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Abstract
Vocabulary learning is one of the most important processes of learning a foreign language,
however it is often a boring and frustrating task for learners. In class at Bunkyo Gakuin University,
students must study hundreds of English words a short time and many of them grow weary of
this demanding task. So I introduced a new technique for vocabulary instruction using original
word lists. During the class period, students were given 10 minutes to work on a vocabulary list
followed by a feedback test. The primary objective of this instruction was to establish students’
study habits and help them get higher scores on the chapter tests. As a result of this treatment,
the students’ average score went up by 10%, and 70% achieved higher scores on the term-end
vocabulary test. Many students spent more hours leaning vocabulary during the semester. It was
obvious that the classroom teaching worked effectively to motivate the students. In this paper, I

discuss the ways it raised student performance and increased motivation.

Introduction

Teachers and learners should give careful consideration to how vocabulary is learned. Many
studies emphasize the important role of vocabulary in language teaching. However, some language
teachers presume vocabulary learning is solely the students’ responsibility. These teachers then do
not encourage students to learn vocabulary, nor do they introduce vocabulary study explicitly into
their classroom teaching. Although Hunt & Beglar (2005) are convinced that lexical development
is a major concern for EFL learners, it is still frequently undervalued by course designers and
instructors. In recent years, the idea that vocabulary plays an important role in communication
has established a broad consensus in the field of second language acquisition. One cannot
speak, understand, read, or write a foreign language without knowing many words. Therefore,

Rubin &Thompson (1994) declare that vocabulary learning is at the heart of mastering a foreign
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language. Hunt & Beglar (2005) go on to say that effective second language vocabulary acquisition
is particularly important for EFL learners, who frequently have impoverished lexicons despite
years of formal study. Rivers (1981) urges language teachers to stimulate excitement for words
to help these students. Rivers says teacher can do this by giving students specific techniques to
learn vocabulary. In this paper, I would like to introduce my own way of teaching vocabulary as a
means for broadening students’ vocabulary knowledge, and present three major findings about the

effectiveness of my instruction.

Background
The effectiveness of direct learning

The most basic level of knowing a word involves knowing both the form and meaning
(Thornbury, 2002). My instruction aims to reach the most basic, decontextualized level; linking
one word form to its meaning. My research question is how effective is my instruction.

Rubin & Thompson (1994) characterize two general approaches as follows: with direct
vocabulary learning, students focus their attention on learning words in lists or completing various
vocabulary exercises; whereas, with indirect vocabulary learning, learner’s attention is focused on
conveying or understanding a spoken or written message, in the process of which they are likely to
learn new vocabulary. The two approaches vie for superiority and have created much controversy.
So while criticisms of the direct approach abound, many studies do support the decontextualized
style of the direct approach as an effective way of learning vocabulary.

One supporter of the direct approach for vocabulary teaching is Nation (2001), who states the
values of direct learning of vocabulary are: (1) it is efficient in terms of return for time and effort,
(2) it allows learners to consciously focus on an aspect of word knowledge that is not easily gained
from context, and (3) it allows learners to control the repetition. He points out that for the learners
who have less time and need to read unsupported texts shortly after they begin learning, it is a way
to speed up the learning process. Clipperton (1994) states that it would appear that when new words
are first presented, it may be best to do so out of context. Hunt and Belgar (2005) conclude in their
study that both explicit and implicit activities should be developed for second language learners
of all levels. All the linguists mentioned go on to explain that while using decontextualized lexis
the teacher’s initial challenge is to create an environment in which the learners can rapidly acquire

vocabulary for high frequency or general academic words.

The Purpose of This Study
In order to find out how effectively my instruction raises students’ performance, the following

three research questions will be discussed in this paper.
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Research Questions

Question 1: Is there a difference in the performance of the students on vocabulary chapter tests
between the control group and the experimental group?

Question 2: Is using the original word lists helpful for students studying vocabulary and does it
effectively broaden students’ vocabulary knowledge?

Question 3: Does this style of instruction successfully motivate students and encourage them to

learn vocabulary?

