
Abstract

Since the 1980’s, vocabulary acquisition has been one of the most actively

researched aspects of SLA (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Four factors emerge

in an investigation of the development of the role of L2 vocabulary learning in

SLA. First, successive SLA theories marginalized vocabulary, often emphasiz-

ing the importance of grammar. Second, a growing body of empirical research

showed the efficiency and effectiveness of direct vocabulary teaching. Third,

overestimates of L1 vocabulary size led practitioners to see the direct teaching

of vocabulary as futile (Browne & Culligan, 2008). Finally, corpus linguistics

demonstrated the large “coverage” that high frequency English vocabulary

provides for spoken and written texts produced by native English speakers,

showing the importance of high frequency vocabulary to learners of L2

English.
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Introduction

The short history of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) as a field of in-

quiry has seen many changes in prevailing theory. However, such changes

were often fuelled by academic trends rather than empirical evidence (Ellis,

1995). Among competing theories and practical trends in SLA, the emphasis

on the importance of learning vocabulary varied, yet the benefits of the direct

learning of L2 vocabulary were often largely unknown, ignored or not believed.

However, Paul Meara’s 1980 paper describing vocabulary acquisition as a ne-

glected aspect of SLA brought major change to the field. Since the 1980’s, vo-

cabulary acquisition has been one of the most actively researched aspects of

SLA (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Four factors emerge in an investigation of

the development of the role of L2 vocabulary learning in SLA. Successive SLA

theories marginalized vocabulary, often emphasizing the importance of gram-

mar. A growing body of empirical research showed the efficiency and effec-

tiveness of direct vocabulary teaching. Overestimates of L1 vocabulary size

led practitioners to see the direct teaching of vocabulary as futile (Browne &

Culligan, 2008). Corpus linguistics demonstrated the large “coverage” that

high frequency English vocabulary provides for spoken and written texts pro-

duced by native English speakers, showing the importance of high frequency

vocabulary to learners of L2 English.

Vocabulary teaching ignored by consecutive perspectives

During the predominance of the grammar translation method of L2 teaching,

the role of vocabulary was only in the implementation of grammatical rules

(Kelly, 1969). Practitioners believed that once L2 grammatical rules were
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mastered, the learner would be able to simply insert new vocabulary where

necessary to generate new sentences (Browne & Culligan, 2008).

In the ensuing reform movement from the 1880’s to the 1920’s, in reaction

against the grammar translation method, emphasis was placed upon the pro-

nunciation and smoothness with which passages were spoken or read, leading

to the overall neglect of lexical teaching (Zimmerman, 1997). While this pe-

riod saw L2 vocabulary lists based on word frequency statistics, such methods

aimed in part to ensure the use of uninteresting words to prevent vocabulary

from drawing students’ attention away from the development of their pronun-

ciation and reading skills (Howatt, 1984).

The direct method, which did not translate meaning, but taught meaning

through the target language, did give some attention to the teaching of high

frequency vocabulary (Zimmerman, 1997). This method was not readily ac-

cepted at state schools in America or Europe. However, it spread through the

private language industry, including the Berlitz chain of schools, which taught

very simple, high frequency vocabulary (Howatt, 1984).

It was not until the reading method and situational language teaching came

to prominence in the 1920’s and 1930’s that the importance of vocabulary was

stressed in SLA. During this time the work of Michael West placed impor-

tance upon learning high frequency words, learning through speaking, and

mastering words through repeated use (Zimmerman, 1997). These three re-

spective principles seem to point seventy years into the future toward three

of Paul Nation’s four stands (Nation, 2007b): focus on form, meaning focused

output, and fluency development.

From the 1940’s to the 1970’s, behaviorism held sway, especially in North

America. In this era Nelson Brooks (1960) and Robert Lado (1964)
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developed the audio-lingual method, which aimed to instill language use as a

habit. Although behaviorism encouraged paired-associated learning (Elgort,

2011), vocabulary items were selected for their simplicity and were merely in-

serted into sentence structures, which always remained the central focus.

Noam Chomsky’s work in language acquisition discredited much of

audiolingualism and its behaviorist theoretical basis, and led to the cognitive

approach. In this method, the focus of second language acquisition changed

from habit formation to the mastery of grammatical structure, and vocabulary

was given some importance. However, a more crucial role for vocabulary in

language processing is shown by the research finding that native speakers can

better understand ungrammatical utterances with appropriate vocabulary than

grammatically accurate utterances with inappropriate vocabulary (Widdowson,

1978). In light of these findings, the cognitive approach seems deficient in de-

nying a more prominent role for L2 vocabulary learning and teaching

While the direct teaching of vocabulary was ignored by the direct methods

and the natural approaches, in the teachings of Stephen Krashen it was

banned. This was a result of Krashen’s (1981) monitor model, which stated

that material which is taught can never become implicit knowledge. While

Krashen and his monitor model were strongly criticized (Gregg, 1984 ;

McLaughlin, 1978 ; Swain, 1985 : White, 1987) they held intuitive appeal, espe-

cially among teachers rather than researchers (Brown, 2007). The present

day sees fashionable communicative language teaching losing mainstream SLA

ground to research-based cognitive approaches to teaching, thanks to such

scholars as DeKeyser (2007). At the same time regardless of how little some

researchers and teachers may like the direct teaching of vocabulary, an already

large and growing body of empirical research makes it very difficult to ignore
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the direct learning and teaching of vocabulary.

