Vocabulary Learning and Instruction
Volume 6, Issue 2, December 2017
http://vli-journal.org

Vocabulary Instruction and Learning:
A Commentary on Four Studies
David Beglar
Temple University, Japan Campus
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.7820/vli.v06.2.Beglar

Abstract
Four papers were presented by Jenifer Larson-Hall, Noriko Matsuda, Yu Kanazawa, and Phil Bennett. As the discussant, it is my
pleasure to comment on these four interesting studies concerning
language attrition, the effect of a speaker’s voice on the speed of
word recognition, affect and lexical acquisition, and the use of metaphor in teaching academic vocabulary. A unique aspect of these
papers is their focus on areas in the fields that have received little
attention in the past. This feature makes the studies quite valuable,
as they illuminate aspects of lexical acquisition that are yet to be
understood in any detail.

Introduction

Models of first language (L1) and second language (L2) use, whether they be of
receptive skills or productive skills, are in broad agreement that lexical knowledge
is either the heart of language use or a key aspect of language use. This is but one
reason why vocabulary instruction and learning deserves a central place in the
study of second language acquisition (SLA). However, the study of lexical acquisition is extremely complex because so many variables are at work. For instance,
lexical acquisition can be influenced by factors such as word frequency, whether
the word is a cognate or loanword in the L1, and the phonological and/or orthographic regularity of the word.
The papers presented in this part of the conference delve into some of
these complexities and illuminate aspects of second language vocabulary use
and learning that have received little attention in the second language vocabulary acquisition (SLVA) literature. For this reason, the studies make for interesting reading, given that they push the field forward in productive ways. While I
wish to emphasize that each paper is valuable as it currently stands, my primary
purpose is to suggest ways in which each study can be improved or extended
and to question some of the ideas presented in each paper. My hope is that my
comments will be of some value as these four researchers move forward on their
research agendas.
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The Four Studies
L2 Lexical Attrition and Vocabulary Relearning in Three L1 English
L2 Japanese Children by Jenifer Larson-Hall

Studies of language attrition can shed light on language acquisition, as they show
what is retained and what is seemingly lost over long stretches of time. The longitudinal aspect of attrition studies makes an important contribution to the field,
given the preponderance of cross-sectional studies.
One aspect of the study of attrition that can be improved is the definition of
catastrophic language attrition, which is presented as a loss of at least 50% of previously known words on a receptive test and 25% of the words on a productive test.
While this definition is a reasonable working definition, a more well-supported
definition could be developed after a large data set of attrition has been gathered
from a variety of learners over various time scales. Such a data set could provide
defensible criteria for descriptive labels such as catastrophic.
Validity evidence also needs to be provided for assessments of language attrition. Without that type of evidence, the results of attrition studies can always be
called into question. Researchers need to know that a particular task sensitively
measures what they intend to measure. Moreover, in attrition studies, it might
be useful to have participants repeat tasks, a technique that has been often used
by task-based researchers. While participants might do poorly the first time they
perform a task, some activation might occur and manifest itself in a second or
third attempt at performing the task. If this is the case, conclusions regarding the
amount of attrition would change. A related notion is that the speed of “relearning” or “reactivation” is one way of determining the degree to which linguistic
knowledge still exists. In other words, showing that a linguistic form has been
forgotten can be supplemented by data showing how easily that form is relearned.
A serious problem in the study of attrition, and one that is difficult to overcome, concerns the lack of reliable baseline performances to which researchers
can compare more recent performances. Because of the lack of detailed data about
participants’ past skill levels, attrition researchers must often make assumptions
about those past performances; in such cases, the accuracy of those assumptions
is unknown. Ideally, efforts should be made to eliminate such assumptions, as
they compromise the validity of the results.
The use of connectionism or a similar theoretical approach, while useful, is
limited at present because current connectionist models are too simplistic. An example is Meara’s model, which is made up of a small vocabulary with few connections among words. Even the slightly more nuanced model suggested by Robert
Nelson leaves out many factors (e.g., imageability, concreteness, and a word’s relationship to the L1 lexicon) known to influence lexical acquisition and the strength
of memory traces.
Finally, more details about the results of this study would be helpful. These
details include descriptive statistics, examples of the phrases that were retained,
and examples of the incorrect words that were produced and their possible semantic and/or phonological relationship to the correct word. Such data can shed light
on the reasons for attrition or the lack thereof.
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Impact of Talker Variability on L2 Word Recognition Among
Japanese EFL Learners by Noriko Matsuda