Method
Participants

The Participants are 55 Bunkyo Gakuin University students in grammar-oriented class,
all sophomores from 19 to 21 years of age. Their TOEIC scores range from 350 to 500. In this
university students are assigned to classes from A (the highest) to L (the lowest) based on their
TOEIC reading scores. My students belonged to level G and H, which is the low-intermediate level.
This class meets once a week, and in order to make this study longitudinal and objective, all four
groups were observed over a one year period. Two groups (28 students in all) were examined in
2009 and the other two groups (27 students in all) in 2010.

In the sophomores’ grammar course, Integrated Skills, students are required to study English
vocabulary with JACET 8000. JACET 8000 is the word frequency lists for Japanese learners of
English. Its 8000 words are presented in eight levels (from 1 to 8) in accordance with frequency
and educational significance. Students study Level 4 (3001-4000words) in the spring semester and
Level 5 (4001-5000words) in the fall semester. They are expected to study outside the classroom
and prepare for the tests weekly and at the end of each semester. The weekly test is called a mini-
test (20 matching questions are culled from 100 words) and the test they take at the end of the
semester is a chapter test (40 matching questions are culled 1000 words.) This is my third year
teaching at the Foreign Language Department of Bunkyo Gakuin University. Students are serious
about studying English and have a good attitude about learning new words.

In Japan, the course of study (2001 version) created by the Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology set a target of 900 words to be taught in junior high school, and
1300 words to be added in high school. This means high school graduates learned 2200 words in
the six years from G7 to G12. In the new 2011 Course of study, the number of target words was
increased from 2200 to 3000. According to Groot (2000), although in the early stages of instructed
foreign language acquisition students learn a few thousand high frequency words, a vocabulary

of 2,000 words is not sufficient for functional language proficiency. Hirsh & Nation (1992) say a
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target vocabulary of 5,000 is the minimum lexical requirement for understanding general, non-
specialized texts. Groot also suggests that a large number of words should be learned in a short
period of time at the intermediate and advanced stages of language acquisition. Studying up to
5000 words at university level is quite meaningful for Japanese students especially those who major
in English. Learning an additional 2000 words after they learned 3000 is a daunting task for many

and my students are no exception.

Materials

Materials used in this classroom instruction are: originally made word lists derived from the
JACET 8000 and 5-minute feedback tests (see Appendix1). The original word lists consist of 250
words x 4 sheets.

The Textbook which students use to learn vocabulary and from which I made my original
word list is predicated on the JACET 8000. Figure 1 (Aizawa, 2007) shows the coverage rate of
JACET 8000 in the English Center test, which is the Japanese nationwide examination, and in the
three English proficiency tests (IELTS, TOEFL, TOEIC). JACET 8000 establishes Level 4 as the
equivalent level necessary for primary liberal arts courses at college, and Level 5 for academic
liberal arts courses. It also says Level 5 is necessary to pass Eiken pre-1* or TOEIC 500. Aizawa
(2007) also measured the vocabulary knowledge of Japanese university students and computed the
means for each level for JACET 8000 (Figure 2). The means gradually decrease from Level 1 to 4,
but there is no significant difference between level 4 and 5. With this consideration, I believe it is

fair to compare the results of Level 4 and 5 to see how much students improve.
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Procedure

As a classroom activity in both spring and fall semesters, I incorporate pronunciation practice
for the vocabulary students are expected to learn. This activity involves choral reading and
individual oral reading. Aizawa & Mochizuki (2010) suggest the way of introducing new words is
very important for teachers since the meaning and pronunciation students first learn often stays with
them. Most students can’t read phonetic symbols and they tend to read new words with the often
misleading Roman letters unless they are taught the correct pronunciation. Nation (2001) says rich
instruction would involve giving attention to several aspects for the same word and suggests that
from the aspect of spoken form, pronouncing words, reading them aloud is an important activity.
Students tend to learn only with their eyes and don’t learn the correct pronunciation, so I always try

to read new words aloud with them.

Control group (Spring semester). During spring semester, no special instruction was given to
the control group except the pronunciation practice. No word lists were provided to these students.

They were required to learn voluntary and prepare for the vocabulary chapter test on their own.