Research that demonstrates the effectiveness of direct

vocabulary teaching

Starting in the late 1980’s, the tide stared to turn in favor of the direct learn-

ing of vocabulary. Empirical evidence showed the effectiveness (Fitzpatrick,

Al-Qarni, & Meara, 2008 ; Laufer & Shmueli, 1997 ; Waring, 1997 ; Webb,

2007), efficiency (Fitzpatrick, Al-Qarni & Meara, 2008 ; Mondria & Mondria-

De Vries, 1994, Mondria & Wiersma, 2004) and durability (H. P. Bahrick et al.

1993 ; H. P. Bahrick & Phelps, 1987) of decontextualized pair-associated learn-

ing. However, despite such empirical evidence, some in the field have contin-

ued to question whether the direct learning of vocabulary could result in

acquisition (Krashen, 1989 ; Judd, 1978), implicit knowledge, and the eventual

spontaneous production of the learned vocabulary (Oxford & Crookall, 1990).

However, in 2011 the learning - acquisition dichotomy of Krashen was possibly

laid to rest when it was demonstrated that vocabulary knowledge gained

through direct learning was stored and accessed in a manner similar to that of

existing, already-acquired L1 and high frequency L2 knowledge (Elgort,

2011). At the same time, empirical research showed that the incidental acqui-

sition of vocabulary through reading is inefficient. Laufer (2003) has esti-

mated that from reading 200,000 words in the target language, a reader may

learn 108 words. Waring and Takaki (2003) question the durability of what lit-

tle vocabulary learning occurs from reading : on delayed tests, only one word

in 25 learned through reading was correctly answered on post-tests.

Vocabulary in SLA Theory and Practice

― ―91



Toward a meaningful definition of vocabulary size

Early projections of native English speakers’ vocabulary sizes were huge

overestimates. The resulting assumption that no learner’s vocabulary could

ever approach that of a native speaker made the direct teaching of vocabulary

seem futile, and discouraged the practice. Hartman (1946) and Diller (1978)

both put forward claims that the receptive vocabulary size of a native English

speaker was over 200,000 words. In 1984, Nagy and Anderson claimed that

students were exposed to 88,500 word families in high school. Then in the

aptly titled article, “Towards a meaningful definition of vocabulary size”,

D’Anna, Zechmester and Hall (1991) found that college students had a vo-

cabulary size of 16,785. This was very similar to the figure of 17,200 base

words suggested the year before by Goulden, Nation and Read (1990), who

performed research on the definition and measurement of known words. By

the mid 1990’s it was clear that the native English speaker’s vocabulary was

not too large for a non-native speaker to attempt to master.

Word frequency and student needs

The growth in corpus linguistics, which allowed researchers to establish the

frequency with which different word families are used (Nation, 1990, 2001 ;

Coxhead, 2000), made clear the need for learners to master the most frequent

2000 to 3000 words of English. The first 2000 words of English “cover” 87％

of a general text (Nation, 1980) and 80％ of academic texts (Hunt and Beglar,

1998). As large as this is, it falls short of the 98％ vocabulary coverage that

is, knowledge of 98％ of the words in a given text-- necessary to understand

text without assistance (Hu & Nation, 2000). However, university graduates
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in Japan have an English vocabulary size of around 2000 words (Shillaw, 1995 :

Barrow, Nakanishi, & Nishio, 1995). For Japanese university students to be-

come more independent readers, writers, and learners, teachers need to boost

their vocabularies to the 5000 level so students may start accessing native-

speaker text without assistance.

What happens in practice? Not noticing the gap

A number of experienced teachers were asked what they thought their

students’ vocabulary size was. Compared to the research on Japanese univer-

sity student vocabulary size, which is limited, and personal measurements of

students’ vocabulary size, it was clear that Japanese lecturers seemed to

greatly overestimate their students’ vocabulary size, while native English-

speaking lecturers seemed to greatly underestimate their students’ vocabulary

size. In addition, few teachers considered their students’ vocabulary size when

planning or teaching. This was the case even when students conducted flu-

ency exercises, despite Nation’s (2008) strong recommendation that fluency

exercises should not contain any unfamiliar lexical items. Finally, not one par-

ticipant responded that he or she had considered how to incorporate vocabu-

lary learning into lessons or syllabuses.

