CHAPTER TWO : LITERATURE REVIEW

“It's important to have good vocabulary. If | hadokn the difference between the
words ‘antidote’ and ‘anecdote’, one of my gooeémds would still be living.”

—John McDowell (1992), a comedian, on ‘The Impor&antVocabulary’

The importance of vocabulary is aptly illustrateadlohn McDowell’s quote. From
a drowning man shouting for ‘Help!” to a lawyer ittg to defend his innocent client,
vocabulary is our most used and best communicatioh VVocabulary is used in play, in
fight, in dream, to buy groceries or build a bridgeople express emotions, direct, teach
and persuade, for a variety of reasons in a vaaegjtuations to a variety of audience, all
of which uses one common tool - vocabulary.

Human beings are social animals. We are very mekant on using language to
connect with others. The building blocks of anydaage would be its words, or
vocabulary. A person may know all the intricacidsgpammar and structure of the
language, but yet, may fail to get his messagesaonathout the appropriate vocabulary.
“Lack of grammatical knowledge sometimes impedesassful transmission of meaning;
however, absence of vocabulary often impedes #restnission of meaning completely”
(Wilkins, 1972, cited in Barcroft, 2004, p.201).

This is more so for second or foreign languagenkera: To express an idea or
communicate effectively can be the most frustra@xgerience in L2 communication
when “one is not being able to find the words tbaé needs” (Wallace, 1982, cited in
Nurnia 2000, p.3). L2 students who sit for examy imaterribly frustrated when a crucial

word cannot be found or recalled.



Research has also shown that students attributgbutary knowledge highly in
their ability to function in the second languagani&s, 1996, cited in Barcroft, 2004).
They perceive that having a big vocabulary bank Ild/anake them more proficient.
Through personal experience, some students in Mialdyave been known to resort to
memorizing words from the dictionary in the hope sabring better in their English
language tests.

In order to explore vocabulary in greater depths tthapter will start off the
discussion by defining vocabulary and looking at ntature. It will then look into the
teaching and learning processes of vocabulary sitigun before moving on to a
discussion on vocabulary size, selection and hasviiteasured and tested. The discussion
will then take on more specific issues by examinpagt researches and studies on
vocabulary in relation to its implication on langeaproficiency and how the ecological

factor plays a role.

21  Vocabulary

From experience and discussion with colleaguesnguage teacher would term
vocabulary as ‘difficult words to be taught’. A ence teacher would term vocabulary as
‘terminology or jargon used in the science’. A laymwould term vocabulary as simply,
‘words’.

According to linguists, vocabulary is an umbreldant that encompasses many
entities. First of all, there is the ‘lexeme’. Axéame is defined as “an item that functions
as a single meaning unit, regardless of the nurabarords it contains” (Schmitt, 2000,
p.2). ‘Fun’ is a lexeme, and so are ‘make merryd drave a ball’. Secondly, there is the
‘word family’. This includes the base or root fowhwords as well as its inflections and

derivatives (Schmitt, 2000). For example, ‘respést root word. Its inflections include
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‘respects’, ‘respected’ and ‘respecting’, whereixa$ are added for the purpose of
grammar. The root word and its inflections are dlmmned as ‘lemma’. Its derivatives
include ‘respectable’ and respectful’, where affia@e added for the purpose of changing
the word class.

In this study, the word ‘vocabulary’ would simplyean ‘words’. They will be
used interchangeably for the ease of discussiorsanstated otherwise. To examine

vocabulary further, a discussion on the natureoochbulary may be useful.

2.2 TheNatureof Vocabulary Knowledge

Knowing a word truly may not be as easy as it sedmperts in the field have
studied the nature of vocabulary knowledge and hdiscovered a few of its
characteristics.

First of all, vocabulary knowledge is said to becfiemental’ in nature (Schmitt,
2000). It is not acquired or learned instantly. Krow a word requires time, repeated
exposures and use. Knowledge of a word is wideliegmized as the receptive
knowledge (the ability to understand and recogna&) the productive knowledge (the
ability to use). The general assumption is thatoadws fist recognized and understood
(receptive), before it is used (productive). Thhigar progression suggests that vocabulary
knowledge is sequential in nature. However, Schif@@@00) has suggested otherwise
where a person is able to use a particular wospeech, before being able to recognize it
in a written text. Hence, the incremental naturgafabulary may not happen sequentially
in a linear progression.

