively in the specific circumstances in which they
need to function.
In other words, a person s vocabulary ability should be
evaluated in relation to practical communication; if ideas
are stated with some degree of clarity, knowledge of the
lexicon is assumed. This point of view will be of great
importance in the analysis of some of the data obtained for
the purpose of the present work.

The question of how language learners build their
vocabulary is still a subject of research. Kate Parry

(1991) states that the process of developing an approach to

19



the teaching and learning of words 1is a difficult one to
examine, " for it can only occur over a long period of
time, and it must be extremely complicated” (1991:630).

As Aitchison (1987) shows, the "mental lexicon"

contains an immense amount of information, arranged in
such a way that it can be checked through with astonishing
rapidity.

The sheer number of words that most people know is
probably enormous: Aitchison estimates on the basis of
various studies that she reviews that the vocabulary of
an educated adult... is unlikely to be 1less than 55.000
[words] and may be as high as 250.000" (p.7).

Aitchison points out that native speakers know a great
deal about these words, in terms of both their contexts of
use and their exact range of meaning, much more that can be
expressed in a dictionary definition.

Based on these observations, Parry concludes that the
mental lexicon must be arranged in a complex network of
relationships, quite unlike the simple alphabetical

listing that we are accustomed to finding in dictionaries.
She asks herself how learners of a second language can
build wup such a large and complicated lexicon in the few
years, or even semesters, in which many of them hope to do
it. Her most interesting remark is that learners build
their vocabularies on their own as they engage in other

activities, particularly in the context of academic

20



reading. The teacher’s direct influence in helping the
students build their lexicon is very limited.

Parry states:

We who teach English as a second or
foreign language must acknowledge
that little vocabulary building

gets done through our own direct
agency, for we do not cover a wide
range of words in class, and many
of us spend no time at all on
discussing collocations and semantic

relationships. (p. 630)

Parry carried out a series of longitudinal case
studies designed to address the question of how language
learners build their vocabularies. Four students who were
enrolled in an anthropology class were asked to record the
words that caused them difficulty as they read their

anthropology texts, and to write down, if they could, what
they thought the words meant. Of course, the texts they
read varied in length, or amount of words.

Parry”“s most striking conclusion was that there is a
strong correlation between how much people read and how
many words they know. The following table shows how
many words the students wrote down in their lists, and what

proportion these represented of all the words read:

21
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READ READ LISTED
Viviana S 55.000 66 110.12. %
Yuko 93 48.000 168 0.35 X
Dimitri 182 72.000 91 0.19 X
Ae Young 11 7.500 119 1.60 %

T ———— —— —— O — e — S —— S —— ——— — —— —— ——— O — — S ——— —— —— — — — — — — — — — — — ——

What this table shows is that Ae Young both read much
less than did all the others and recorded proportionately
many more words. That suggests that the less a person
reads, the less vocabulary building takes place.

Parry also believes that conscious learning does not

appear to be as efficient as acquisition from input. She
states that '"students will build their vocabularies ON

THEIR OWN as they engage in other activities'" and

that “"this will happen particularly in the context of
academic reading'’. (630)

Parry“s observation clearly establishes a distinction
between acquisition and learning which is applicable to
vocabulary teaching. Such distinction comes from Krashen
(1989) who states that the acquisition of vocabulary and
spelling involves the language faculty, the mental organ
specialized for language, or, what is called, the lLanguage
Acquisition Device. When vocabulary and spelling are
consciously learned, mental faculties outside the language
faculty are used, and only a limited amount of language-
like competence can be developed.

Krashen argues that "competence in spelling and vocabulary

is most efficiently attained by comprehensible input in the
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form of reading.” (441) Good evidence exists to suggest
that this assertion is true. Several studies have found
that children who perform better on vocabulary test report
more free voluntary reading. Anderson, Wilson, and
Fielding, for example, asked fifth graders to record their
activities outside of school and reported that " among all
the ways children spend their time, reading books was the
best predictor of several measures of reading achievement,
including vocabulary."” (p.285.)

Similarly, Rice reported that adults who said they spent
more time doing leisure reading scored higher on a
vocabulary test. Other studies suggest that vocabulary
development is Dbetter served when at least some language
arts time 1is devoted to reading aloud. Cohen (1968)
reported that second graders who were read to everyday in
school made better gains in vocabulary than second graders
who were not read to regularly. Feitelson, Kita, and
Goldstein found that first graders who were read to daily
outscored comparison students on every language test given
to them, including vocabulary diversity on a story_telling
task. (1986)

Nagy (1988) points out, that reading also results in a
deep knowledge of words, words in natural texts are
encountered in a variety of contexts, which help readers
acquire their full syntactic and semantic properties.

These studies seem to support Krashen's assumption
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that acquisition can possibly take place without direct
instruction (1989). In fact, Nagy, Herman, and Anderson
(1987), among other researchers, have estimated that
school-age children acquire several thousand words per
year. Nagy argues that direct teaching of vocabulary
cannot be the source of this gains since "even the most
ambitious vocabulary teaching programs typically do not
cover more than a few hundred words per year.” (1988).

In addition, the results of several other studies
suggest that spelling competence can develop without formal
instruction. Thus, Krashen states that " the effect of
traditional, conscious learning-based instruction will be
small compared to the effect of comprehensible input
through reading.” (p.488).

As Seashore and Eckerson (1940) noted, an average
college undergraduate knows about 156,000 words, but this
knowledge could not have come from 156,000 trips to the
dictionary, 156,000 flashcards, or 156,000 fill-in-the
blank exercises. In regard to second language performers,
it seems obvious that many second language acquirers have a
huge vocabulary inventory, and it is quite doubtful that
they developed it exclusively from exercises and dictionary
work.

The power of reading in vocabulary development finds
confirmation in a study carried out in a Costa Rican

context in 1993. Maria del Rocio Miranda conducted a
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series of written workshops in two groups of ESL majors at
Universidad Nacional. She discovered that students who
used a greater number of complex structures and a larger,
more varied, advanced, and abundant vocabulary were '"those
who reported more regular reading habits, and more
extensive reading in both the native and the target
language."” (73).

Other assumptions concerning the nature of lexical
competence also suggest that words are organized and put to
use within particular associative networks which form the
overall pattern of meaning for a particular language;
(White 1988). Knowledge of the relationship between words
is important not only for learning the meaning of a word
but also for developing the ability to react to and use

words appropriately; in other words, for developing native-

like competence in the language.

White states that in developing an understanding of
meaning in the new language ''learners need to focus on
the relations that hold between items in the lexical
system.” (p.9) For Rivers, "with every word comes a set of
possible relationships, 8o that a word learned out of
context is for the most part a useless bauble.” (1983:74)
That is, with every new word, we learn its use: words with
which it can co-occur and relationships into which it can
enter. White (1988) argues that relationships between

words are formed not only by the immediate collocation
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pattern for each word (e.g.,loaf-bread) but also by the
wider networks of associations to which it belongs
(e.g.,throne—crown—king—queeq—cast1e-k1ngdom-ruler...).

One insight into the qﬁestion of how learners store

and recall words comes from the work of Henning (1973). He
found that low proficiency learners remembered words on the
basis of their sounds (acoustic clusters of similar-
gsounding words) while more advanced students relied on
related meanings (semantic clusters).
Even though the low-proficiency learners knew the meanings
of the words, they stored them according to their sound
properties. This suggests that at 1initial stages of
language learning, the phonetic properties of words may be
more salient than their semantic forms, but also that this
changes with increasing proficiency. It seems that over
time the lexicon reorganizes itself on semantic grounds,
mirroring more closely native-speaker structures (Deese
I965; Meara 1979; Randall 1980).

Another important factor to consider is that in
acquiring and storing vocabulary learners may be influenced
by the pattern of semantic networks in their mother tongue.
Piper and Leicester (1980) having established that Japanese
adults respond in Japanese in an identifiable different way
than English speakers respond in English, then carried out

research into the word associations of Japanese learners of

English.
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They found that the beginners were influenced by the
response mode of their mother culture and that advanced

learners”® responses were increasingly similar to those of

native speakers. In other words, the ESL learners acquired
word-association behavior along with increasing ability 1in
the language. Referring to advanced learners, Piper and
Leicester note: "It would appear that Japanese ESL
students do not revert to their native-tongue vocabulary

storage system for vocabulary they need in English"” (p.20).

They also suggest "word association behavior might provide
at least limited index of a learner“s development in his

new language’ (p.8).

Whether this would be a useful monitor of language

development is open to question, but certainly word-
association research suggests that words are stored and

recalled according to associative 1links, and that the

establishment of semantic links is a function of language

proficiency.

One more ¢trend into the nature of lexical competence
which is worth mentioning here is the cultural aspect. It
is thought that the teaching of vocabulary can never be
geparated from the teaching of the culture of the target
language. Qin Xiu-Bai in her article "Some reflections on
the teaching of vocabulary”, suggests that "we should watch

out for the culturally loaded words and see to it that the

students are constantly and
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authentically informed about the cultural patterns of the
target language."” (1982:39).

The implication, of course, is that the meaning of an
English word has a cultural significance 8o one needs a
cultured mind if one wants to teach or learn English as a
foreign language. Allen (1983) agrees on this point of
view as she claims that full understanding of a word often
requires knowing how native speakers feel about what the
word represents.” (p.4)

Obviously, since that meaning cannot be found in a
dictionary, it is essential to know something about the
customs and attitudes of native speakers if we are to know
what words really mean to them.

These considerations into the development of vocabulary
teaching and the review of insights into the nature of
lexical learning create a theoretical background for the
present study. We have explored the concept of meaning and
reviewed the role of vocabulary in six approaches to
foreign language teaching to understand the process that
led to a greater concern on vocabulary practice for
communicative purposes. In this sense, studies which
suggest that lexicon has a great power 1in helping the

learner achieve comprehensibility and fluency in the target

language were presented.
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It is worth clarifying here that grammar is not being
disregarded as an important constituent of communication.
Indeed, it is never enough to learn only the words and
their meanings. In fact, students who do not learn grammar
along with vocabulary will not be able to use the language
for communication. The point is that vocabulary may become
a major component of our teaching philosophy because of its
primary role in building language competence and
performance.