Experimental group (Fall semester). During fall semester, experimental group students were
given 10 minutes to work on vocabulary in each class period, followed by a feedback test. The
primary objective of this instruction was to establish students’ study habits and help them get higher
scores on the chapter tests. The instruction involved the following four procedures: (1)10-minute
classroom learning using original word lists, (2) 5-minute Feedback testing followed by 10-minutes
of study, (3) Clarifying objectives, (4) Emphasizing the importance of repeated study the outside

classroom.

(1) 10-minute classroom learning using original word lists.

The word lists consist of 4 sheets which, combined, cover all Level 5 vocabulary. Since the
class time is limited and students were asked to have studied these words for the mini tests before
class, I used one sheet (250 words) each time. Students were given just 10 minutes and instructed to
review quickly as many words as possible. More than 10 minutes would be too long for the students
to concentrate. The main point of my teaching is not to remember all the words in class, but to teach
the effectiveness of short-time learning and the importance of repeated study outside the classroom.

Each sheet of word lists has three vertical rows. Students are instructed to review one row in
three minutes and time it exactly with a timer. They are supposed to finish reviewing three rows in
3-min X 3 + Iminute, 10 minutes in all. They can spend the last 1 minute on whatever they like.

They should be told in advance that a feedback test will follow right after the 10 minute of study.
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Benefits of the original word list are: (1) Word lists are written in a very simple form, one
word — with the single, most frequent meaning. (2) Words are divided into very small boxes in
alphabetical order. This helps students to easily their place on the list the next time they use it. (3)
Word lists are portable so students can look at them anytime and anywhere they want. (4) Word lists

reduce students’ stress from learning pages of words from the textbook.

(2) 5-minute Feedback test followed by 10-minutes of study. Learners should be aware of,
and excited by, their progress in vocabulary learning (Nation, 2001). There are two purposes
for conducting a feedback test: (1) to enhance students’ motivation toward the 10-minute study
technique, and (2) to make students see their progress after each 10-minute learning segments.
Each feedback test has 40 matching questions. They are arranged in alphabetical order so that

students can easily recall what they had just learned.

(3) Clarifying objectives. Setting modest, realistic objectives can sustain students’ motivation and
interest. Students differ in vocabulary memorizing ability, so it is important not to have them set
their goal for 100% on the chapter test, but rather to set a clear and realistic goal based on their
ability. Some students may set their goal at 90%, and some 60%. Most students said their target
score was 70-80%. Rubin & Thompson (1994) advise learners that their chances for success in

language learning are vastly improved if they set realistic goals that can be attained over time.

(4) Emphasizing the importance of repeated study outside the classroom. It is natural that even
if students can recall 100% immediately during a class period, their recall may drop to 50% next day,
and be much lower a week later. One purpose of this instruction is to establish students’ repeated
practice of vocabulary learning outside school. Schmitt (2008) says vocabulary acquisition is not
a tidy linear affair, but rather incremental with backsliding. This attrition is natural for learning.
Kersten (2010) mentions emphatically in various sources on vocabulary learning and teaching (e.g.
Schmitt 2000, Nation2001, Thornbury 2002, Folse 2004) that leaners need to be exposed to a
word numerous times before it can be regarded as fully acquired. Nation (2001) states that spaced
repetition results in more secure learning. He advises teachers to give repeated attention to words
because knowledge of a word can only accumulate if learners meet the word many times. Hunt &
Belgar say 5-10 minutes can be devoted to reviewing vocabulary in most courses, and those that
only meet once or twice per week will have a long delay between the introduction and the initial
review of new vocabulary. Consequently, a greater emphasis will need to be placed on training and
requiring learners to review regularly outside the classroom.

One of the most important aspects of this instruction is to introduce students how the material
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should be repeated and retain newly learned vocabulary over long period. In my class students were
told to review each word list 10 times before the test. I made a check box on the top right corner

of each word list and had them to mark every time they finished 10-minute vocabulary learning.

Data Analysis
All students were given the same tests. Comparisons were observations of the performance
difference between spring semester (Level 4) and fall semester (level 5). Level 4 and 5 are assumed

comparable as explained in the material section.