However, the incremental nature of vocabulary kmolge may be explained and
quantified by its degree of mastery (Schmitt, 200 illustrate, receptive knowledge of

a word involves the recognition of it in a spoketuaion and in a written text. It also
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involves understanding the meaning of the word usetifferent situations, for example
in a proverb or in the court of justice. Henceh&ve a perfect receptive knowledge of the
word, a person has to ‘master’ all these knowleddes includes the mastery of both
receptive and productive knowledge. Nation (199%@ddn Schmitt, 2000, p.5) suggests a
complete mastery knowledge list which includes Kmowledge of its “meaning(s),
written form, spoken form, grammatical behaviowljacations, register, associations and
frequency”. In other words, Lehr, Osborn, and Hreb€2004, p.4) term them as
‘multidimensional knowledge’ (multiple meanings arfdnctions) and ‘interrelated
knowledge’ (relationships or connections).

The idea of vocabulary mastery then puts recepiingeproductive knowledge on a
multi-level continuum of knowledge, from zero kneg@e to full mastery. This may
suggest that both receptive and productive knovdadgmeasurable using a specialized
yardstick. Experts have since developed the yaidgtiey call ‘vocabulary test’. The test
comes in many forms for many different purposes r@salts have generally shown that
receptive vocabulary is usually greater than pradewocabulary and that the size of one
can predict the size of the other. In short, it barsaid to be ‘predictable’.

Therefore, apart from being incremental in natuogabulary knowledge can also
be said to be measurable, multidimensional, ined and predictable. With this
understanding of the nature of vocabulary knowledgsould be lead to a discussion on

its teaching and learning processes.

2.3  Vocabulary Teaching and Learning
As teaching usually imitates the learning procé@ssjay be best if the learning
process is explored first in this section. The wkston on the learning process will then

provide a foundation to the discussion for betteategies and methodologies in teaching.
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Previous researchers (Nation and Waring, 1997d dibe Schmitt, 2000) have
estimated that a native speaker acquires almo$t wo@d families per year. It would be a
fallacy to say that a person learned all of thera year only through formal schooling. As
vocabulary mastery is said to be incremental, nreha$e;, multidimensional, interrelated
and predictable, as discussed earlier, the leanmiogess of this large number of words
will take place not only through formal instructjdut also through informal situations. A
better categorization for the learning situatiormuld be explicit (formal) and incidental
(informal) learning.

L1 users of language are generally said to gairalbolary through incidental
learning. They are exposed to the language ina@siunts from the day they were born
and also have vast opportunity to use and praatidee language. L2 users have also
been generally assumed to gain most from incideampbsure to the language, as the L2
language environment is generally believed to tle enough, albeit a more active explicit
learning in school, compared to L1 users. Howe®ehmitt (2000, p.121) argued that
“one of the most common problems” faced by therhéslack of exposure for incidental
learning to contribute to their vocabulary gainghé& researchers (Long, 1997; Jiang,
2000; Lardiere, 1998, cited in Chen, 2009) haveo atsted this limitation to L2
vocabulary gains, whereby they have suggested @hat in situations where ample
opportunities for practice as well as contextuaipgout (and motivation) are available,
most L2 learners never achieve target-like proficieand their interlanguage is prone to
“fossilization”. This may indicate that L2 learnengocabulary development may be
‘stunted’ to a certain extent.

Hence, the National Reading Panel (2000, citedehrlet.al., 2004, p.4) of the
United States, thus, concluded that “no one simgdéructional method is sufficient for

optimal vocabulary learning”. Explicit and incidahtearning are complementary. A five
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hour per week language lesson in school or langoagese may not be adequate to equip
a person to have enough vocabulary knowledge tctitm especially in an L2 situation.
His or her exposure to words learnt explicitly danreinforced with words heard, read
and used in daily dealings (incidental exposure)\ace versa.

This symbiotic relationship is said to bring abaytimal benefits when the
opportunities for exposure, use, manipulation amadking are present and abundant
(Schmitt, 2000). Hence, in vocabulary teaching, rBék (1997, cited in Schmitt, 2000,
p.146-147) highlights a number of “key principleghich include:

a) building a large sight vocabulary

b) integrating new words with old

C) providing a number of encounters with a word

d) promoting a deep level of processing

e) facilitating imaging

f) making new words ‘real’ by connecting them to thedent’s world

0) using a variety of techniques

h) encouraging independent learning strategies

All these principles are echoed in the eight teagluonditions set by the National

Reading Panel of America (2000, cited in Lehr et2004, p.5):

1. There is a need for direct instruction of vocabyltgms required for a
specific text.

2. Repetition and multiple exposures to vocabulamngere important.
Students should be given items that will be likelyappear in many
contexts.