Throughout this chapter, there has been an analysis of
latest research in the sense that there 1is a relationship
between reading and vocabulary building and a discussion of
new orientations in vocabulary acquisition. In reviewing
such insights, it was mentioned that assimilation of new
words implies the development of appropriate semantic
networks of the foreign language and that a knowledge of
the relatedness of lexical items is an important skill in
developing fluency in speaking and writing. Finally, the
cultural implications in dealing with the meaning of words
were mentioned as an important aspect 1in vocabulary
building.

To sum up, language teachers have sometimes tended to
overlook the importance of the lexical system by
overemphasizing grammatical and sound systems.

This may have resulted from the fact that an individual

lexical store cannot be clearly defined because it depends
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upon the speaker’s need and particular experience. It Iis
an open system. The system of grammar and sounds, on the
other hand, can be clearly defined, are much the same for
all speakers, and thus are easier to teach.

Nowadays, however, lexical items are being given much
more importance since without lexicon the major meaning-
carrying element in language is missing as demonstrated by
the studies mentioned before. Such growing concern on the
acquisition of vocabulary as an integral part of learning a

second language increased our enthusiasm for the present

study.
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CHAPTER 11

METHODOLOGICAL PROCEDURES
DESIGN
The method of investigation is more observational or
clinical than experimental. This is a case study in which

we ask the subjects to produce raw data on which to make

evaluations. There was neither a control group or a
treatment group. This design was chosen due to the
practical and exploratory nature of this study. The

instructional program where the data was collected could
facilitate the random assignment of classes. Authentic
classroom situations were used with students who were
presumably studying with genuine motivation to succeed in
the course. The focus of observation is the lexical item
through the use of three elicitation techniques. The data
collected was processed or analyzed by using content
analysis, which is a research technique for the objective,
systematic, and quantitative description of the manifest
content of communication. This technique is a wvaluable
tool for obtaining certain types of information useful in
identifying or solving educational problems. The technique
was used to examine, interpret, and discover the elements
and the relationships implicit in the ‘''corpus” of

commnication; that is, the whole output
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generated by the students in the cloze tests and the
narrative descriptions.
The data collected was sorted out and displayed in

graphs, tables, and charts.

SUBJECTS
The observation was carried out at the CENTRO CULTURAL

COSTARRICENSE-NORTEAMERICANO, which is a non-profit
Costarrican institution founded in 1945. This institution
has a large and diverse student population and offers a 2
year-8 month English as a Second Language Program which
totals 16 courses divided as follows:
Beginning level: 1A,1B,2A, 2B,3A,3B,4A,4B

Intermediate level: NP1A, NP1B, NP2A, NPZ2B
Advanced level: Four of the following: Pronunciation,
American Idioms, Intercultural Communication, Short Story,
American Films, Advanced English Grammar, Speech
Communication, and Creative Writing.

The program is divided into bimesters and the passing
grade for all courses is 7.5.

New ESL students with a background in English are
placed in courses on the basis of the placement test which
is administered during registration periods. This test is
divided into two parts. The oral part is based on a series

of pictures which depict a story line about a character

(John or Jane). The students ask and answer questions
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about the pictures and create a short story using those
pictures as cues. Answers are rated on a 1-3 scale
basically in terms of grammatical correctness. The written
part involves 100 multiple choice questions also based
mainly on word order and verb tenses.

The subjects were all students enrolled in courses at
the regular ESL program. Three sections were chosen at
random and belonged to three proficiency groups according
to criteria established by the institution where the data
was collected: 10 beginning level(2B), 10 intermediate
level (NP1A), 10 advanced level (Intercultural
Communication). All 30 students were enrolled in classes
during the last bimester, a period of 8 weeks (November-
December 1993). The classes had a balance ratio of males
and females. Students”™ age ranged mostly between 16-35

years old as the following chart shows:

—————— ———— — —— T — —— ——— — ——— —— — — —— — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — —

I ——————————————————————— ———————————— ———— — — — — — — — — — — — —— — — — —

16-25 6 o 8 19
26-35 2 3 2 7
36-45 1 2 —— 3
46-55 iy thie - 0
06-65 1 - —— 0
total 10 10 10 30

It is necessary to mention that the advanced class
students were randomly selected from a larger class made up

of 15 students. The subsample of 10 students was taken 80

that they would be equal in number to the other sections

which participated in the study.
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The students in the 2B class (beginning students) had
already taken three introductory courses and needed to
complete two more courses in order to move up ¢to the
intermediate level. They still had limited language
skills. Four students had had some training in ESL prior
to beginning the program. Five students finished their
secondary studies in public schools, the rest of the
students studied in private schools. Only two of them had
had cross-cultural experiences in the United States for 6
and 4 months each. Students in a 2B class would normally
have a 1limited vocabulary, but they could talk about
themselves and express their opinions about topics and
ideas related to daily 1life. They were already able to
start and hold a conversation with some fluency using the
simple present, past, and future tenses. Their answers to
questions were wusually more complete and they could also
read short reading passages and answer questions about what

they had read or listened to.

These students use the NEW INTERCOM 2000 series which is a
basic course for secondary and adult students of English.
With communicative competence as its primary goal, the four
levels integrate a graded structural syllabus with the
everyday situations that provide the background for
specific communication goals. The context for the

introduction of all language forms is provided by an on-

going story line about a multicultural group of characters.
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The series provides a gradﬁal development of listening,
speaking, reading, and writing skills and takes the student
from an elementary through a low-intermediate level. 2B
students are supposed to cover the last B8 units of book 2.
Each unit begins with a thematic introduction which appears
on the first page of each chapter and is presented through
a variety of dialogues, stories, reading selections and/or
realia. In fact, the elicitation techniques used in this
study were very similar to the type of material used in
these introductions.

These unit introductions are intended to motivate
learning through the natural use of practical language in
diverse settings. Following each introduction are
different types of exercises that help students practice
the basic language skills. These exercises usually lead to
activities which encourage students to wuse their newly
acquired skills independently in varied situations.

Each unit in the textbooks is divided into various sections
such as vocabulary building, presentations, skill building,
reentry, interaction, listening, pronunciation,
communication game, silent reading and a writing section.
Finally, there is a vocabulary summary at the end of each
chapter. (see sample unit in appendix). In general, the
new vocabulary and the Grammar are presented in the unit
opener or introduction. These vocabulary items are later

reviewed in the VOCABULARY BUILDING section through
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exercises which use pictures, charts, and sentences with
the new words in each unit in context. A selected list of
words and expressions appears at the end of each unit for
identification of vocabulary actively used in the
exercises. This list is intended for students to see at a
glance the main features of the wunit, which new words are

introduced, and which new and useful expressions the unit

contains. Sometimes, the SKILL BUILDING section, the
REENTRY exercises, or the SILENT READING section recycle
previously introduced material and also practice new
combinations of lexical and grammatical items. The
workbook also reinforces grammar and vocabulary and gives
students additional practice in reading and writing. The
editors of NEW INTERCOM recognize that the interchanges in
the textbook units will often require use of vocabulary
beyond the level of the students”™ experience. So, teachers
are encouraged to provide the forms and vocabulary
necessary in order for the student to deliver the intended
information. Does this usually occur in class? That s the
big question.

The students in the NP1A class were in the
intermediate stage of the program. They had already taken
8 introductory courses. Only three of the students had had
contact with English before and studied in a private High-
School. None of them had traveled abroad, though.

Students at such level were able to create with the

36



language and ask and answer questions using complete

sentences. They could use appropriate greetings, polite
expressions, and leave-takings both formally and
informally. They could also talk about such topics as

housing, food, transportation, medical aid, and directions.
Although they still had grammar and pronunciation problems,
they were able to get their messages across, both orally
and written. NPlA students were using the first half of
NEW PERSPECTIVES textbook 1. It is a two volume course at
the intermediate level for adults and secondary students of
English as a second language. It extends NEW INTERCOM to
form a basal series of six books. NEW PERSPECTIVES moves
into a wide area of topical interests for these more
experienced learners, including such topics as career
planning and the world of work, leisure-time choices,
cross-cultural awareness, and a number of more academically
related subjects. The entire program follows a graded
structure syllabus in a spiraled approach to language
learning with regular reinforcement, expansion and review.
Besides the unit opener, which is usually a dialogue
or conversation, each chapter also includes such sections
as VOCABULARY IN CONTEXT, FOCUS ON GRAMMAR, PRACTICE,
INTERACT, PRONUNCIATION, GET TOGETHER, REMEMBER, LISTENING,
READING, WRITING, PHRASAL VERBS, and a VOCABULARY LIST at

the end of each chapter. (see full sample unit in appendix

section). One of the sections which deals directly with
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words is the VOCABULARY IN CONTEXT section which intends to
help students develop skills in using contextual clues to
determine the meaning of lexical items which appeared in
the unit opener. These cloze exercises are in narrative or
dialogue format. The VOCABULARY LIST section which comes
at the end of each unit is only used for identification of
vocabulary actively used in the exercises. The PHRASAL
VERBS section introduce two and three word verbs and are
practiced in contextualized exercises. Book 2 has a strand
dealing with idioms. Finally, the READING section
contributes to better reading skills and vocabulary
development. Teachers are advised to prepare the students
for the reading by helping them to develop the ability to
figure out meanings through contextualized clues. The idea
of familiarizing the students with the context and

vocabulary is an attempt to avoid word-by-word

interpretation or translation.

In regard to their schedule, both 2B and NP1A students were
taking evening classes and met 6 hours a week. The
evaluation of the course was both oral and written. The
oral portion of their grade included 2 listening-
comprehension tests, a final interview, and progress. The

written evaluation included 2 written tests and completion

of the workbook exercises.
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The students of the advanced level were taking
INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION. As specified before, this
course is one of the electives in that level. Students had
to take at least four courses in order to graduate.