Comparison of spring semester and fall semester.

no class instruction Students take
%

Spring Semester homework Level 4 chapter test

10-minute work in classroom Students take
Fall Semester 5-minute feedback test N

Level 5
homework

Questionnaire responses. Students self-report at the end of the semester. Questions about the
effectiveness of the 10-minute classroom vocabulary instruction were included, along with

questions about their thoughts on why it was, or was not, effective.

Results
Mean scores of the mini tests and the chapter tests

In the spring semester, the mean for the mini-tests was 79/100 and in the fall semester it was
85/100. The Mean score of the chapter test was 16/40 in spring and 20/40 in the fall. Not only the

chapter test but also the mini-tests showed improvement in the fall semester.

100% M Spring 100% M Spring

’ O] Fall 0 [ Fall
80% e e - 80%
60% — 60%
40% — 40%
20% — 20%
0% 0%

Classes A B C D Classes A B C D
Figure3 Mean of Vocabulary Mini Test Figured Mean of Vocablary Chapter Test
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Comparison of individual differences in the chapter test scores between spring and fall

semester

Thirty-seven of the 55 students showed improvement on their chapter tests. Table 1 shows their

progress. Figure 5 to 8 shows the differences for each student.

Table 1 Individual Improvement on Chapter Test (raw score)

number of students

Difference of two tests Class A Class B Class C Class D Total
(full score=40) n=15 n=12 n=17 n=11 N=55
1~5 points more 3 3 3 6 15
6~10 points more 4 2 4 1 11
11~15 points more 4 0 4 1 9
more than 16 points 1 1 0 0 2
Total 12 6 11 8 37
Note: n=number of students in each class N= total students number
score Class A e Class B
40 M Spring 40 M Spring
[ Fall [ Fall
30 M 30
20 20
10 10
0 0
student b ¢ d e f g h i k 1 mn o p q student a b ¢ d e f g h i k m n

Figure5 Individual Difference in Class A

score Class C

40 [ Spring
[ Fall

30

?Z nm‘|m||‘|m
lialtetutadld]

student a b ¢ d e f gh i j lmnopagqr

Figure7 Individual Difference in Class C

Figure6 Individual Difference in Class B

raw

score Class D

40 [ Spring
[ Fall

30

20

10

0
student a b e g h j k n p q r

Figure8 Individual Difference in Class D
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Student Questionnaires (28 responded)

(I) How long did you spend to prepare for the vocabulary chapter test?

Table 2 Comparison of How Long Students studied for the Test

number of students

Length of Study Spring Semester Fall Semester
O Hours 7 2
2-3 Days 11 8
Once a Week 7 8
Twice a Week 2 5
Once a Month 0 4
Regularly 1 1

(2) Was the 10-minute classroom vocabulary instruction effective for you?

18 students out of 28 students answered that the 10-minute classroom instruction was effective

for them, whereas 8 students said they were not sure. No student said that it wasn’t of any help.

(3) If you answer yes, why did you think so?
Students’ answers were as follows;
(A) I got better scores in fall semester than in spring semester................... 8
(B) The word liSts Were €asy t0 USE .......cecuerueruerierienieeiieienieeieeeenee e 2

(C) I'learned 10-minute concentration worked well to memorize words. .. 5

(D) Spaced repetition was helpful. ........cccocveiienieiieniienieee e 6
(E) It made it easier for me to read other materials. ...........cccceeevvveeveennen. 5
Discussion

Question 1: Is there difference in the performance of the students on the vocabulary chapter tests

between the control group and experimental group?

The students’ average scores went up 10% (from 16 to 20 out of 40), after they were given
classroom instruction. The degree of improvement differed from class to class (Figure 4). While
Class B showed only 3% progress, other classes showed significant progress; 17% in class A, 10% in
class D and 8% in class C. Regarding individual improvement, about 70% of the students achieved
higher scores in the fall semester (see Table 1 and Figure5-8). Half of the students improved their
scores more than 1.5 times compared with those of spring semester. Another advantage of this

instruction was that it also affected students’ mini test scores every week even though I didn’t



SORFBER AR AR SO A BRI R A% 48 11 75 (2011)

intend or expect it (see Figure 3).