3. Learning in rich contexts is valuable for vocabylkrarning. Vocabulary

words should be those that the learner will findfukin many contexts.
When vocabulary items are derived from contenmliegr materials, the
learner will be better equipped to deal with specigading matter in
content areas.

4, Vocabulary tasks should be restructured as negedsa important to be
certain that students fully understand what is dskehem in the context
of reading, rather than focusing only on the wdalke learned.
Restructuring seems to be most effective for lohieadng or at-risk
students

5. Vocabulary learning is effective when it entail$ia& engagement in
learning tasks.

6. Computer technology can be used effectively to kedygh vocabulary.
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7. Vocabulary can be acquired through incidental liegrrMuch of a
student’s vocabulary will have to be learned in¢barse of doing things
other than explicit vocabulary learning. Repetifinoohness of context, and
motivation may also add to the efficacy of inciddéarning of
vocabulary.

8. Dependence on a single vocabulary instruction ntewith not result in
optimal learning. A variety of methods was usee@tit/ely with emphasis
on multimedia aspects of learning, richness of eéxinin which words are
to be learned, and the number of exposures to vibeddearners receive.

Various methodologies, strategies and programmese haso been created
according to these guidelines. Some of these iecintensive and extensive reading,
guided readers, reading aloud, guessing words fmmtext, mnemonics, word games, the
Big Book Approach, Computer-Aided Language Lear{i@gLL) programmes, language
softwares and specialized dictionaries.

In the case of L2 learners, some of the conditineationed earlier may be limited
due to ecological, socioeconomic, attitude or tfaxors. It is suggested that a concerted
effort is needed by the individual himself or héfrggarents, family members and teachers
to enhance the learning experience (Lehr et.al420

The types of teaching and learning methods empldweae also proven to have
effects on the size of vocabulary knowledge. Studti@ve shown that learners ended up
with larger vocabularies when teachers employ/usargéety of teaching and learning
strategies. One example to illustrate this is a#dm@n progress and begin formal
schooling, they gain larger vocabulary size, bysistently “being engaged in interactive
teacher-child talk and storybook reading” (Schwdlugel et.al., 2004, cited in Lehr
et.al., 2004, p.6), compared to only reading aloydself.

In Webb’s (2008) study, he found that the typeeafching and learning methods,
namely explicit and incidental learning, has a#elcthe size of the gap between receptive

and productive knowledge. In a more explicit teaghand learning situation, as adopted
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by EFL learners, the gap between their receptivepanductive knowledge is noticeably
smaller, compared to the larger gap of L1 and Litlemts, who tend to learn more
incidentally.

Therefore, different methods in the teaching amadnieg of vocabulary may result
in different vocabulary size. With this in mind,ethdiscussion on vocabulary size

proceeds.

24  Vocabulary Size

The English language has been reported to haveaat 54,000 word families
(Goulden et al., 1990, cited in Schmitt, 2000).isltquite impossible to acquire the
complete bank of words, even in the case of napeakers. However, native-speaking
university graduates are estimated to have mastmmehd an exceptional 20,000 word
families (Schmitt, 2000).

For second language learners, this feat would tbestlun-doable, given the same
amount of time, as L1 and L2 learners acquire voleap differently. L2 learners are at an
obvious disadvantage as they have less exposuteettanguage. Hence, they need an
achievable target to function well in the language.

The milestone in vocabulary has been set by cataggrwords into frequency
levels and specific groups. According to Nation’srav levels, the 2000 word families
which appear most often are categorized into tlgh fiiequency words category. This
includes function words and content words. “Thegoamt for almost 95% of the running
words in a text” (Nation, 2002, p.6). The next freqcy levels would be the 3000, 5000
and 10 000 word level, with each level declinindraquency.