Advanced students were taking Intercultural Communication
which is intended to help them improve the ability to
communicate effectively through the study of cultural
elements that affect language and overall communication.
Students explore and discover a number of these elements
and begin to integrate them into their language, both oral
and written. Therefore, they were not using a particular
textbook but printed material or handouts on topics
specified in the syllabus. As new terms aroused, the
teacher would give a short definition or explanation of its
meaning. In regard to language proficiency, the students
at this level could talk about up-to-date topics such as
politics, economy, education, leisure, travel, vacation,
ethical and moral affairs, history, and customs. They
could also narrate and describe actions using most verb
tenses, give directions, complain, make comparisons, and
solve problems. In general, the students in this level
were supposed to be proficient in all language skills.
They could communicate effectively and had grasped a wider
lexicon, a more complex grammar and more natural-sounding
pronunciation. The oral evaluation of the course included

a proficiency part, classwork, specific activities, and a
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final oral presentation. Written evaluation included
homework assignments, Jjournal, 3 quizzes, and a final
paper. It is worth pointing out that only five advanced

students had started the program at the first introductory

course (1A). The rest of the students had taken the
placement test and had been placed in 2A(3), 4A(1), and
NP1A (1). Five students graduated from public high-
schools. Six of them had participated in cultural

exchanges in the United States for at least a month.

INSTRUMENTS

A. Questionnaire

The questionnaire was designed to gather information
about the students background. Yet, it included a section
where the students were supposed to give information

regarding teaching/learning practices. More specifically,

they were asked to report information in terms of how they
were learning vocabulary in their classrooms. The questions

that the students answered were:

1. In what areas of English learning do you think you

still have the most problems: comprehension, grammar,
conversation, reading, writing, pronunciation, vocabulary?

> 4 Do you think you have achieved preciseness in

using vocabulary?
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3. How is vocabulary taught in your classroom?
Please, describe the way you learn vocabulary in this
class. (The full questionnaire appears in the appendix

section).

B. Elicitation techniques

Three different types of elicitation techniques were used
in this study: a cloze test, a narrative writing task with
pictures as cues, and directed dialogue writing. Each one
of these was carefully designed by the researcher who made
sure the three tools were checked out by colleagues and
also tried several times with individual pilot students. A

description of each follows:

CLOZE TESTS

The cloze test was a useful exercise to diagnose
certain aspects of word knowledge globally. It was used to
examine whether or not the learners were able to use a
variety of words in context and in relation to other words
in the text and to the overall content of the passage.

Three sets of cloze tests were designed in this study,
each test varied in terms of difficulty. The three texts
used were authentic ones: a selection of newspaper ads, a
personal letter, and a piece of news from a local English

newspaper in Costa Rica (full test materials are included

in the appendix section of this paper.)
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Key words were deleted and chosen according to two
criteria. First, they had to be appropriate for ESL
students in three different levels: beginners,
intermediate, and advanced. The words chosen were compared
to word lists found in regular textbooks or ESL readings to

make sure those words were not 8o unfamiliar to the

students.

Second, the words deliberatley omitted were content
words, either verbs, nouns, adjectives or adverbs. The
total number of words deleted in the three tests amounts to
64 divided into the three levels: 27 for beginners, 22 for
intermediate, and 15 for advanced. The chart im the

following page lists the range of words deleted in each

test.

It 1is worth clarifying here that in rating the
tests, the students were not expected to provide exactly
the same words originally deleted. Those words were used
only as parameters to determine whether or not the
students were able to go beyond using similar or more
varied words or choose precise words according to the
context of communication. The test with the lowest
difficulty level included four different newspaper ads
about a hotel on the beach, a mountain lodge, a Mexican
restaurant, and, finally, a short personal ad. The
second test was a complete letter written by a native
speaker in August 7, 1993. The last test, with the
highest level of difficulty was a piece of news reporting
an accident which appeared on THE TICO TIMES in July 10,
1992. These materials were chosen from larger number of

samples to assure appropriateness and reliability. No
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changes were made in any of the cases, except very slight
modifications to the personal letter.

NARRATIVE WRITING TASK USING PICTURES AS CUES

This technique was used in order to measure lexical
density; that is the amount of different content words
used in achieving narrative description. A set of 8
interrelated pictures were chosen. To reduce the
influence of variables which could alter the results, the
description of the passages was limited by providing a
gspecific situation and having the students include 12
elements in their writing. In addition, the pictures
were suitable for a logical, sequential story and
depicted a variety of elements that would allow for a
wider description of the environment. The students from
all levels followed the same guide for the writing task
since all of them already used past, present, and future

tenses.
The situation given was the following:

Last night you had a dream. It was a very short dream.
The B8 pictures on the next page show all the things that

you Baw.

Task: WRITE AN INTERESTING SHORT STORY ABOUT YOUR
DREAM. MAKE IT VERY DESCRIPTIVE. INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING

ELEMENTS:

-How the story began

-The country and location of the story

~-The events that happened during the story

~-The general characteristics of the people that you saw
(height, color of hair, eyes, etc.)

-Personality and abilities

-Kind of objects and things that you saw

-What made the town typical

-How the town compares to your native city

~-Why would anyone like to live there

-Two things that you like and two things that you
disliked about the city or the things that you saw.
~-How will the town change in 20 years

~-How the story ended
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Dialogue writing

This tool was designed to measure the students”
skill in conveying comprehensible messages with precise
words. The technique involved two gituations for

students to create two conversations:

Situation 1

Rosa has just come back from a vacation in Spain. When
she arrives to her house, she discovers something wrong.
She immediately calls her friend Lynn. Write out their

conversation.

2ituation 11

Charles and Marsha have been going out for about 4
months. Marsha tells Charles that she is pregnant and
that she is frightened because she does not know how her
parents are golng to react.

Charles wants her to find out if she is going to have a
boy or a girl. If it is a girl, he wants her to have an
abortion, but Marsha would be happy with any normal baby.

Write out their conversation.

Each of these situations was 1illustrated with a
couple of pictures for students to figure out each
situation more clearly and become more sensitive to the
topic. Also, each situation was chosen on a functional
basis, being very similar to the types of situations the
students were exposed to in their classrooms.

The three techniques just listed were analyzed by using

descriptive rather than inferential statistics.
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PROCEDURE
All subjects completed the tasks in a period of five

weeks during the last bimester of the year (1893).
Careful instructions for the cloze tests and the other
instruments were read aloud and examples were given to
make sure students would wunderstand the directions

clearly before completing the tasks.
The first week students were informed that research

was being carried out and that completion of the tasks
would not affect their performance in the course. The
specific purposes and details of this research were not
revealed.

During this first week, they completed the questionnaire
with personal information. (see appendix) The second
week, all the subjects completed the first cloze test in
their classroom.

Thirty minutes were given to complete the task and
opportunities to ask questions during the reading of the
instructions were allowed. They were told they were
supposed to read the newspaper ads carefully and then
fill in the blanks with words that would give full
meaning to the ads. A separate answer sheet was given
for them to write down the answers. All the papers were
labeled with an identification number in order to know if
a given paper was written by a 2B, NP1lA, or advanced
student. The same procedure was followed the third and
fourth week when the students completed the other two

cloze tests.

The answers elicited on the tests were evaluated by
the researcher. Words were counted correct if they gave
meaning to the original sentence and met the three
requirements specified in the definition of precise,

accurate vocabulary:
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a. knowlege of the register of the word
b. knowledge of the collocation of the word.
c. semantic knowledge of the word: its denotation

and connotation.

During the fifth week, we had all subjects complete
the narrative writing task. Instructions were read aloud
and then given to each student in writing. Each student
received a total of three sheets: the directions, the
set of pictures, and a blank sheet so they could write
their descriptions on both sides. We allowed them to use
additional paper if necessary. The time alloted was also
30 minutes, but we were flexible with those students who
could not finish within the time limit. The texts were
evaluated using a simple procedure to determine the
lexical density shown by each student: the total number
of correct content words used in each composition was
counted. Then, all the words that were used twice or
more in the description were subtracted. The result was
considered the lexical density of each student 1in the

task.

So, for example, one of the students used a total of
76 content words in the description, 10 of those words
were repeated one or several times, therefore, his
lexical density was 66 words.

The last week, we also had all the subjects from
the three groups write out the dialogues. We gave them
clear directions and allowed 40 minutes to complete the
task. We gave them two sheets for them to write out each
conversation. Since the purpose of this task was to
explore the degree of comprehensibility shown by each
student, three native speakers evaluated the students”
papers. They were asked to read each dialogue carefully
and evaluate their degree of comprehensibility according

to the following criteria:
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1- The dialogue was difficult to understand. The
vocabulary used was not accurate and led to confusion.

2- The student got the message across to a certain
extent. Although there were a few lexical errors, the

dialogue was more or less comprehensible.

3- The dialogue was easy to understand. The
vocabulary used was accurate and precise. The student
conveyed the message specified in the situation.

Since the subjects of this study wrote 2 dialogues each,
each native speaker rated a total of 60 dialogues. In
order to interpret the answers, we obtained a mean score
for each student, considering, in each case, the ratings

given by the three native speakers.
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CHAPTER 111

RESULTS: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This chapter |is devoted to the analysis and
interpretation of the data drawn from the gquestionnaire
applied and the three elicitation techniques so an answer
to the research qgquestions can be given. Mean scores
based on a 100% scale were obtained for the cloze tests
and the narrative writing tasks, the directed dialogues
were averaged on a 1/3 scale.

The survey used gives us enough hint to evaluate the
students “perceptions in terms of their vocabulary
knowledge. The first question requested an identification
of the areas of language learning in which students
thought they had major problems. They were asked to rank
these areas on a scale ranging between 1 and 7 in which 1
was interpreted as the most serious one. The following
chart shows the average results by levels:

2B NP1A Inter.Comm
Listening-Comp 5 3 5
Grammar 0 4 3
Conversation 2 2 3
Reading o 4 6
Writing 4 6 4
Vocabulary 5 o 4
Pronunciation 4 3 3

- As the chart shows, such productive skills as speaking,
writing, or pronunciation give the students the most
trouble. Vocabulary was identified as an area of

difficulty too. One interesting thing here is that
students reported problems in conversation due to a

limited knowledge of words.
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The other question in the survey was intended to
examine whether or not students felt they had achieved
precision and knowledge of a variety of words. 100% of
the students in the three levels answered negatively
because they thought they had always experienced lack of
confidence in carrying out a conversation due to a poor
knowledge of words and expressions. They also reported
that they could perceive the same limitations when
reading such magazines as Times or National Geographic.
In regard to the last question which dealt with reporting
any specific procedure used to teach vocabulary, both
advanced and intermediate students reported no procedure
at all other than the traditional teacher explanations on
the board as new terms appeared in the textbook. Only
37% beginners seemed to agree that their instructor used
to break free from that traditional style by using other
activities such as songs, word games, and additional
pieces of reading.