Question 2: Was using the original word list helpful for the students when studying vocabulary and

did it effectively broaden students’ vocabulary knowledge?

Folse (2004) advocates using word lists to learn L2 vocabulary. He states that learning a word
involves knowing many different kinds of things about that word, thus learning lists of words with
a translation is a solid first step. Nation (2001) strongly recommends using word cards, but he isn’t
supportive of word lists. He says learning from word cards is a way to quickly increase vocabulary
size through focused intentional learning. Whereas for word lists, he says: (1) word cards are a
better way to retrieve the meaning of the word from memory because the form and meaning aren’t
written on the same side, (2) fixed order word lists cannot vary, so difficult words or words in the
middle might be slighted, and (3) word lists cannot avoid serial learning.

However, I maintain that my instruction, using word lists, was the best way in my circumstances
and could be as effective as card learning. Firstly, when the amount of vocabulary is very large,
making word cards is time-consuming and frustrating. Secondly, word lists can also retrieve the
meaning of words from the memory by covering up the meaning, as Nation (2001) advises with
the flashcards. It is certainly true that word list cannot change order, but more difficult words can
also be repeated if students mark them in the list. In addition, mnemonic techniques sometimes
work better to recall the meaning when the order is not changed. Thirdly, it has many common
features with card learning; it can be carried, provides simple explanations and increases students’
opportunities to repeatedly pay attention to the words. Lastly, word lists give learners a sense how
much word study they will need to do during the course so they can set their goals and plan their
time.

The effectiveness of the word lists can’t be numerically measured in its entirety. However,
when I consider that classroom instruction was done with the original word lists and most individual
students improved their test scores as discussed in Question 1, I assume that word lists worked well

for the students.

Question 3: Was the classroom instruction successful enough to motivate students and encourage

them to learn vocabulary?

When analyzing students’ study habits, I found many students spent more hours learning
vocabulary in the fall semester than in the spring semester (see Table 2). So my classroom teaching

evidently worked effectively to motivate the students. Many students replied that they were very
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happy because they got higher scores on the chapter test, some much higher. I believe they felt more
confidence, which will encourage further vocabulary study.

The problem is that not many students repeated studying the word lists ten times as I requested.
When I saw their check lists which showed how many times they had studied each word list, I found
only five or six checks on the average. Further steps are necessary to ensure students’ continuous

study outside classroom.

Conclusion

Vocabulary size is directly linked to communication ability and reading comprehension, but as
Kersten (2010) says learners do not usually commit a new item to memory after the first encounter.
It requires a process that takes place over time. Schmitt (2008) suggests anything that leads to
more and better engagement should improve vocabulary learning, and thus, promoting engagement
is the most fundamental task for teachers and learners. Even though only a short time is spent
on vocabulary teaching in EFL classes, the vocabulary teaching technique is very important and
greatly affects students’ achievement level as my study shows. Giving the students only 10 minutes
of vocabulary instruction enhanced students’ motivation to study and led them to spend more
time on vocabulary, and, as a result, 70% of the students increased their vocabulary test scores.
Therefore, it warrants attention and should be carefully considered in every EFL classroom. I am
convinced that students’ concentration on learning improved with just an additional 10 minutes of
instruction, and their vocabulary knowledge was expanded by repeated contact with the words.

On the other hand, learning vocabulary only on the basis of form-meaning correspondence
isn’t enough for productive use of new words. Schmitt (2010) mentions the quality or ‘depth’ of
vocabulary knowledge is as important as vocabulary size. Coady (1997) states three principles that
underlie any effective vocabulary teaching:
(1) Providing learners with both definitional and contextual information about words;
(2) Encouraging learners to process information about words at a deeper level;
(3) Providing learners with multiple exposures to a word. Many of my students commented that
the vocabulary they learned in my class helped them read materials in other classes. When it is
integrated with other English classes, such as reading, writing and speaking, optimally effective
teaching is realized. I will continue seeking better ways to teaching vocabulary so I can be the
greatest possible help for students eager to study but occasionally frustrated by the demands of

learning a huge amount of vocabulary.
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