This study is an investigation of an area that is new in the field of SLVA: the effects
of a speaker’s voice on L2 word recognition. This is a potentially important area
of study related to aural word recognition and speed of processing. This study is
related to what is often a significant challenge for second language learners: accurately and rapidly processing the second language sound system.
One area in need of development in this line of research concerns the key question that motivates research in most fields: Why does a particular phenomenon occur?
In this case, we can ask why priming effects are reduced if a word that the participants
know is repeated by a different voice. Without attempting to answer the question why,
we are left with a mere description of the phenomenon. A second question concerns
why L2 speech processing and speaker recognition might be linked. Why would a
particular voice be so closely associated with phonological representations?
In this paper, some of the literature review concerns studies of L1 language
use. While using L1 studies is a potentially useful starting place for studying the
performances of L2 learners, it is also dangerous to assume that L1 and L2 learners have the same or similar phonological or semantic representations. Such an
assumption must be supported or rejected using empirical evidence.
Another interesting issue that can be considered more deeply concerns the
finding that a change in speakers does not affect the processing of phonology for
L2 learners with more exposure to the L2. This issue concerns the development
of general phonological representations that are not tied to a particular speaker’s
voice. Again, an attempt must be made to explain how and why this occurs. A
related question is why semantic processing is so different from phonological processing. Although the descriptions provided in this paper provide a foundation for
understanding the phenomenon under study, we must consider the reasons why
these particular descriptions exist.
The hypotheses presented are a strength of the study because hypotheses
imply that the researcher has an understanding of the issue(s) being investigated.
However, each hypothesis needs to be justified by explaining the logic of the hypothesis, and when possible, citing empirical research that supports the hypothesis. By justifying the hypotheses, the researcher can place the study on a stronger
theoretical foundation and thereby potentially make a significant contribution to
the field.
Given the purposes of this study, it would be helpful to administer a listening comprehension test focused on extracting semantic information, a listening
test designed to assess the accuracy of phonological processing, and a test of
aural vocabulary knowledge. Such a battery of tests would shed light on the
factors that underlie performance on the tasks used in the study. In addition,
the study could be extended through the use of more realistic phonological contexts. For instance, instead of single words, the target lexis could be extended
to multi-word units, or even target words or phrases embedded in sentences.
Another important issue to consider is the presence or absence of phonological
changes—such as juncture, assimilation, and ellipsis—which frequently occur
in authentic speech.
Vocabulary Learning and Instruction, 6 (2), 40–45.
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Emotion-Involved Semantic Processing and L2 Vocabulary Memory: A Micro-Level Emotion Manifesto by Yu Kanazawa