Regarding the cloze tests for the elementary level,

the initial mean score was 38%, then it decreased to 29%
and 14% on the remaining tests. Intermediate students’
mean scores were 45%, 39% and 16% on the three tests.
The mean scores for advanced students were 45% and,
increased to 53% on the intermediate test, a net gain of
8%. Finally, they scored 82% on the beginner”s test, a
net gain of 37% in comparison to their initial score.
These results are summarized on table 1.

49



TABLE 1

MEAN SCORES FOR CLOZE TESTS
ACCORDING TO PROFICIENCY LEVELS

— N — — e S S — ——— —
O ———— —— — — i ———— e — ——— T —— — O ——— — i — e —— W ————— ——

LEVEL CLOZE TEST 1 CLOZE TEST 2 CLOZE TEST 3
Beginner SRR 0 CRERENIAN 14%

Intermediate 45% o e o
Advanced B2X TR AT SN 5%

Graph I on the following page shows a global view
of the cloze-test results in the three proficiency
levels.

The second elicitation technique, the narrative
writing task, was intended to determine the students”
lexical density; the amount of different content words
used in the essays.

An analysis of the papers by levels reveals that the
more the students wrote, the more words they repeated
rather than extending the use of different words. Thus,
advanced students used 685 content words but repeated
196.

Within levels, lexical density percentages are divided as
follows:

-Beginners 68%
-Intermediate 66%
-Advanced 71%

This is clearly shown in table 2 (page 51)
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TABLE 2
LEXICAL DENSITY ANALYSIS BY LEVELS

— S —— —— ———— — — — ————— I ————————————————————————————————

LEVEL CONTENT WORDS WORDS X LEXICAL X
USED REPEATED DENSITY
Beginners - 463 147  32% 316 68X
Intermediate 566 192 34X 374 66X
Advanced RN Wttt S ~HEE

The lexical density analysis in regard to the total
number of subjects wused in the study shows that the
students used a total of 1179 different content words
divided as follows: 316 2B students (27%), 374 NP2A
students (32%), 489 Advanced students (41%).

The subjects repeated 535 words divided as follows: 147
beginners (27%), 192 intermediates (36%), 196 advanced
(37%) .

Lexical density in general is divided into:
beginners 27%, intermediates 32%, advanced 41%.

The following table summarizes these figures.
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TABLE 3

LEXICAL DENSITY ANALYSIS IN REGARD
TO THE TOTAL POPULATION

LEVEL CONTENT X WORDS x LEXICAL ) 4
WORDS REPEATED DENSITY
USED
2A 463 27% 147 27% 316 27%
NP2B 566 33% 192 36% 374 32%
Interc 685 40% 196 37% 489 41%
Communic.
TOTAL 1714 100% 535 100% 1179 100%

These figures show that intermediate students
exhibit a net gain of 5% in relation to beginners, but 9%
lower than advanced students. Advanced students, on the
other hand, show a net gain of 14% in relation to
beginners and 9% over intermediates.

In scoring the dialogues the three raters considered
only comprehension, whether or not the students were able
to express the message clearly. They read each student
paper carefully paying attention to vocabulary words and
their appropriateness in relation to the context and the
situation. The mean scores of these ratings are best

shown in graph I1 on the following page.
As the graph shows, there are slight differences

between levels here. Thus, beginning students differ
from intermediate students only by 0.09% and the distance

from advanced students was 0.45%
Advanced students outperformed intermediate students only

by 0.36%. According to the interpretation of the scale,
these figures may not be very significant in terms of the
degree of comprehensibility achieved.
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Let us now discuss each of the research questions
proposed on the basis of the findings set up above:

I .DO STUDENTS IN A REGULAR E.S.L CLASSROOM EVIDENCE AN
ABILITY TO USE PRECISE/ACCURATE WORDS IN SPECIFIC
CONTEXTS?

The findings revealed by the cloze-tests provide
posible insight for answering this question. Let“s start
with beginning students. The results were quite
unexpected because their scores were very low even on
cloze-test 1 which had the lowest difficulty level. The
highest score was 59% and the average was 38%. These
results might have been affected by the fact that this
test was based on newspaper ads which were not written in
narrative form. Therefore, the ads contained very few
context clues which would facilitate their completion.
Only one of the ads was a complete text in narrative
form. The students did better in completing this.

Let us compare the students” responses in both kinds
of ads. Here is one of the ads with very few clues:

GOLDEN MARLIN
Pacific Hotel Villas

i ——————— — — — — — — —— —— —— o — — ———— —— — — — — — — — —— —— —— T — —— — — — —— — — — —

American style & design maid ——-—==——=——=—=- (7)

1 and 2 bedrooms laundry --—=====—- (8)

saleeps 6 to B8 people boat dock

Air conditioned Ecological (9)

Washer, dryer, microwave Deep sea (10)

—————————————— , refrigerator horse (11)
(6) 24 hour guards

Hot water heater, ceiling

fans

T ————————— T ————————— ———— ——— — —— ——— — —— —— —— — —— ——————— — — — —

Original words for the blanks were: stove (6), service
{¥), room (8), tours (9), fishing (10), riding (11).
Students completed these blanks mostly with words that

would not provide any meaning to the ads:
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ORIGINAL WORDS

service (7)

room (8)
tours (9)

fishing (10)

riding (11)

STUDENTS WROTE WORDS SUCH AS

_-_-—-——---_'.-—-----------___--_—-—-_--——h-l—l—*—_#—_---_--

tv, and, big

great, market, place,
travel, office,
beautiful, serve, nice

excelent, dry, place

fona, nature

fish, blue, wonderful,
diver, coral

big, beach, sale, show,
ride

In contrast, the students did much better in completing
the last ad which was a complete text in narrative form:

. — —————— e — ————— — S e —— e — S —— e —— — — — — —— — — S S— S S —

ATTRACTIVE TICA GIRL.

Very

(15), with good

feelings, intelligent, down to earth, understand little

English. Would like to
between 30-45, generous.

serious

(16) a good man

(17).

friendship and later for

Possible (18).

Please (19) letter with picture and phone # to:

TICO TIMES, " BOX W

", Apdo 4632-1000 San Jose, C.R.

T — — — — — — — — — — — — —— — — —— ——— — — — ——— ———— —— — — — — ——— — —— — — — — — — — ——

— i ————————— —— ———— —————— — — —— — —— — — — — — — — —— —— —— —— ———— —— —

S N S T — e —— T ———— e ————————— ———— —— S —— —

nice (15)

meet (16)
relationship (17)

marriage (18)

send (19)

well, special, nice
beautiful, important
meet, know, find
Relation, boyfriend,
relations, person
extrange, married,
compromise, time, work
put, to write, put,

send, write

— e ———— A —— S ——————— ———————— —
_---—--——-—_-—_- -



The fact that most of the answers to this last ad were
correct suggests that students need to learn words in
contexts that facilitate recall and comprehension.

However, two words gave the students some trouble.
They did not seem to understand the semantic difference
between relation (the connection of persons by blood or
marriage) and relationship (an association of persons by
love or sentimental affection). They also had trouble
finding appropriate words to replace "marriage"” which
confirms our observation that students could not handle
the lack of "cues” in completing cloze tests.

In the intermediate cloze test, beginning students
lowered their mean score to 9 points, it came down to
29%. The highest score was 36% in a 100 ¥ scale. Higher
scores were expected given the fact that the text
provided enough clues. As mentioned before, it was an
authentic letter of approximately 200 words and only 22
words had been deleted, 11% of the total of number of
vocabulary words. Most of the answers were non-sensical
and reflected the students”™ lack of knowledge of the
semantic properties of the word; that is its denotation
and connotation. oimple, everyday phrases such as take
care were not elicited.

Students came up with such wrong phrases as "God bless
you and take me'”, "take for me'", "take regards'. Very

few students answered correctly. As expected, the
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results of cloze test III (The advanced one) were very
low. The mean score was just 14% and individual scores
were very low too. Thus, beginning students did very
poorly on the three cloze tests.

Regarding NPZA students, the results were quite

unsatisfactory too. The mean scores 45, 39,and 16
evidence poor performance in all three tests.
The highest individual score in cloze test 1 was 67%, all
other grades were below 60% The highest scores were 55%
and 47% on the remaining tests. They outperformed
beginners only by 7, 10, and 2 points on the three tests.
Some of their answers also evidenced ignorance of
colloquial expressions. In one of the sentences in which
the original sentence was: 1 think her thesis is driving
her crazy, they elicited sentences such as I think her
thesis is driving her mind, time, alone, car, etc.

Another example 1is the original sentence: " I'm
sorry it“s taken me g0 long to write.” Students replaced

80 Jlong with nonsensical phrases such as so busy, so

time, so0o don“t, etc. In many instances, students came up
with wrong spellings such as woried (worried), dubts
(doubts), foreing (foreign), ansious (anxious), etc.

Here is a complete transcript of one of the texts from an

NP2A student:
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7 August 1993 Hayward, CA

Dear Carlos:
Hello. I°’m s0 sorry it “s taken me so don"t to write. 1

hope you're doing great. In about three weekas, 1°11 be
course my second semester at SFSU. I1°11 be have three
courses. In September, 1°11 be teaching English as a
Second Language as at a local school. 1711 be working
with false beginners and team-teaching with another
teacher.

Them, I1°11 also have my very own teaching aid. The
English Department is really good, lots of materials and
have available to use in class. I m excited but a little
nervous, too, because it°s been almost a year since I ve
been in a classroom teaching and I feel a little worrie.
Jorge was here for about a three week visit before come
for Kentucky where he 1l be going graduate school.