The Collins COBUILD Dictionary (2001) also categms its entries into bands of

frequency. Its entries were derived from the 400ioni word Bank of English corpus;
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COBUILD provides five frequency bands, from 680 (B&), 1720 (Band 4), 3300 (Band
3), 6500 (Band 2) to 14600 (Band 1), with Band Btaming the most frequent words and
Band 1, the least frequent words. It also includesds less frequent than Band 1, which
deserved to be mentioned. No band has been profod#uese words.

Apart from frequency bands, vocabularies have baésn categorized into specific
groups. This includes the ‘Academic Word List’. Thecabularies included here are
words familiar in academic texts from a varietysobjects, from astronomy to zoology.
They are typically not in the first 2000 frequenaprd level (Nation, 2002). Another
group is the ‘Technical Words’. Words grouped hare specific to its particular subject
only, for example medicine, music or mathematics. ilflustrate, the word ‘scale’ is
interpreted differently in all three subjects.

Given these set categories, learners can targetvbeabulary sizes accordingly.
Schmitt (2000) stated that 2000 of the most frequsard seems to be the most
commonly cited initial goal for second languagerheas. This is because learners who
know these word families comprehend about 75% o&tvthey read (Stahl and Nagy,
2006, cited in Bates, 2008), and 90% of what thegrh(Nation, 2001, cited in Webb,
2008). When learners master the Academic Word ksttaining 570 additional word
families, it brings learners to an additional 4%ve@ge of newspapers and up to 10%
coverage of academic texts (Nation, 2002).

Having discussed this, the next logical step wduddto explore the criteria to

select words to be taught and learned.

25 Vocabulary Selection
Research from the long history of corpus lingust@s shown that “all words are

not created equal” (Nation, 2002, p.6). Some octuch more frequently in our everyday

16



lives, while some deserve more attention (perhapgducational purposes), while others
are only known by specific groups of people, inrthespective professional fields. Some
words may also only appear more frequently in cosateons and some only in written

texts. There are 400 million words in the Bankafjlish corpus with different degrees of
importance for different walks of life.

For the selection of words, Nation (1995, cite&ahmitt, 2000), on the one hand,
considers its cost/benefit. Nation (2000) explahet any time spent on words should be
in consideration of its benefits. This may sugdkat time is considered well spent when
investing in high frequency words, which not onlsoyide high coverage but is also
manageable in size. Low frequency words howevere lsapoor coverage and therefore
not worth investing time on.

On the other hand, Bates (2008, p.68) urges temctweradopt “responsible
vocabulary word selection”. He argues that textlsoplkblish word lists which contain
rarely used words with minimal usefulness, whichtérened as '50-cent words’. Hence,
he calls for teachers to first of all determinedsiuts’ entry level vocabulary, as the
learning of more difficult words depends on the enstinding of more simple words. He
cautions against skipping word levels, as it camehserious consequences, which may
lead to cumulative effects. Next, he recommendstti@target vocabularies should be a
level higher than the entry level, in line with Khen’s (1981) i+ 1 hypothesis”. The
selection process then should be guided by empwoad studies, namely the Actual
Word Knowledge Studies (the actual vocabulariestoflents at a particular grade level),
Word Frequency Studies (the frequency of a word gorpus of millions) and Textbook
Word Frequency Studies (the frequency of words agpg in textbooks and literature
selections at particular grade levels). He alsatifled characteristics that make certain

vocabulary better for instruction. This includesving connection to literature at the
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targeted level, words from word families, crossrouiar words, words sharing cognates
with L1, words that frequently appear in tests, dgofrom a theme and words with
commonly used roots, prefixes and suffixes.

Hence, for a more cost-effective and responsibleabuolary selection, students’

current level of vocabulary would have to be meadur

2.6  Vocabulary Tests

The best litmus test for vocabulary may be theydadwspaper (Sawyer, n.d.). If
one has problems reading through it, then perhaps;s vocabulary size may be
inadequate. However, experts in the field have ghesl various empirical tests to
determine one’s vocabulary size. There are twocipia methods of vocabulary tests. The
first is the controlled test, where formats includetching, cued recall, checklist,
assessment scale and word association. The sectimelfree production test, which takes
the form of writing or speaking tasks.