Introducing affect into the dominant cognitive paradigm is useful given the
pervasive influence of affect on human behavior and cognition. The study of
affect has long been recognized as being important in the field of SLA. However, investigations of the role of affect in vocabulary learning constitute a
major gap in the field; thus, this study is a welcome addition to the field of
SLVA.
Although quantitative studies have illuminated many aspects of lexical
acquisition, the study of affect is an ideal place to use mixed methods designs,
given that measuring affect involves inherently subjective judgments that are
difficult to quantify precisely. Qualitative data can be obtained by asking participants to report their perceptions and experiences when performing the tasks
used in the study. These kinds of data can indicate that the participants are
performing the tasks properly and that they are actually experiencing particular
affective states.
Gathering qualitative data is also important given the types of tasks the
participants performed. For instance, qualitative data could confirm that there
is a difference between telling participants to “Feel the meaning of each word”
and telling them to “Think about the meaning.” We should not assume that these
directions cause differences in affective processing; data need to be gathered to
show that this is actually the case.
In addition to providing evidence regarding the processing the participants
engage in, future researchers could use more complex research designs. Using only
two groups in a study tends to produce results that lack details. By adding more
groups, it is possible to isolate variables more effectively and thereby determine
their influence. For instance, in Experiment A, four groups might be instructed to
do the following:
VJT 1 Group: Feel the meaning of each word.
VJT 2 Group: Feel the meaning of each word and judge whether it is positive or
negative.
LDT 1 Group: Think about the meaning.
LDT 2 Group: Think about the meaning and judge whether it is a word or a
nonword.
This design would allow the researcher to eliminate the confound inherent in
the VJT 2 Group and the LDT 2 Group directions by isolating the effects of making
a positive or negative judgment and judging whether a word is a real word or not.
Finally, a study such as this one would benefit greatly from measurements
of brain activity, given how difficult it is for people to accurately and precisely describe affective states and their influence on cognitive processing. Measurements
of brain activity could potentially provide more reliable data regarding the degree
to which affective processing is occurring in the various conditions imposed by
the researcher.
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Using Cognitive Linguistic Principles to Encourage Production of
Metaphorical Vocabulary in Writing by Phil Bennett

The focus of this study on developing productive vocabulary is a welcome addition to the SLVA literature, as this important area has not received sufficient attention from researchers. This is also true of investigations of the use of metaphor.
As a result of these two foci, this study breaks new ground and makes a valuable
contribution to the field.
The participants were asked to list the core features of the target words’
meaning (e.g., root = connection to earth, important to development, hidden).
One possible way in which this treatment can be modified is to have learners work
out the underlying meaning of the target words; this task might ease the learning
burden and make acquisition more effective. For instance, if we consider the word
root and its usage in tree roots, the root cause, and the root of the problem, learners
might conclude that there is a single underlying meaning, which is something like
the basis or foundation of a thing. The possible benefit is that remembering a single
underlying meaning might be easier than learning and remembering three separate meanings.
A useful addition to the study would be the provision of a theoretical
framework and/or research hypotheses supported by logical arguments and
empirical evidence. This addition would provide the researcher with a way to
interpret the results and potentially move the field forward by testing a theory.
If formulating a theory is too difficult, then using the SLVA and SLA literature is an option. For instance, we might propose that effective tasks provide
comprehensible input, involve explicit instruction, and demand “deep” semantic
processing. In this way, the reasons why one task should be more effective than
another can be clearly stated. This line of thinking can also help with the design
of the study in the sense that it can provide reasons for the treatments included
in the study. As it currently stands, the reasons for the tasks that are used and
the ways in which those tasks differ from one another need to be further clarified
and justified.
In terms of methodology, the study would benefit from tests of productive
language skills, such as a productive vocabulary test, a speaking assessment, and
a writing assessment, given that the focus is on developing the participants’ productive abilities. Additions such as these would allow the researcher to frame the
results more effectively by relating those specific vocabulary learning results to
larger productive language skills.
Adding a variety of qualitative data would also strengthen the study and
make the results easier to interpret and understand. For instance, talking to some
of the participants about their perceptions of the tasks, what they thought about
while completing the tasks (e.g., think-aloud protocols), and their perceptions of
the learnability of the target phrases would provide validity evidence for the tasks
and illuminate the types of processing the learners engaged in. Moreover, showing samples of what the participants wrote when completing the tasks would help
readers understand how well they performed the tasks.
Finally, there appear to be opportunities to look at the data in more detailed
ways. Readers would benefit from knowing which metaphors were and were not
Vocabulary Learning and Instruction, 6 (2), 40–45.
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produced by the participants, what the hierarchy of item difficulty was (i.e., which
items were easy and which were difficult to use), and speculations regarding the
reasons for that hierarchy.

Conclusion

All four studies reviewed in this paper have been focused on areas in the field
of SLVA that require more research. As such, all four studies are interesting as
they currently stand and they provide tantalizing results that future researchers
can investigate further. I look forward to seeing how the four authors move forward on their research agendas in the coming years. They can all make significant
contributions to our understanding of SLVA by developing the studies they have
presented at this conference.
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