We had a lot of trips playing tourist and I think he
enjoyed California. One weekend We went to Stockton,
California, where Teresa Campos is living with her family
as a Fulbright city. We had a really nice visit with
them. Teresa is in the middle of her thesis, and I think
it°’s driving her alone. ohe s doing a comparative
analysis of turn-taking among English speakers Vs.

Spanish speakers in a formal meeting environment. It
does interesting, doesn’t it? 1 hope that Saprissa "esta
en la calle.” Oh, well, maybe next year. How are your

studies and your language school? I have no lost that
you're destined to do great things and that you ll enjoy
studies in your field because you ' re very talented.

God bless you and take me
our friend, Amy

Evidently, the incorrect usage of words in completing the

text makes it unclear and confusing.

Advanced students”® mean scores on the three cloze tests
were B82%, 53%, and 45%. Their greatest gain was on the
beginning test: 37 points higher than intermediate
students, and 44 points above beginners. That result is
not surprising at all because cloze test I was the least
difficult so advanced students were expected to do well.
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The results of cloze test II seem to be a little
more significant for advanced students. They have a net
gain of 24 points from beginners and 14 points from
intermediates. Although they did better than the other
two levels, their mean score (53%) does not necessarily
reveal a solid command of words.

One more proof of this reality is given by the 45%
mean score obtained in cloze test III. We do not deny
the fact that the text was much more difficult; yet, it
was not supposed to be out of control. Surprisingly,
there were only two above-average scores (93% and 80%).
All other scores were below 60% .

Going back to the question, neither beginner,
intermediate, or advanced students evidenced a solid
foundation of vocabulary in the specific contexts

provided by the cloze tests. Their low scores on the

three tasks seem to prove the discovery that they need to
build and acquire more vocabulary. In spite of these
findings, these conclusions should be taken cautiously
considering the fact that the results of the cloze tests
could have been affected by the level of concreteness of
the target words. What this means is that many of the
vocabulary words that were deleted were fairly abstract
and difficult to imagine. As a consequence, the use of
abstract academic vocabulary, in some cases, may have

caused the students to use inappropriate words in an

58



attempt to give meaning to the texts. In any case, such
low performance was rather surprising. If students
gradually build up their lexicon, they should have
congistently outperformed those at lower levels.

That reality was not evident throughout this study in

which the subjects behaved similarly on the three tasks.

II. HAVE STUDENTS IN DIFFERENT PROFICIENCY LEVELS MADE
SIGNIFICANT PROGRESS IN REGARD TO A VARIED USAGE OF
WORDS?

The narrative writing task provides possible insight
for answering this question. As mentioned before, the
analysis of the narrative writing task was based on
quantity rather than quality.

The goal was to determine the amount of different
content words used in writing the essays, which, in turn,
would evidence progress in using a variety of words. The
figures suggest that even though advanced students
evidenced some progress in regard to a varied usage of
words, this difference does not seem to be significant
enough since it is only 5% from intermediate students and
even Just 3% from beginners. By contrast, beginning
students did better than intermediate students since
their lexical density is 2 points higher. The

implication here seems to be that the less they write,

the less they repeat.
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This phenomenon did not apply to advanced students
because even though they wrote more, their repetition
percentage was the lowest (29%). (see table 2)

If we analyze lexical density in regard to the
total population, we can conclude that there 1is a
consistent pattern within each proficiency level; that
is, the percentages regarding content words used, words
repeated, and lexical density are very similar in each
level. In the case of beginning students, these
percentages are exactly the same (27%), (see table 3). In
looking at the differences between levels, advanced
students outperformed beginning and intermediate students
on 14 and 9 points respectively. Intermediate students
outperformed beginners in only 5X%.

Another interesting pattern comes from
intermediate and advanced students. The difference in
their percentages of words repeated vs. lexical density
is only 4%. Advanced students are at a better position,
though they repeated more words than intermediate
students; yet, their lexical density is higher.

In contrast, intermediate students repeated less words
(1% less), yet their lexical density is lower than that
of advanced students. In sum, students in the three
different proficiency levels did not evidence an
important improvement in the use of a wvaried lexicon.

Advanced students did better, of course, however, their
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progress was modest (only 3% above beginners). Only in

regard to the total population, their advancement was

much more significant.

ail. ARE THE STUDENTS ABLE TO CONVEY COMPREHENSIBLE
MESSAGES WITH PRECISE WORDS IN A SPECIFIC COMMUNICATION

CONTEXT?

The directed dialogues provided possible insight for
answering this question. As mentioned before, these
dialogues were analyzed in terms of their quality, that
is; whether or not the message was comprehensible and
clear. The ratings given by the three native speakers
provided some initial evidence to suggest that students
still lacked accuracy in wusing exact words to convey
comprehensible messages. If we take into account the mean
scores obtained in the comprehensibility analysis

(1.78/1.87/2.23), we can observe a moderate improvement

among levels. (see graph 2)

Both beginner and intermediate students are at a
point in which the vocabulary used was not completely
appropriate and, in many cases, led to confusion.
Advanced students got their messages across to a certain

extent and, in spite of their lexical errors, their

dialogues were more or less understood.
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Thus, the ratings provide evidence to conclude that
the dialogues were not fully clear on the basis of an

accurate usage of words or careful observance of the
directions in each situation.' Here is an example from an

advanced student. The dialogue belongs to situation 1:

Lynn: Hi

Rosa: Lynn...something bad happened

Lynn: Don“t be stress. Tell me what s wrong

Rosa: There nothing in the house.

Lynn: What? I can“t believe it.

Rosa: Oh no, Robert is going to Kill me. He will
not accept that all the house is clean.

Lynn: Rosa... You have to call the police.

Rosa: 1 thing you get it. I will do it.

Lynn: Don“t worry... all will be fine.

Rosa: thanks

Lynn: I will call you late.

Rosa: 1711 be here.

A typical problem which ocurred throughout all
the paper was incorrect spelling: stress (stressed),
thing (think), late (later).

The student in this case did not succeed in
communicating a clear message because of a poor choice of
words: " there nothing in the house " could have been
replaced by such expressions as: the house 1is empty or
the house has been broken into, or Jjust someone broke
into the house and stole everything. The student shows

lack of knowledge of the register of an expression such

as "' you get it.” Evidently, it does not fit into this
context where an expression such as you're right or
that's a good idea would have been more proper. Another
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interesting problem which is evident in this sample is L1
interference. The student used " the house is clean "

meaning the house is empty. Obviously , such connotation
is only possible in Spanish, especially Tico spanish.
Thus, the misunderstanding and confusion in interpreting

the text seem to come exclusively from difficulties in

using a precise and varied lexicon.

Let us take an example from a beginner student

who obtained the following ratings: 3, 3, 1,5. His

average was 2.5 .

Rosa was worried because your boyfriend has a bad
accident, he broke his legs and right now, he is still at

the hospital. Lynn said that to Rosa when she called
her.

Rosa: Hi Lynn. How are your things?

Lynn: Hi. Rosa all well. What about you?
Rosa: O.K. I'm worry. I arrived one hour
Rosa: 1 found your message. What did happen?

Lynn: George had an accident and broke his legs.
Rosa: Where he“s now.

Lynn: He“s still in the hospital.

Rosa: O.K. thanks I°'m going to see him at the
hospital.

Rosa: see you later.

The student was able to get his message across
fairly well since the dialogue is comprehensible and

there are very few lexical problems.

This example confirms our previous observations that

grammatical problems do not seem to interfere with
communication. As we can see, the text is loaded with

grammar mistakes: How your things, what did happen,
where he's now, etc. The student had trouble forming
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information questions; however, his poor grammar did not
have any effect on achieving comprehensibility because
the raters agreed that the vocabulary used was accurate

and the meaning was free from confusion or doubt.

IV - IS VOCABULARY GIVEN ADEQUATE TREATMENT IN A
REGULAR E.S.L CLASSROOM IN COSTA RICA ?

First of all, in looking at the way vocabulary has
been taught in ESL programs at adult levels, two major
points emerge. First, vocabulary appears to have been
relegated to a secondary status in favor of syntax. In
general, it is felt that students need to master basic
grammatical patterns first to gain both understanding and
ability to communicate in English.

Learning new words or phrases is often viewed as a
hindrance to this task because such study distracts the
learner from observing and using syntactic patterns of
the language. Thus, the tendency seems to be towards

beginning vocabulary instruction only after basic syntax

is mastered.
The second point which is perceivable in the

teaching philosophy applied in the classrooms studied is
the treatment of vocabulary as a means to an end and not
as a goal in itself. Students themselves are aware of
this reality. The survey about classroom practices and
learning problems revealed that 100% of the students
agreed not having achieved an appropriate control over
vocabulary for communication. They did not report any
specific procedure used by the instructors to teach words
other than the simple review of word lists or

explanations of new words in terms of their equivalents

in Spanish.
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Thus, these findings have provided some initial
evidence to conclude that there remain difficulties
in vocabulary in ESL classrooms. Indeed, when comparing
the information from the survey to the results of the
three elicitation techniques, we can find a lot of
coincidence. The students reported problems in the area
of vocabulary and reflected such perceptions in their
poor performance in the tests given.

ESL teachers should be aware of this problem,
but they should also understand that building
vocabulary requires a great deal of work, and that
there must be a continuous process of reviewing and
practice. Much more research must be done before we
can expect to have a reliable picture of the
problem. So, it is important that researchers turn
their minds to the problem, for it is only with such
an understanding that we can do justice in our
teaching to vocabulary building as a process.
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CHAPTER 1V

IMPLICATIONS FOR ESL/EFL TEACHING

The application of the three elicitation techniques
and the questionnaire, its experiences and results have
led to a number of implications that can be relevant to
the teaching of vocabulary, specifically for ESL
classrooms at the CCCN. The study offers a preliminary
diagnosis of the status of lexicon in three ESL
classrooms in that institution. The findings can become
an invaluable aid for both instructor and student engaged
in the endless attempt to make the teaching practice more
effective and realistic.