The most well known of all the tests would be Naso(2000) Vocabulary Levels
Test (VLT). It is a controlled test in the form afmatching test. There are five levels of
word frequency to be tested: the 2000, 3000, 500000 and the academic word level. A
selection of 60 sample words are chosen from eadl Bnd grouped into blocks of six,
where only three would be tested. A definition leéde words, which are more frequent
than the tested words, are given to be matched. Viltie can be a useful receptive
knowledge test and Schmitt (2000) commented the utseful for placement purposes
and for diagnosing vocabulary gaps as it providealing at five different levels.
However, the VLT was also criticized as it providgstions of words for test takers to
match, hence, providing them a possibility to scaverectly even without knowing the

word. Morris and Cobb (2004) likened this to ‘passivocabulary test’” whereby its
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multiple choice format opens doors for candidatesdore correctly by purely guessing
and even memorizing answers, without having knoggefbr something as basic as
spelling.

The Productive Vocabulary Levels Test (PVLT) depeld by Laufer and Nation
(1999, cited in Webb, 2008) complements the VLTtelits the productive knowledge
using the cued recall test format at five levelsnaird frequency. Test takers have to
complete a word in a sentence guided by the tsed of the missing word. Experts were
concerned that it may lack validity as it may alljube testing receptive knowledge, as
Morton’s (1979, cited in Webb, 2008) research arelsls (1997) statement show that
partial information is sufficient to recognize andoWebb (2008, p.80) further argues that
“there is a disparity between the receptive andlipctive tests” whereby the latter is more
linguistically demanding as it involves more aspauft knowledge including spelling and
grammar. Furthermore, the difference in format, rehthe former uses a recognition
format and the latter, a recall, would not bringatba fair comparison. On top of that,
only selected words are tested from a pool of ntwaa 2000 words for each level and this
may serve an insufficient basis for assessment.

An example of the checklist test is Meara’s (19€f&d in Schmitt, 2000, p.175)
EFL Vocabulary Tests. Test takers would be givéstaf words as well as nonwords and
are required to put a tick if they know the wordfodmula is used to calculate whether the
testee has overestimated his or her vocabulary lkealgy®, by taking into account the
number of nonwords ticked. This can be a simplé¢ ¢tesducted for the purpose of
placement (Schmitt, 2000). This checklist formas béso been questioned as test takers
may overestimate their vocabulary knowledge ankl tmre words than they actually
know. In contrast, the test takers may also tickhynaonwords and render it unreliable

(Schmitt, 2000).
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Paribakht and Wesche (1993, cited in Schmitt, 2@@3)gned a test based on self-
assessment scale, called the Vocabulary Knowledgde SVKS). It combines student
self-report with production to ensure student knwow to use the words. The scale of
knowledge starts from not having seen the word reefm knowing the meaning of the
word. Test takers have to either construct a seeten provide a synonym or translation.
It has gained popularity in recent years as itid $0 be more motivating. Schmitt (2000)
commented that it allows test takers to focus oatwhey know instead of what they do
not know. It also provides the opportunity for theim show their partial or full
knowledge. As with other tests, the VKS also hadimitations. Schmitt, points out that
the scale mixes both receptive and productive kedgé, hence making it difficult to
interpret. It is also debatable since the numberinarement of levels of the scales have
been empirically tested.

The word association test can be exemplified bydRefl993, 1998, cited in
Schmitt, 2000) Word Associates Test and Vives Boi995, cited in Schmitt, 2000)
Association Vocabulary Test. The latter requirest takers to choose four out of eight
word options associated with the target word. lome of the first attempts to measure
associative, collocational and conceptual knowleiigivo categories; the paradigmatic
and syntagmatic. Read himself (1993, 1998, cite@dahmitt, 2000), considers this test
unreliable due to the probability of guessing. loi8s test, test takers are required to
choose one unrelated word out of a three-word eélu$his rectified the guessing element
and she believes that this may be a good suppletoesize tests, as it measures the
degree of lexical organization (Schmitt, 2000).

The free production of writing or speaking tasks d& seen in Laufer and
Nation’s (1995, cited in Meara and Fitzpatrick, @PQexical Frequency Profile (LFP).

The written or spoken words of test takers areyaeal using a computer programme to
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ascertain lexical density (density of content wrdariation (range of words) and
sophistication (use of low frequency words). Soesearchers are in favour of the profiler
as it allows access to additional information dediirom words used in a context, for
example collocations, type-token ratios and spgl{iMorris and Cobb, 2004). However,
others have said that it is too context-specifid aray not provide the opportunity for test
takers to ‘display’ their vocabulary knowledge ttetmaximum. To gauge the actual
vocabulary size, a large amount of data would kexled, which Meara and Fitzpatrick

(2000) account for as being not cost-effective.