Bridging the gap

There is no call for the use of flash cards in class. Decontextualized vocabu-

lary learning is best outside of class with the use of such a program as Word

Engine, which includes the benefits of expanded rehearsal (Barcroft, 2007 ;

Ellis, 1995 ; Nation, 2001 ; Hulstijn, 2001 ; Cepeda et al., 2008 ; Kornell, 2009 ;

Mondria & Mondria-De Vries, 1994) and adaptive sequencing (Atkinson,

Vocabulary in SLA Theory and Practice

― ―93



1972). During class, the recycling of high frequency vocabulary will deepen

vocabulary knowledge though generative use ( Joe, 1995), while extensive

reading will assist this even further. In light of a substantial quantity of empiri-

cal research, unless students are first directly learning decontextualized vo-

cabulary and then conducting exercises to develop fluent use of this

vocabulary, their L2 vocabulary learning and their independence and growth as

learners and users of an L2 are at risk. For ideas of how best to incorporate

useful vocabulary into tasks, lesson and syllabuses, the videotaped seminars

by Paul Nation on his Victoria University page are insightful : http : // www.

victoria.ac.nz / lals / about / staff / paul-nation

Conclusion

After more than a century of low priority in language teaching methodology,

through empirical research, vocabulary learning has come to have a central

role in SLA. Yet vocabulary still seems neglected today in English curriculum

planning and teaching at Japanese universities. However, if teachers hope to

have a balanced pedagogy determined by empirical research, the syllabus must

include decontextualized vocabulary learning, activities to assist in its fluent

use, and repeated exposure to new vocabulary through such activities as ex-

tensive reading to help deepen vocabulary understanding.

References

Bahrick, H. P., & Phelps, E. (1987). Retention of Spanish vocabulary over 8 years.

Journal of Experimental Psychology : Learning, Memory, & Cognition, 13(2), 344�

349.

Bahrick, H. P., Bahrick, L. E., Bahrick, A. S., & Bahrick, P. E. (1993).

Maintenance of foreign language vocabulary and the spacing effect. Psychological

人間文化研究 第５号

― ―94



Science, 4, 316�321.

Barrow, J., Nakanishi, Y., & Nishino, H. (1999). Assessing Japanese College

Students’ Vocabulary Knowledge with a Self-Checking Familiarity Survey.

System, 27(2), 223�47.

Beglar, D. (2010). A Rasch based validation of the Vocabulary Size Test. Language

Testing, 27(1), 101�118.

Brooks, N. (1960). Language and language learning : theory and practice. New York :

Harcourt.

Brown, H. D. (2007). Principles of language learning and teaching (5th ed.). New

York : Longman.

Browne, C. & Culligan, B. (2008). Combining technology and IRT testing to build

student knowledge of high frequency vocabulary. The JALT CALL Journal, 4(2),

3�16.

Coxhead, A. (2000) A new Academic Word List. TESOL Quarterly, 34(2), 213�

238.

D’Anna, C. A., Zechmeister, E. B., & Hall, J. W. (1991). Toward a meaningful defi-

nition of vocabulary size. Journal of Reading Behavior, 23(1), 109�122.

DeKeyser, R. (2007). Practicing in a Second Language : Perspectives from Applied

Linguistics and Cognitive Psychology. Cambridge : Cambridge University Press.

Diller, K. C. (1978). The Language Teaching Controversy. Rowley, Mass : Newbury

House.

Elgort, I. (2011). Deliberate Learning and Vocabulary Acquisition in a Second

Language. Language Learning, 61(2), 367�413.

Ellis, N. C. (1995). Psychology of Foreign Language Vocabulary Acquisition :

Implications for CALL. Computer Assisted Language Learning, 8(2�3), 103�28.

Fitzpatrick, T., Al-Qarni, I. and Meara, P. (2008) Intensive vocabulary learning : a

case study. Language Learning Journal 36, (2), 239�248.

Goulden, R., P. Nation and J. Read. 1990. How large can a receptive vocabulary be?

Applied Linguistics, 11 : 341�363.

Gregg, K. R. (1984). Krashen’s Monitor and Occam’s razor. Applied Linguistics, 5,

79�100.

Vocabulary in SLA Theory and Practice

― ―95



Krashen, S. D. (1989). We acquire vocabulary and spelling by reading : Additional

evidence for the input hypothesis. Modern Language Journal, 73, 440�463.

Kelly, L. G. (1969). 25 Centuries of Language Teaching. Rowley, MA: Newbury

House.

Hartman, G. W. (1946). Further evidence on the unexpected large size of recogni-

tion vocabularies among college students. Journal of Educational Psychology,

37(7), 436�439.