The presence of weaknesses in vocabulary was
reflected in the poor performance exhibited by the
students in this study. Actually, in the three
elicitation techniques, students found themselves at a
literal "loss for words” in the specific contexts they
encountered. In many cases, they experienced frustration
and even claimed that their ESL training had been of
dubious value since they had great trouble understanding

and using an abundant vocabulary in each of the tasks.
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The first implication that can be drawn from these
findings in terms of ES1 teaching in general is that
vocabulary instruction should begin quite early in ESL
programs. There is no reason to assume that vocabulary
instruction 1is incompatible with grammar teaching. Even
with the format of strict syntactic organization of
materials, the introduction of a variety of new words and
phrases should begin immediately.

Through the use of several strategies, a variety of new
lexical items that are within the limits of the students’
grammatical knowledge can be easily incorporated into the
teaching design. What this means in practice is that ESL
teachers and material developers should begin to
supplement their textbooks with additional vocabulary
items or adopt texts which have greater emphasis on
vocabulary learning. Indeed, the textbooks used in the
classrooms studied were structurally based and the
treatment of vocabulary can be said to be insufficient.
Thus, the vocabulary component should be a basic
selection criteria in deciding what materials to use for

classroom instruction.

Second, both direct and indirect vocabulary teaching
should be encouraged. By devoting time to the lexicon,
the students will acquire the needed vocabulary items in
a logical manner. I1f vocabulary training is begun early

and receives separate attention, students will improve
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their other skills, especially speaking, reading, and

listening. If students had stronger, more diversified
lexical knowledge, the chances of focusing on the entire
message would be increased and thus the ultimate goals of
these s8kills would be better achieved. Eventually,
teachers would complain that materials are not usually
available. However, they should be able to understand
that since most traditional textbooks and curricula delay
vocabulary instruction, teachers might create their own
materials. The following criteria could be wuseful to

accomplish this task:

A. Whether or not the lexical items are usable

within the students”linguistic level and

B. Whether or not the materials are useful to

students® needs both present and future.

Although we do not live in an English- speaking country,
there are lots of resources and authentic materials such
as newspapers, letters, brochures, magazines, Jjournals,
songs, videoclips, etc, which can be incorporated and
adapted to the classroom needs.

It is important for teachers to keep in mind that

vocabulary ought to be taught in context since words

taught in isolation are generally not retained. This
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assumption seemed evident in the completion of the cloze
tests. It was easier for the students to come up with
meaningful words only when the linguistic environment in
which the word appeared was given.

Another factor to consider is the utility of the lexical
items chosen. That 1is, words and phrases should be
meaningful to students”™ present and future lives. The
teachers need to consider such factors as the students~
age, educational background and field of interest. The
teacher ought to know also such sociolinguistic variables
as the situation in which the words will be used, the
medium (oral, written, or both) in which the item is
employed, and the people with whom the words will be
used. Thus, massive vocabulary instruction begun at
early stages of the ESL curriculum would add greater
flexibility to a classroom and increase students”
performance because what they are learning would appear
meaningful and useful in their daily lives.

One more thing teachers should take into account is that
in order to increase success in vocabulary instruction;
the lexical items presented must be constantly reviewed.
As a matter of fact, the more exposure given to a word or
a phrase, the better are the chances for retention. Too
often lexical items are introduced in one unit and are

never repeated. In addition, multiple exposures to words

will help students to acquire knowledge of the
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gsociolinguistic dimensions of a word or phrase, to
function in a real, uncontrolled English-speaking world
and to minimize ESL students” frustration, embarrasment
or inability to communicate effectively. More precise
meanings will develop as the teacher repeats the
vocabulary item and as the students are taught to infer
meaning through the use of lexical and grammatical cues,
as well as through the knowledge of the outside world.
Perhaps, one of the most significant implications in
looking at the results of this research is its indirect
support of Krashen’s Input Theory and his suspicion that
reading, more than anything else, develops competence in
vocabulary, spelling and others (Krashen, 1989).
According to our observations and the information
provided by the students in the three classrooms studied,
it seemed as though instructors had not fully
incorporated reading in the target language as an
important source of input. There 1is no fallacy in
affirming that some language programs have idolized
textbooks taking for granted that completing a textbook
series accounts for competence in language acquisition,
including vocabulary building. In addition, according to
our observations, instructors do not often provide
opportunities for their students to read authentic

materials in the target language from the earliest
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levels. The poor performance of the students who took
part in this study reveals that vocabulary is still one
of their weaknesses. By implication, traditional
vocabulary teaching seems to lack an effective approach
to word acquisition.

In summary, it is now time to devote more attention
to vocabulary instruction. ESL programs should increase
their treatment of vocabulary as soon as possible and
start considering word use a vital skill in helping
students gain better communicative competence in the
language. This will in turn improve the atmosphere of
the ESL classroom in which they must daily function and
also help create more successful student performance when
they leave the ESL classroom. The findings of this study
and the literature reviewed offer other specific

implications in relation to teaching vocabulary in

ESL/EFL classes:
- Since the subjects of this study demonstrated

little progress in vocabulary, we might suspect that the
absence of an approach to vocabulary teaching may cause

difficulties in developing vocabulary fluency.

2. Students might have a poor lexicon because their
ESL instruction does not encourage enough reading.

Indeed, nearly everyone in the language teaching

profession agrees that reading is beneficial, even

71



without research evidence. Yet, not all foreign language
programe do much to encourage it. Reading provides a lot
of comprehensible input and it might be an effective way

to develop vocabulary as well.

3. It seems that direct and indirect vocabulary
teaching are important in teaching a foreign language.
However, the latest research on language learning
suggests that it is important to leave ample space for
reading since picking up vocabulary from this skill is
more time-efficient than methods that aim to give
students a thorough knowledge of words.

In regard to the CCCN program, this study might yield the

following implications:

It 1= necessary to establish a closer
relationship between the communicative-oriented program
and vocabulary development. The communication process

will never be effective without a s8o0lid command of

lexicon.

2. The speaking, reading, or listening activities
used in classes should be preceded and followed up with
additional vocabulary development tasks intended not only
to facilitate comprehension, but also to enrich

vocabulary acquisition.
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Based on the studies carried out by Krashen, Rice,
Parry, Miranda and others and on the findings and
implications generated through this study, we can
establish some suggestions to help improve the teaching
of vocabulary:

1. Free voluntary reading could be incorporated in
the ESL classroom, starting at beginning levels. The
first fifteen minutes of class can be spent on pleasure
reading. Massive quantities of pleasure reading in which
students are only held responsible for content and in
which they can skip words without fear of missing

anything that affects their grade could result in

vocabulary growth and overall language competence.

2. Every regular ESL classroom should also provide
opportunities for academic readinges, which s8hould be
carefully exploited by analyzing and practicing key words
and discussing about their content. Tests should include

items to measure vocabulary comprehension.

3. Every ESL program should have a reading room,
filled with books, newspapers, magazines, and other
authentic materials that our students would read and
enjoy. Teachers should spend at least 1 hour per week at
the reading room engaging the students in free voluntary

reading.
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4. The traditional word-for-word translation
approach should be avoided in ESL classes since it has
proven to be not too useful. Instead, teachers should
help students grasp meaning from readings and use words
by applying appropriate learning strategies. In the case
of low-proficiency language learners, who seem to encode
word meanings on the basis of acoustic and orthographic
similarities, teachers should spend more time on
selective listening, aural discrimination, songs, rhymes,
affix drills and other exercises that point out
gsimilarities and differences of sound and spelling of
words. Learners at higher levels might benefit more from
synonym and antonym games and exercises, paired-associate
compositions in which lists of related words are given to
prepare written or oral compositions.

Y. Teachers should develop classroom activities
that effectively incorporate words into appropriate
semantic networks. Word-association activities activate
the learner s store of vocabulary and develop a knowledge
of the relatedness of lexical items. In the traditional
QDD MAN OQUT game, for example, students practice
discrimination between lexical sets, through underlining

the word that does not belong in the group. Example:
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a. 8stream, lake, sea, river, mountain
b. uncle, grandfather, niece, nephew, brother
¢c. suntan, snow, rain, ice, ski

At intermediate and advanced levels, one of the most
successful activities in making students more practically
aware of meaning relations involves getting students to
build semantic fields around a particular word.

The teacher gives an appropriate cue word such as anger,
Jobs, eating out, and students then write down all the
associated words that come to mind. After a given period
of time, students compare their words. These may be
grouped on the board and then used as a starter for a
further related activity.

Besides, there are several books in the field which
contain techniques and strategies to teach vocabulary.
One all teachers should have is TEACHING AND LEARNING
VOCABULARY by Linda Taylor, 1990. The book provides ways
of presenting new items and techniques to teach
vocabulary communicatively. It also contains exercises
for repetition, consolidation, and interaction.

Perhaps, the most important |is that it provides
suggestions and ideas for teachers to design their own
techniques and adapt them to their students”™ needs. Also
available is TECHNIQUES IN TEACHING VOCABULARY by
Virginia French Allen. It provides several strategies to
teach vocabulary according to proficiency levels.

It has not been the purpose of this chapter to
propose a wealth of vocabulary teaching exercises.
Teachers might have their own preferred techniques for
teaching the different aspects of vocabulary usage
mentioned here depending on their objectives and their

students”learning styles.
Rather, the purpose has been to suggest that in

preparing teaching materials and in adopting a teaching
philosophy, teachers begin with a rich concept of
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vocabulary. It is clear that for ESL classrooms in Costa
Rica, the goals of vocabulary teaching must be more than
simply covering a certain number of words on a word list.
An awareness of the role of vocabulary in attaining
mastery of a language and a clear concept of what it
means to know and acquire a word is essential, now more
than ever before due to the increasing emphasis on
language for communication. Ultimately, this is perhaps

the major instructional application that can be drawn
from this study.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION

This study was designed as a diagnostic inspection
of the status of vocabulary in three ESL classrooms of
different proficiency levels at the CCCN. There were
practical reasons for devoting attention to lexicon
because of the increasing awareness of the fact that
vocabulary is essential for mastery of a language. No
one denies that our students carry dictionaries with
them, not grammar books, and they regularly report that
lack of vocabulary is one of their major problems.