2.6.1 Improved Tests

In light of these issues, studies were conductetetermine more suitable tests. A
few considerations gleaned from the previous reyigauld include having an equivalent
test and scoring format, limiting probabilities gfiessing, controlling over-estimation,
providing opportunities for production of low fregpcy words and being cost-effective.

Webb (2008), in his study of EFL students in Jagaond that translation test
provides “a more accurate measurement” (p.92) @ghive an equivalent test format for
both receptive and productive vocabulary. The testssured vocabulary sizes at three
frequency levels; 1900, 3400 and 6600, based on W@OB dictionary’'s frequency
information. 60 words were selected for each letadding into consideration the degree of
overlap in L1 and L2 meanings to avoid elicitingrigd responses in the translation.
Webb'’s receptive test requires test takers to lated.2 words into L1 words and vice
versa. This test was able to measure test takemsvledge in terms of meaning and form
from its scoring method; sensitive scoring (meahiagd strict scoring (meaning and
form).Webb cautions the use of translation testannESL situation as grading it may

prove to be difficult as test takers may have d#ife L1s and the target words need to be

21



selected carefully and extensively pilot teste@nsure test takers are able to respond to
them.

Meara and Fitzpatrick (2000), in their attempt ¢éels an improved L2 productive
vocabulary test, devised an instrument, Lex30. Dex3s out the word association
format, where 30 stimulus words prompt EFL testetakone at a time, to produce
responses in 30 seconds for each stimulus. Thelstsmvords were selected based on the
criteria that they are highly frequent words, da meticit a single dominant primary
response and generate responses which are not comonds. A standard yes/no test was
also administered to test receptive knowledge. rEsponses for Lex30 were analysed by
lemmatizing them before categorizing them accordmfyequency level. It has proven to
show a high level of internal consistency and spuotential to be a diagnostic tool. It can
also be easily administered and can be used asopartiarger test battery. It has also
displayed the ability to generate a wide varietyedponses including uncommon words.
Together with a lenient scoring method where subjace given credit at every possible
opportunity, students whose experience of wordsfisenced by special circumstances or
experience are not penalised. Their responses emjog freedom for credit compared to
controlled tests.

All of the mentioned tests have been designed awldped to study different
aspects of vocabulary. A common result from moststés that receptive vocabulary is
found to be larger than productive vocabulary (Sthr2000, and Webb, 2008). Studies
have also found that the size of receptive vocabpubmedicts the size of productive
vocabulary (Meara & Fitzpatrick, 2000). However, tida cautioned test developers
against overgeneralizing while interpreting testutess (Coxhead, 2005). This is because
the test results may be influenced by the typeesf, test takers’ background, experience

and attitude towards the test.

22



A discussion on the implications of vocabulary wbekplore these factors.

2.7  Vocabulary and ItsImplications

Many factors have been proven to have an influemteand be influenced by
vocabulary. In Malaysia, urban and rural folks s@erhave differing standards of English
proficiency. This can be observed in the everydayjae of language among the people in
public, where English is more frequently heard aghomban folks compared to rural
folks, where it may not be used at all. This diggas also apparent in the public English
examination results in Malaysia, where urban sttglérave been outperforming rural
students. Hence, the following discussion will fecon these two factors, namely the

ecological factor and language proficiency, and@ephow vocabulary implicates them.

2.7.1 TheEcological Factor

Urban and rural folks enjoy different privilegeshil¢ people staying in the rural
areas enjoy a less hectic lifestyle with cleanefrenment, the urbanites enjoy the vast
opportunities of modern development. This ecoldgiaator has long played a role in
people’s lives, even in the education field.

In terms of academic results, urban students haeen utperforming rural
students. Studies around the world have found sudard achievement to be a pattern in
rural areas (McCleery, 1979, cited in Eddington afkdehler, 1987; Easton and
Ellerbruch, 1985, cited in Eddington and Koehle®987). This is also reflected in the
public examination results in Malaysia, includitg tEnglish language subject.

Lok (2007), the secretary-general of the Nationaiod of Teachers’ Profession of
Malaysia (NUTP), in her address at the Malaysiah Education Summit, noted that this

pattern is true and still persists because rurabasls are at a disadvantage in terms of
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resources, aids and attitude of stakeholders. Dinemon problems highlighted are the
lack of infrastructure, electricity, transportatiamd teachers, unfair distribution of aid,
non-standardized pre-school curriculum, social |emis, socioeconomic status and
limited education opportunities and access to ICT.

