Chapter 2

Literaturereview

2.1 I ntroduction

This chapter presents areview of research on immersion and its effects on second language learning
in genera and onvocabulary acquisition in particular. It discusses trendsin L2 vocabulary acquisition
research and the importance of vocabulary in L2 learning and academic success. The chapter includes
adiscussion of the importance of vocabulary size in second language reading and ends with areview
of the Lexical Frequency Profile and itsrole in research into vocabulary.

2.2 Immersion

Initidly, immersion programmes originated in Canada, but their popularity soon spread to Europe.
Today immersion programmes abound al over theworld and the term has taken on many aspects and
interpretations. The growth in immersion as a viable way of teaching a second or third language has
been fostered by, among other factors, globaisation and the desire among many language groupsto be
taught through a world language such as English or French. The following sections present a brief

overview of the origind immersion programmes and immersion as it isinterpreted in the 21% century.

2.2.1 Immergon programmes—the beginnings

Immersonis defined asatype of bilingua education in which asecond language (or languages) isusad
together with gudents native language as amedium of ingtruction during some part of their primary or
secondary education (Genesee, 1983). Research has shown that level s of communi cative competence
rarely reached through traditional methods of teaching can be achieved by using aforeign or second
language as the medium of ingtruction. Since the establishment of immersion programmesin Canadain
1965, attempts to foster additive bilingudism (82.2.3) have today become a common phenomenon
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worldwide (Obadia, 1998:81). The first programme was a culmination of two years of discussion
between interested parties (parents, school authorities and researchers) who sought an improved
method of teaching French to English-speaking children in Quebec. This particular community’s
decisionto adopt animmersion programmein French (that is, French wasintroduced early inthe school
career, and used to teach dl subjects) was strongly influenced by the work of Canadian researchers
(Lambert and Tucker, 1972, in Genesee, 1983).

The origina immersion programmes were based on the assumption that second language acquisition
would occur fastest and most eedily if thelearner was placed within thetarget |language environment and
culture (Cohen, 1994). For this reason, immersion programmes were designed to create native-like
learning conditions by increasing the period of time in which learners were exposed to the target
language, and at the same time exposing them to the culture of the target-language speskers. Theam
of these programmeswasto devel op functional competence in the second language, while at the same
time maintaining and developing the normal levels of firg language competence. The mgor goa was
the promotion of fluent ora communication skills but immersion programmes adso aimed to foster
academic achievement consstent with thelearner’ sacademic ability and education level. Cohen (1994)
citesevidence that learnerswho develop bilingua skillsin supportive or additive bilingud environments
develop both enhanced genera nonverba abilities as well as problem-solving abilities in science
(Bamford and Mizokawa, 1991, Kesder and Quinn, 1982, Rosebery, Warren and Conant, 1992, in
Cohen, 1994). Thisis supported by others such as Smyth (2002). A study by Carey and Cummins
(1984) underlined the ‘unitary nature of academic kills regardiess of the medium of teaching’

(1984:278). From the results of Carey and Cummins study into cognitive and behavioura varigbles,
academic achievement and French and English speaking skills of Grade 3 studentsin an early French
immergonprogramme, they hypothes sed that sudentswho did well in English programmeswould also
do well in French programmes.

The earliest immersion programmes limited ingruction in the L2, or target language, to relaively short
periods and the focus was on the teaching of basic vocabulary, grammar and communicetion patterns
(Genesee, 1998). What wasinnovative about immersion wasthat thetarget language was used to teach
academic subjects. The rationale was that by learning through another language, children would learn
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thistarget language for the same reasonsthat they acquired their first language: to communicate. Results
fromresearch studieshave a so suggested that bilinguaism may have cognitive and linguistic advantages
(Cummins, 1976; Lambert, 1962, in Genesee, 1998), and a so that immersion does not have anegative

influence on native language development or academic achievement (Genesee, 1998).

Hand in hand with these aims to promote fluent oral communication skills and to facilitate academic
achievement congstent with academic ability and education level went an increased awareness of and
gppreciation for the target language group as well astheir language and culture, and a maintenance of

the child’ s awvareness of and gppreciation for his own language and culturd identity.

Initidly, immersion programmes ran according to the following principles:

@ students were dlowed to use their own language in the classroom, at least during the
initial stages of the programme;

(b) students were encouraged to use the second language to communicate, without
excessive atention being given to grammatica or structurd errors (fluency was
emphasised over accuracy);

(© both the mother tongue or firgt language (L1) and the target language or second
language (L 2) were used as the medium of ingtruction of content subjects; and

(d) the teachers were to speak only the language of instruction of their section of the

curriculum.

Since the adoption of the first immersion programmes in Canada in 1965, however, various forms of
immergon have evolved, differing mainly in the grade levels at which the second languageisintroduced
as the main medium of ingruction and in the amount of ingruction that is provided in this language.
Genesee (1983) refersto Early, Delayed, Late, Partia and Total immersion programmes. However,
from an international survey of immersion programmes conducted over a period of two years via
questionnairesin English, Spanish and French, Obadia (1998) recorded more than 20 designationsfor
Immerson programmes. He notes that today these definitions are often very different from the origind

immersion concept of being totaly submersed in alinguigtic culture and environment.
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Sinceitsinception in Canadain the sixties, immersion has spread to dl partsof theglobe. Thefollowing
section deals with the phenomenon of immersion in a European context, where education frequently

takes place through the medium of a second, and sometimes even athird, language.