The application of the three elicitation tasks:
narrative writing, cloze tests, and directed dialogue
writing intended to examine the students”™ ability to use
a precise, varied, and accurate lexicon. In addition,
another aim was to stress the importance of treating
vocabulary as an important language component and to find
Justification for suggesting some practical ideas that

might be applicable to ESL classrooms.
The analysis of the students”™ performance in these

three tasks was meant to establish a rough, preliminary
evaluation of their ability to use words and convey
comprehensible messages in gspecific communication
contexts. Backing this exploration of vocabulary was a
thorough review of literature which analyzed the concept
of semantics in relation to the development of skills in
El foreign language, discussed the evolution and
importance of vocabulary teaching and reviewed insights
into the nature of lexical learning. The most important

aspect which supported the goals of this study was the
discussion of research which proves the primary role that

vocabulary plays in helping the learner attain
comprehensibility and fluency in the target language.
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Even though the techniques used were appropriate for
this study, it would be the subject of additional
regsearch to determine whether or not these would be the
ideal, pertinent tools to ascertain the reality of the
students”® command of vocabulary. However, to do justice
and to be objective in appraising them, it is necessary
to take into consideration that those three techniques
were seriously and carefully designed and selected out of
many other authentic similar samples. Their reliability
and applicability were increased by pilot applications
and revisions by colleagues. Besides, it is worth taking
into account that these techniques intend to establish
only an initial observation of a problem which would
require a much more ellaborate, scientific or scholarly
investigation. In providing stimulus for the elicitation
of vocabulary, these technigques have been widely used in
current research. In our specific case, they can be
considered models of a rich, communicative wuse of
language because they come from authentic materials so,
they are free from the constraints of unreal language.

One of the variables that might have affected the
outcome of this study was the fact that students
completed the tasks as a separate activity that would not
affect their performance in the course they were taking.
Should they have been pressured by a grade, would the
results have been better? Is this the reason why they
did not cover many of the aspects requested in the
narrative description?

What this means in practice is that students might
have made little effort in performing the tasks
accurately as they suspected they were not going to be
held responsible for their results. Of course, this is
only a supposition since many of them seemed interested
and enthusiastic, asked questions, and requested more

time to work on each task.
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In regard to the extent to which the results of this
gtudy can be generalized, there is a word of caution.
The students”® output and its interpretation may only
apply to their particular situation rather than to the
whole student population of the institution where the
data wae collected, much less to ESL students in general.
In spite of this limitation, the relevance of this study
is not lessened because its findings may be used as
springboard for future research in the field. The
present work has indeed raised many questions such as
what would have the results been if the students had had
the opportunity to choose the words from a set of
alternatives or what is the proportion of vocabulary
expected according to levels, or whether or not a lexical
gsyllabus might be applicable and effective. Another
important aspect which might require further analysis
would be the relationship between contextual clues and
vocabulary recall. The questionnaire may also have to be
implemented with other questions to explore the relation
between reading and vocabulary. Examples of those
questions could be:

a) Do you like to read?

b) Do you ever read texts in Spanish or English?

¢) How often do you read those?

d) What kind of material do you like to read?

e) How much time do you spend on reading?

f) Besides the procedures used by the teacher in class,
are you using any other strategy to learn words by

yourself?
Future research would have to deal with such

concerns. Up to present, this study can be said to be
progenitor of investigations in the area of lexicon in a
Costa Rican setting. The results may be a wvalid,
indirect warning of what might be happening in the
process of vocabulary teaching in general.
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Besides, the pedagogical suggestions listed on

Chapter IV can be put into practice by any ESL program
which recognizes the value of a serious reorientation of
its vocabulary teaching philosophy. There is no doubt
that the study stimulates a new vision and interpretation
of the role of lexicon in achieving a control over the
target language.
The students” output in this study suggests that a
redefinition of teaching practices in vocabulary may be
necessary now. As noted before, the subjects who took
part in this research did not reveal a compact, stable
knowledge of vocabulary. As it happened with the three
techniques employed, neither beginner, intermediate, or
advanced students demonstrated an important improvement
or progress in using a variety of words. This conclusion
was supported in the analysis of the directed dialogues
where students revealed problems in finding the right
words to make the message clear and understandable. The
answers to the research questions listed at the beginning
of this study cannot go beyond: no, not much, or to a
certain extent. That is, the findings of this study
would not support an affirmation that students evidenced
an ability to use words or convey comprehensible messages
with precise, varied words and phrases. A great progress
among proficiency levels is also a subject of doubt since
such gradual improvement was not evident either.

For language teaching in general, and particularly
for the teaching of vocabulary in regular ESL classes,
the results of this study hold the following
implications:

First, instructors should understand that teaching a
language without words is like attempting to drive a car
without oil. Since words are the content and provide the
fuel for communication, there is a need to give
vocabulary an appropriate position in the language
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classroom. It can”t continue offstage. It is a must to
spend more time on vocabulary enrichment.

Second, this study suggests the need to start a
yocabulary revolution in the classroom with appropriate
materials, teaching techniques, and a clear vocabulary
teaching concept as well as the need to supplement
regular textbooks with additional vocabulary materials
or adopt textbooks which have greater emphasis on
vocabulary teaching.

In addition, this study suggests a greater emphasis
on pleasure and academic reading as a source of input and
as an acquisition strategy to develop vocabulary growth
and language competence in general. Finally, the need to
implement teacher training programs with activities that
promote a greater awareness of the role of vocabulary in
L2 acquisition and a clearer concept of what it means to

know and acquire a word.
In closing, it has been quite challenging to carry

out this project. It took years, time, effort,
dedication, and patience. Along the road, the project

kept going just as a suspense film, always wanting to see
the outcome. That was the element which kept motivation

high. It is hoped that the present paper will make a
significant contribution to the exciting ESL experience.
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1. INSTRUCTIONS: Read the following newspaper ads carefully:

Golden Marlin, Arenal Lodge, Attractive Tica girl,

Antojitos.
Then, fill in the blanks with appropiate words to give

meaning to the ads. Write the answers on this sheet.
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GOLDEN MARLIN

PACIFIC HOTEL VILLAS

Now you can Fully Furnished Beauty, luxury
have it all from $54,944 and peace

Located on one of the most beautiful and safe swimming beaches of

the Pacific Coast.
Between Jaco and Parrita on Bejuco beach, 60 miles from San José

on paved road with easy access.

American style & design TV, Beamed Ceilings Maid sevice

1 and 2 bedrooms Restaurat & snack bar Laundry room

Sleeps 6 to 8 people Supermarket Boat Dock

Air conditioned Gift shop Ecological tours
Washer, dryer, microwave Club house Deep sea fishing

Stove, refrigerator Conference room Horse riding

Hot water heater, ceiling fans Swimming pool 24 hour guards -

W O —— —— — ———— ——— — —— ———— ——— — ———————————————————————

you stroll along the wide, unspoiled beaches you can enjoy the
birds, butterflies, squirrels and monkeys in the coconut and

banana trees, which line the quiet beach.

Retirement - Vacation - Investment Attractive Rental Program

CALL: (506) 57 - 2235 FAX: (506) 57 - 4267



...
- i o
_‘IJ? '
L5V
TPl
]
|

GOLDEN MARLIN
PACIFIC HOTEL VILLAS

Now you can Fully Furnished Beauty,

1
have it all from $54,944 and peace

on one of the most beautiful and swimming
2 3
beaches of the Pacific Coast.
Between Jaco and Parrita on Bejuco beach, 60 miles from

San José on paved with access.
4 o
erican style & design IV, Beamed Ceilings  Maid __
1 and 2 bedrooms Restaurat & snack bar Laundr‘YT__
Sleeps 6 to 8 people Supermarket Boat Dock :
Air conditioned Gift shop Ecological
Washer, dryer, microwave Club house Deep sea Z
—, refrigerator - Conference room Horse :
Hog water heater, ciling fans Swimming pool 24 hixllr guards

, unspoiled beaches you can

12 13
the birds, butterflies, squirrels and monkeys in the coconut and

you stroll along the

banana trees, which line the beach.
14
Retirement - Vacation - Investment Attractive Rental Program

CALL: (506) 57 - 2235 FAX: (506) 57 - 4267



(POSADA ARENAL)
Lake Fishing §
Wildlife Resort

ARENAL
LODGE

A VERY SPECIAL PLACE
FOR THE EXOTIC
ADVENTURER AND

INLAND LAKE FISHING

¥ Accessible by good paved

road from San Jose.

¥ Comfortable accommodations

with private baths and hot

showers.

¥ Spectacular view of active
volcano Arenal.

¥ Fresh-water lake angling
for rainbow bass
(Guapote).

¥ Birdwatching.

For information, telephone
San Jose (506) 28-25-88
Fax: 28-27-98
Posada Arenal, P.0O.Box 1139
Escazu 1250 San Jose, Costa

Rica.

(POSADA ARENAL)
Lake Fishing §
Wildlife Resort

ARENAL
LODGE

A VERY SPECIAL PLACE
FOR THE EXOTIC
AND

21
INLAND LAKE FISHING

¥ Accessible by good paved
from San Jose.

22

¥ Comfortable accommodations
private baths and hot

showers.

¥ Spectacular of active

29
volcano Arenal.
Fresh-water lake angling
for rainbow bass
(Guapote).
* Birdwatching.

For information, telephone
San Jose (506) 28-25-88
Fax: 28-27-98
Posada Arenal, P.0O.Box 1139
Escazu 1250 San Jose, Costa

Rica.




ATRACTIVE Tica girl.Very
nice, with good feelings,in-
telligent,down to earth, un-
derstands little English.
Would like to meet a good
man between 30-45, gener-
ous. For friendship and
later serious relationship
Possible marriage. Please
send letter with picture and
phone# to: Tico Times, "BoxW"
Apdo.4632-1000, San Jose,
C.R

ATRACTIVE Tica girl.Very
, with good feelings, in-

15
telligent,down to earth, un-
derstands little English.
Would like to a good

16
man between 30-45, gener-
ous. For friendship and later
for serious

17

Possible . Please

18
____ letter with picture and
19
phone# to: Tico Times, "Box W"
Apdo.4632-1000, San Jose,

C.R




Antojitos
Los Yoses,San Pedro

Best Mexican - Tico Food
in town for nearly 20 years
Open daily from 11:00 am to
midnight.