To examine this issue in terms of language andludeay, Rosli Talif and Edwin
(1990) conducted a study on the achievement arfecigmacy level in English as a second
language among learners in selected rural and wblamols in Malaysia. Their findings
proved that urban students are indeed performitigrohan their counterparts overall in
all the test components of the proficiency test. tdrms of vocabulary, urban students
scored 84% on average as compared to only 65%ifal students. An analysis of their
English language SRP results also showed thatdhecilrve for urban students swayed
towards the distinction level. In comparison, teve inclined towards the credit and pass
level for rural students. They concluded that reiools contributed heavily towards the
high failure rate in the subject in the 1980s.

The Ministry of Education of Malaysia is well awas&this problem and has put
in effort to bridge the gap. Through its Educatibavelopment Blueprint (PIPP), it has
not only pledged to improve the infrastructure urat schools, but also increase the
amount of exposure to English instruction in claesis by using English in the teaching
of Mathematics and Science (ETEMS) throughout thdon (Ministry of Education
Malaysia, 2008). In 2012, the move will be reviseghin where more teaching periods
will be assigned to the teaching of English frora tturrent 5 periods, the equivalent of
around 3 and a half hours, per week.

As the ETEMS effort has been on-going for almogheyears, the passing rate for
English has improved from 282,471 passes in 208501 in 2009, as reported by the

Education Director-General (Azreen Hani and Tamh2@10). This has also in turn
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narrowed the gap between urban and rural studaentsevement. Nevertheless, the gap
still exists.

This may be due to challenges hidden under the eitalwf the ecological factor.
This may include the socio-economic status (SESbheffamily. It is said that urban
families have higher SES compared to rural famili&sidies which have been conducted
have found a strong relation between vocabularywkedge and socioeconomic status
(SES). The home environment of rural and urbanesttedmay contribute substantially to
learners’ vocabulary knowledge (Baker et.al. 1995).

Studies in general have found that children in aorlaaeas, from higher SES
homes, are at an advantage, where they engagerainteractive discussions with their
parents compared to rural children in lower SES é®r{Lehr et.al., 2004). Hence,
children with plenty of exposure and opportunity use the language have a better
headstart than those receiving less experienceakhidese happen before a child enters
formal schooling, or even kindergarten.

In a particular study by Hart and Risley (1995editn Lehr et.al., 2004, p.6), they
found that “three-year-olds in higher SES familesl vocabularies as much as five times
larger than children in lower SES families”. Resbars have also revealed that when
children enter kindergarten, higher SES childrevealmost twice the usable vocabulary
as low SES children” (Graves, Brunetti and Slat®82, cited in Berne and Blachowicz,
2008, p.314). Moats (2001, cited in Lehr et.al.p£20p.5) termed this gap as ‘word
poverty’. The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test cotehli by the Government of Canada
(2006) mentioned earlier, also stated that urbaldreim performed better than rural
children, indicated by higher development in theglaage skills and having a larger

vocabulary size. The same can be said for L2 lesriesearch has shown that the type
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of elements that benefit L1 learners also bene?itléarners (National Literacy Panel,
August 2004, cited in Lehr et.al., 2004).

In addition, a review of research by Sirin (2006jed that family SES is one of
the strongest correlates of academic performanchkiding verbal achievement. This is so
because family SES determines the neighbourhoddcation (rural or urban) in which
they live or go to school as well as the avail@pitif educational resources, for example
books, television and the internet. Hence, thiscao with the earlier mentioned Lok’s
(2007) address on the challenges regarding runalcs.

Rural and urban learners’ language achievemenhgalso been found to be due
to motivational factors. According to another revief literature by Jianzhong Xu (2009),
studies have indicated that rural students tendhaee lower educational aspirations
compared to their urban counterpart. An exampletegudy Jianzhong Xu was Hu’s
(2003) study, which found that the aspiration fmat students to go for tertiary education
is lower than that of urban students. The findingswalso supported by the smaller
enrolment of rural students in postsecondary insbihs.