Howatt, A. P. R. (1984). A history of English language teaching. Oxford : Oxford

University press.

Hu, M., & Nation, I. S. P. (2000). Vocabulary density and reading comprehension.

Reading in a Foreign Language, 13(1), 403�430.

Hunt, A & Beglar, D (1998). Current Research and Practice in Teaching

Vocabulary. The Language Teacher, 22(1), 8�10.

Judd, E. L. (1978). Vocabulary Teaching and TESOL: A Need for Reevaluation of

Existing Assumptions. TESOL Quarterly, 12(1), 71�76.

Krashen, S. (1981). Second language acquisition and second language learning.

Oxford : Pergamon Press.

Lado, R. (1964). Language teaching : A scientific Approach. New York : McGraw-

Hill.

Laufer, B. (1992). How much lexis is necessary for reading comprehension ? In H.

Bejoint & P. Arnand (Eds.), Vocabulary and applied linguistics (pp. 126�132).

London : MacMillan.

Laufer, B. (2003). Vocabulary Acquisition in a Second Language Do Learners

Really Acquire Most Vocabulary by Reading Some Empirical Evidence.

Canadian Modern Language Review, 59(4), 567.

Laufer, B., & Shmueli, K. (1997). Memorizing New Words : Does Teaching Have

Anything to Do with It ?. RELC Journal : A Journal of Language Teaching and

Research in Southeast Asia, 28(1), 89�108.

Lightbown, P. M. & Spada, N. (2006). How Languages are Learned (3rd ed.).

Oxford University Press, USA.

McLaughlin, B. (1978). The Monitor Model : Some Methodological Considerations.

人間文化研究 第５号

― ―96



Language Learning, 28 (1), 309�332.

Meara, P. (1980). Vocabulary Acquisition : A Neglected Aspect of Language

Learning. In V. Kinsella (Ed.), Surveys 1 : Eight State-of-the-Art Articles on Key

Areas in Language Teaching (pp. 100�126). Cambridge : Cambridge UP.

Mondria, J., & Mondria-De Vries, S. (1994). Efficiently Memorizing Words with

the Help of Word Cards and “Hand Computer”: Theory and Applications. System,

22(1), 47�57.

Mondria, J. A. & Wiersma, B. (2004). Receptive, productive, and receptive + pro-

ductive L2 vocabulary learning : What difference does it make ? In P. Bogaards &

B. Laufer (Eds.), Vocabulary in a second language : selection, acquisition, and test-

ing (pp. 79�100). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Nagy, W. E., & Anderson, R. (1984). How many words are there in printed school

English ? Reading Research Quarterly, 19(3), 304�330.

Nation, I. S. P. (1980). Strategies for receptive vocabulary learning. RELC

Guidelines, 3, 18�23.

Nation, I. S. P. (1990). Teaching & Learning Vocabulary (1st ed.). Heinle ELT.

Nation, I. S. P. (2001, May-June). How good is your vocabulary program ? ESL

Magazine, 22�24.

Nation, I. S. P., & Beglar, D. (2007a). A vocabulary size test. The Language

Teacher, 31(7), 9�13.

Nation, I. S. P. (2007b) The four strands. Innovation in Language Learning and

Teaching 1, (1) 1�12.

Oxford, R., & Crookall, D. (1990). Vocabulary Learning A Critical Analysis of

Techniques. TESL Canada Journal, 7(2), 9�30.

Shillaw, J. (1995). Using a word list as a focus for vocabulary learning. The

Language Teacher, 19 (2), 58�59.

Swain, M. (1985) Communicative competence : Some roles of comprehensible

input and comprehensible output in its development. In Gass, S. and Madden, C.

(Eds.), Input in Second Language Acquisition, (pp. 235�256). New York :

Newbury House.

Waring, R. (1997). A study of receptive and productive learning from word cards.

Vocabulary in SLA Theory and Practice

― ―97



Studies in Foreign Languages and Literature (Notre Dame Seishin University,

Okayama), 21(1), 94�114.

Waring, R., & Takaki, M. (2003). At What Rate Do Learners Learn and Retain

New Vocabulary from Reading a Graded Reader. Reading in a Foreign Language,

15(2), 130�163.

Webb, S. (2007). The Effects of Repetition on Vocabulary Knowledge. Applied

Linguistics, 28(1), 46�65.

White, L. (1987). Against comprehensible input : the input hypothesis and the de-

velopment of second language competence. Applied Linguistics 8(2): 95�110.

Widdowson, H. G. (1978). Teaching Language as Communication. London : Oxford

University Press.

Zimmerman, C. (1997). Historical trends in second language vocabulary instruction.

In Coady, J. & Huckin, T. (Eds.) Second language vocabulary acquisition, (pp. 5�

19). Cambridge : Cambridge University Press.

人間文化研究 第５号

― ―98