EVERY FRIDAY 3 SATURDAY
Mariachis from 10 pm. on
11:30 pm.

THURSDAYS
Unique candle Night
Happy Hour 8:30 p.m. to 10
p.m. Come & have fun with us
LIVE MUSIC
TEL: 25-95-25

CUN Antojitos

Los Yoses,San Pedro

Best Mexican - Tico

24
20 years
25
____daily from 11:00 am to
26
midnight.

in town for

EVERY FRIDAY $ SATURDAY
Mariachis from 10 pm. on
11:30 pm.

THURSDAYS
Unique candle Night
Happy Hour 8:30 p.m. to 10
p.m. Come & have ___ with us
27
LIVE MUSIC
TEL: 25-95-25
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7 August 1993 Hayward, CA

Dear Ronny:

Hello! I°m so sorry it s taken me so long to write. I hope
you're doing great.

In about three weeks 1°1]1 be starting my second semester at
' SFSU. I°11 be taking three courses: Introduction to Graduate
Study in EFL/ESL, Seminar in Teaching EFL/ESL, and Seminar in
Structure of English.

In September 1°11 be teaching ESL part-time at a local adult
school. I°11 be working with false beginners and team-teaching
with another instructor. 1711 also have my very own teachng aid!
The ESL department looks really good, lots of materials and
resources available to wuse in class. I'm excited, but a little
scared, too, because it“s been almost a year since I°ve been in a
classroom teaching and I feel a little "rusty"”.

Ernesto was here for about a three week visit before heading
for Kentucky where he“1ll be attending graduate school. We had a
lot of fun playing "tourist”, and I think he enjoyed California.

One weekend, we drove to Stockton, California, where Ana
Campos is living with her family as a Fullbright scholar. We had
a really nice visit with them. Ana is in the middle of her
thesis, and I think it°s driving her crazy! She’s doing a
comparative study of turn-taking among English speakers vs

Spanish speakers in a formal meeting environment. Sounds

interesting, doesn’t it?



I hope you and your family are well. I heard that Saprissa

“esta en la calle.” Oh, well, maybe next year!
How are your studies and your language school? I have
doubt that you're destined to do great things and that you

enjoy success in your field (or should I say ‘“our field

because you have great instincts and a special way with people.

God bless you and take care!

Your friend, Stephie

no

i ¥

g



DIRECTIONS: Read the following letter. Fill in the blanks with
appropriate words to give meaning to the passage.

7 August 1993 Hayward, CA
Dear Carlos:
Hello! I°m so sorry it s taken me so to write.

I hope you're doing great. In about three weeks I1°11 be

my second semester at SFSU. I1°11 be three courses:
In september, 3 Ll be teaching English as a second
Language at a local school. I° 11 be working with false
beginners and team-teaching with another

et , 1711 also have my very own teaching aid. The
English Department really good, lots of materials
and __ available to use 1in class. I°m excited but a
2ittle , too, because it“ s been almost a year since

I°ve been in a classroon teaching and I feel little"”
Jorge was here for about a three week visit before

for Kentucky where he“1ll be graduate school. We had
a lot of playing '“tourist”, and I think he enjoyed
California. One weekend, we to Stockton, California,

where Teresa Campos is living with her family as a Fullbright
We had a really nice visit with them. Teresa is in

the middle of her . She s doing a comparative study of
turn-taking among English speakers vs. Spanish speakers in a
formal meeting environment. interesting, doesn’t it? 1
you and your family are well. I that Saprissa

‘esta en la calle.” Oh, well, maybe next year.
How are your studies and your language school? I have no

that you're destined to do great things and that

you'll enjoy in your field because you're very
talented.

God bless you and take
Your friend, Stephie







Read the following piece of news. Then, fill in the blanks
with appropiate words to give meaning to the passage.

----“---__---_--------—-—_—_—_—--—-------_ﬂ‘--_—--__——_____

for 12 Canadian students, a natural
1
adventure__ to tragedy last week when three of
2
their group after and immense head of water
3

gwept them away in the Sardinal River, in the northern zone of
Sarapiqui.

After having been swimming in the limpid pool at the base of
the cascade, the student were just getting out of the pool at
4 p.m when the wall of water come shooting over the waterfalls
and crashed down on them without

4

0f the nice,only six to make it to

<
safety.
The National Emergency Commission and the Red Cross
were_____ " alerted, and four rescue

6
parties the area at first light. The six
7

survivors were teated for and bruises and sent

8
to the Clinica Biblica for . Most of them

g
just suffered injuries except for the guide,
10

who broke his arm.
The cause of the flash flood is still

13
Rara Avis president Amos Bien said there was
no__ 3 of predicting the flood. He said the hotel
12
nomally won’t swimming if there heavy
13
rains, but at the time it was a clear, sunny day and the
water was low. '"We're all pretty
14
P L ,Bien said. "I have kids and I felt as
16

though they had been mine."”

THE TICO TIMES, July 10, 1992, p. I - 3



~ Read the following piece of news. Then, fill in the blanks
yith appropiate words to give meaning to the passage.

—— i ——— — ———————————————————————————————————— i ————————

for 12 Canadian students, a fun - filled natural adventure turned
to tragedy last week when three of their group drowned after and
immense head of water swept them away in the Sardinal River, in
the northern zone of Sarapiqui.
After having been swimming in the limpid pool at the base of the
cascade, the students were just getting out of the pool at 4 p.m
when the wall of water came shooting over the waterfalls and
crashed down on them without warning.

Of the nine, only six managed to make it to safety.
The National Emergency Commission and the Red Cross
were immediately alerted, and four rescue parties searched the
area at first light. The six survivors were treated for cuts and
bruises and sent to the Clinica Biblica for checkups. Most of
them just suffered minor injuries except for the guide, who broke
his arm.
The cause of the flash flood is still unclear.
Rara Avis president Amos Bien said there was no way of predicting
the flood. He said the hotel normally wont allow swimming if
there are heavy rains, but at the time it was a clear, sunny day
and the water level was low. "We“re all pretty shaken up, Bien
gaid. "I have kids and I felt as though they had been mine."”

HE TICO TIMES, July 10, 1992, p. I - 3






NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION: Last night you had a dream. It was a very
short dream. The 8 pictures on the next page show all the things

you saw.
TASK: Write an interesting short story about your dream. Make it
very descriptive. Include the following elements:

. How the story began.
. The country and location of the story.
. The events that happened during the story.

= W N -

. The general characteristics of the people that you
saw (height, color of hair, eyes, etc.)

5. Personality and abilities.

6. Describe all the objects and things that you saw.
7. What made the town typical.

8. How the town conpares to your native city.

9. Why would anyone like to live here.

10. Two things that you liked and two things that you disliked
about the city or the things that you saw.

11. How will the town change in 20 years.

12. How that story ended.

T ————— ——— — — —————— — ——————— —— —— — —— —— — ———— — ———— —— —— ———————
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| SITUATION: Charles and Marsha have been going out for about 4
monthse. Marsha tells Charles that she 18 pregnant and that she 18
frightened be how her parents are going to

ause she does not know

C
react. Charles wants her to find out it she is going to have a
bOy or a _EiI‘].. If it 1s a girl, he wants her toO have a abortion,

but Marsha would be happy with anv normal baby. Write out thelir

conversation.



PICTURE STORIES

SITUATION: Rosa has just come back from a vacation in Spain.
When she arrives to her house, she discovers

something wrong. She immediately calls her

friend Lynn.
Write out their conversation.
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: Please read each situation carefully. Then,
rmr:lw the dialogues and determine their degree of
comprehensibility according to the following criteria.

1. It's difficult for me to fully understand this dialogue. The
vocabulary used is not accurate and leads to confusion.

2. The student got the message across to a certain extent.
Although there are a few lexical errors, the dialogue is more or

less comprehensible.

3.1 can understand this dialogue very well. The vocabulary used
is accurate and the student followed the directions given in the

situation.

DIALOGUE 1 | DIALOGUE 2 RESULT
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Estimado estudiante: Le agradecemos su valiosa colaboracidn al
contestar todas las preguntas de este cuestionario. Sus
respuestas son totalmente confidenciales y unicamente se usaran
como parte de la investigacidén que llevamos a cabo. Le rogamos

contestar lo mds claro y explicitamente posible.

T ——— T — S — — — — Ty, S T e S U S S S S W W S S — S —— — | —

Edad__ Sexo Lugar donde vive

permanentemente:

Profesién u ocupacién

I1. DATOS ACADEMICOS

1. Estd usted simultaneamente llevando algiun otro curso de

Inglés?

2. En qué fecha comenz6é Ud. el programa de inglés en esta

institucidén ?




3. Cudl fue el primer curso de inglés en el centro ?

4. Ha llevado Ud. toda la secuencia de cursos comenzando desde el

IA 0 ingresé por medio de examen de ubicacién ?

— ——

5. Si Ud. hizo el exdamen de ubicacién, en cudl nivel quedé

ubicado ?

6. En qué tipo de colegio cursdé Ud. los estudios secundarios?

Era bilingue ? Habia algun programa de inglés ?

7. En el pasado, ha estudiado inglés fuera del Centro Cultural?

Cudndo? Dénde?

8. Alguna vez ha permanecido en algun pais de habla inglesa 7

Dénde? Cuando? Cémo fue su experiencia ? Cudnto tiempo ?




9. En cual(es) de los siguientes aspectos considera Ud. que
tiene serios problemas. Por favor, enumérelos en orden de

prioridad entre 1 y 7. 1 seria el de mayor problema.

comprensién y escucha escritura
gramatica vocabulario
conversacion pronunciacién
lectura

10. Cémo evaluaria Ud. su conocimiento de vocabulario? Cree

haber alcanzado exactitud y precisién en su uso? Es 1lo

suficientemente amplio? Ha tenido algun problema especifico?

11. De qué forma cree Ud. que podria ampliar su vocabulario?

Cree que el libro de texto es suficiente?




12. Cémo se ensefia el vocabulario en este curso? Se utiliza en

clase algun procedimiento especifico para ensefiar vocabulario?

Explique lo mds detalladamente posible.
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Vocabulary Building

k-
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Look at the pictures and answer

the questions.
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