This is also echoed in the voices of rural Malayst&udents given the history of
the English language in Malaysia. Gaudart (198@pmed that English was only taught in
urban schools when Malaya was under the British. rGinly basic Malay was taught in
rural areas. Hence, being deprived of English eflutaneant that rural students were
prevented from attaining higher status employmehis could have caused rural students
to be content and lack motivation to study English.

In summary, this section has discussed how theogwall factor affects students’
language and vocabulary gains. The following sectwill delve deeper into the

relationship between language proficiency and volzai.
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2.7.2 Language Proficiency

Recently, the hype regarding vocabulary is agaginimeng to rise and it is said to
be getting ‘hotter’ (Cassidy and Cassidy, 2005/20€l6ed in Berne and Blachowicz,
2008, p.314). This is due to the fact that it Ha®a to play a major contributing role in
the proficiency of language skills. Its role is edtto be so significant that it has been
given the honour to be legislated as one of tharftational pillars” of the curriculum by
the Reading First programme in the United Statesn(® and Blachowicz, 2008).

Reading proficiency would perhaps have the mostvemorelationship with
vocabulary. Researchers have consistently notestrtmg and persistent link between
vocabulary instruction and comprehension basedstaderne and Blachowicz, 2008,
p.315). Decoding skills, fluency skills and compekion skills all draw upon a known
bank of words. For example, repeated reading, &emn it has been proven to improve
reading fluency, will fall short if most of the was in the text are unknown by the
students. Teachers who use cue words to encouagdwary activities will fail, if the
cue words are unknown to the student.

Another study by Chall and Snow (1988) exploreddes contributing to what
they call the ‘fourth-grade slump’ in terms of pdiberacy, in students from low-income
families. They found out that for students to achithe expected literacy level, good and
early vocabulary instruction plays a vital roleu@nts have to have firstly, a good strong
start in the primary grades in instruction in woegognition, decoding, and fluency, and
in reading widely. This is followed by structureddachallenging instruction in reading
and vocabulary, opportunities for stimulating, ehed exposure to written materials and
opportunities to practice literacy skills. They seamended that techniques for extending

literacy and vocabulary instruction should be depetl and that students’ progress has to
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be monitored with the active participation of teashand parents, so that the ‘slump’ does

not snowball further.

With a ‘slump’ in vocabulary, students tend to gtjie¢ with words and
consequently lose interest in reading and may fagstration as texts become more
challenging, whereas students who have sufficikectbulary knowledge would have
less inhibition. This sets in motion Stanovich’'9§6, cited in Lehr et.al., 2004, p.2)
‘Matthew Effects’. This idea was inspired from tBéle; Matthew Chapter 25 verse 29,
where it says that “the rich get richer and therpged poorer”. As good readers read more,
they learn more words, whereas poor readers ressgdded inadvertently, learn fewer
words. This idea can also be applied to studiesvacabulary knowledge. Research
suggests that the more students are exposed tptivecéearning, the more gains they
achieve in receptive knowledge than productive Kedge. In contrast, the more practice
students get from productive learning, the gretiterincrease in productive knowledge
than receptive knowledge (Webb, 2008).

Apart from reading proficiency, the overall langaagroficiency has also been
proven to rely greatly on vocabulary. In terms ahduage as an academic subject,
vocabulary knowledge is said to be a good predicfats scores. In Morris and Cobb’s
(2004) study, their vocabulary profiling of TESlaitnees was found to be good predictors
of academic performance. It confirms the notiont thabetter knowledge of academic
words (receptive) and a better ability to acces$sraal academic register (productive),
results in better language academic performandasimaetacognitively demanding.

Zareva, Schwanenflugel and Nikolova (2005, p.5%&) axplored the relationship
between vocabulary knowledge and the overall lagguproficiency. Their results

showed that “the quantity and quality of vocabulknpwledge (particularly vocabulary
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size, word frequency effects, number of associafi@nd within-group consistency of
associative responses) are effective in distingugshoverall language proficiency
differences between intermediate and advanceddrddes”.

Another example of how vocabulary plays a significaole is that the
Government of Canada has used vocabulary as acfmedf school readiness for young
children entering kindergarten (Government of Canad006). Its Peabody Picture
Vocabulary Test measures receptive vocabulary anshows strong significance in
predicting a child’s ability to communicate, leand integrate into society.

In summary, the discussions and implications ofabotary from the review of

literature warrant further exploration of its imgcies, based on local settings.
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