2.2.2 Immersion in the European context

Various types of immersion programmes have devel oped in European schools since the mid-twentieth
century. Theseinclude the European schools (Beardsmore, 1995), the L uxembourg school system and
the German-French bilingua schools (Wode, 1995:10). More recently, immersion programmeswhich
promote minor languages such as Catalan (Querol, 1998), Basgue (Wode, 1995) and Welsh
(Beaudoin et al., 1981; Lebrun and Beardsmore, 1993, in Wode 1995) have a so been implemented.

Beardsmore (1995) describes the European schools which provide amode of multilingua education
loosely based on immersion. He cdls these an example of genuine multilingua education, where the
whole school is placed under the same congraints as far aslanguage learning is concerned and where
al children can achieve successin at least two languages. These school s have been running for over four

decades and today form anetwork throughout Europe providing multilingua education, specificdly to
the children of civil servants working for supra-national European inditutions. Tuition is initidly in the
L1 with agradua moveto tuitionin both L1 and L2 with the compulsory learning of athird language
(L3). These schoals have a philasophy which supports additive bilingualism, or even multilingualism,

by deveoping the child's first language and culturd identity, while at the same time promoting a
European identity by teaching dl students through the medium of two languages and encouraging the
learning of up to four languages (Beardsmore, 1995:28; Wode, 1995).

Wode (1995, 1998) usestheterm ‘immerson’ very differently from the Canadians when he refersto
the use of English (the target language) to teach only one or two subjectsin the curriculum. He daims
that ‘the Canadian definition is too clumsy for the kind of comparative research amed a determining
whether one can do with less [time spent in immersion]’ (Wode, 1995:4). He uses the term far more
loosdly, referring to amethod of promoting aforeign language by using it as the medium of ingruction,
regardiess of the amount of time alotted to it in the curriculum and regardless of whether itisaimed at
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mgority or minority language students (Wode, 1995, 1998). Hubbard (1998), referring to Wode
(1995), talks about ‘minima immersion’.

There are many ingtances in the European system then, dbelt not with the title immersion, where the
language to be learned has been used asthe language of ingtruction and where children receive part of
their ingtruction in alanguage other than their home language. The common feeture of dl these schools
isthat children recelve part of their ingruction in alanguage other than their own, and onewhichin many
cases may be athird language. Wode (1995) makes the point that it isin fact increesngly exceptiond
for children to be educated through the medium of their own mother tongue. This adds some support
to the belief that, contrary to traditiona assumptions, the language of learning does not have to be the
mother tongue and that learning unfamiliar languages can be achieved very successfully asaby-product

of focusing on subject matter.

Wode (1998) explains how, with the advent of the European Union (EU), which provided for asngle
European currency, acommon foreign and security policy and a more efficient European parliament,
resdents in countries that were members of this Union were able to take up employment in any other
member country. As language policies in Europe have traditionaly been monolingud with additiond
languages being encountered only as subjects at school or universdty, there was now an increasing
demand to revol utionise these policiesand to allow children accessto more of the languages of Europe,
equipping themto take advantage of the improved work and travel opportunities afforded by the EU.
Schoals, it was fdt, should offer a wider range of languages and children should be given the
opportunity to learn at least three, including a mgjor world language such as English or French or

Spanish.

The Kid study (e.g. Wode, 1995, 1998) arose from these circumstances in an attempt to answer the
guestionof how littleimmersion isnecessary to achieve good levels of communicative proficiency, and
whether additiona languages can dso then be given the benefit of this immerson. Wode and his
colleagues in the English Department of Kid Univergty (Burmeigter, 1998; Daniel and Nerlich, 1998;
Kickler, 1995) focused on a ‘low-dose, late partial immerson’ programme, to determine whether

English vocabulary learning occurred incidentaly while students learned content subjects which were
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taught through the medium of English. This immerson programme provided initid impetus for the
present study. It isan experimentd language programme, modelled on the French-German programme,
and introduced to schoolsby the Schleswig-Holstein government in 1990. Theorigind French-German
programme derived from the 1963 German-French friendship treaty which recognised that in order to
promote good relations between thesetwo nations, it wasimportant for children to be reasonably fluent
in the respective languages. The result was the implementation of a school immersion programme for

French in the German education system, with very good results (Wode 1995:15-16).

The Schleswig-Holstein immersion programme wasfirg implemented in five Gymnasi um type schools
(which cater for students planning to attend a university or college) in 1991, and extended to
Real schulen (vocational schools) in 1992. The programme was introduced to learnersin Grade 7 with
the intention of eventualy expanding it from the top to the lower grades. The programme followed the
form of the French-German modd mentioned above, but with English astheinitid target language. It
aso dlowed for three different options, depending on the degree of immerson involved. Regular
English-as-subject teaching startsin Grade 5 when children areten. They start preparing for immersion
by following one of three options. Option A follows the pattern developed for the French-German
modd: after two years of traditiona language-as-subject ingtruction, at the age of 12 (Grade 7),
immersion is introduced, limited to two subjects. Each of these subjects receives one booster period
aweek for three years. These boosters are designed to enhance ora communication, and are student-
centred and activity-based, focusng on meaning rather than form, with the intention of encouraging
studentsto talk in the language without fear or embarrassment (Burmeister, 1998:668). During the two
preparatory years the English-as-subject ingtruction is also given two extra periods aweek. Option B
features boogters asin A but the number of subjects taught through the immersion language is limited
to one, history or geography. In Option C theimmersion component islimited to one subject and there
are boosters only in grades 7, 8 and 9 (Wode, 1995:18).

The effects of partia late immerson were evaluated by examining severd aspects of children's
language use: both the development of their English aswell as the amount of subject content they had
mastered. Wode (1995, 1998) and his colleagues (Danidl and Nerlich, 1998; Kickler, 1995) reported
ontheresults of five groups of Grade 7 children following Option C, dlasses of immersion children who
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were recaiving three 45-minute periods per week of history taught through the medium of English, in
addition to their four English-as-subject periods. Their progress was compared to that of non-

immersion control students: a group from the same school who were not receiving any immersion
teaching and a third group as control from a school without an immersion programme. This last was
included to control for any biaswhich may have been caused by thefact that thetype of school inwhich
the immersion programmes were firgt introduced tended to attract amore gifted type of child, and dso
that theimmersion programme itself tended to draw children whose parents were more positive about

education in general and about learning a foreign language in particular (Wode, 1995, 1998). In a
collaborative study, Hubbard (1998) used data from the Kiel study to evauate the performance of

immersion and norn-immersion subjects on adiscourse task in the L2 (English).

These researchers reported on written and ora data gathered from students discussions of a
hypothetical problem sStuation that required a solution (the same activity as was used in the present
sudy). They were particularly interested in whether immersion promoted generd aspects of L2
competence such as vocabulary. Wode (1995, 1998, 1999) in particular felt that immersion should
provide enhanced opportunities for incidental learning of various aspects of vocabulary. Severa
measures were used to anayse written and spoken data: the number of lexical types and tokens, how

these were spread over the word classes, errors and sources of lexica items (84.5).

The research findings in the Kid studies reveded thet, in generd, the immersion group outperformed
the two control groups. Analysing productive vocabulary, Wode (e.g. 1995, 1998, 1999) found that
after only seven months, immersion subjects used considerably more words (both types and tokens)
than the non-immersion groups. Also, immersion students used more synonyms, and more words that
had not been used by any of the other groups as well as more words that had not come from the
textbook or interview, or fromthewording of thetest. V ocabulary and syntax seemed to have benefited
more from immersion than phonology and inflectiond morphology (Wode, 1998:61). These findings
indicatethat evenalow dose of immersion encourages|earnersto acquirelexica materia, and probably
other linguistic dements, soldy from ora interactions, and they suggest that immersion students had
more opportunities for incidenta learning (Wode, 1999:253). Wode determined that it was ‘not any
superior learning ability that accounts for the performance of the IM [immersion] students but the fact
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that IM provides superior opportunities for incidental learning to occur’ (Wode, 1999:255).

Danid and Nerlich (1998) and Kickler (1995) corroborated Wode sfindingsin their analyses of data
from the same study. They found that 11 to 12-year-olds receiving a very low dose of immersion
outperformed the controlsin the sudy. Immersion students tended to activate a larger vocabulary, in
terms of both number of types and of tokens, than non-immersion students (e.g. Daniel and Nerlich,
1998:655). They aso used more diversewords. Therewas aso agood spread of wordsover dl word
classes, and IM subjects used morewordsthat had not been used by the other groups. In other words,
they drew on additiond input sources. Based on the results of alexicd source andyss, Daniel and
Nerlich (1998) concluded that immersion students in genera could be assumed to have a larger
vocabulary than non-immersion students who studied the target language as a school subject only,
lending support to Wode's claim that ‘1M [immersion] crestes better opportunities for students to
activate their language-learning abilities than any other teaching methodology today’ (1999:256).
Hubbard (1998), in his anadyss of discourse from the study, adso found that immersion subjects were
superior on most of the measures used to andyse the students discourse. He considered moves and

acts, functiond units and the dine of initiative.

Wode and hisfelow researchers believe that, asfar asincidenta learning of vocabulary is concerned,
it is probably the additiona input provided in the immersion classsoomthat dlowsimmersion sudents
to excel. Theresults described above were particularly impressive in light of the fact that they occurred
after only seven months, and that the teachers were untrained in immersion teaching. The question
addressed in the present study is how much greater this increase would be after severa years of

immergon.

The benefits of additiona input in the immersonclassroom for incidenta learning are certainly revant
to the South African situation, which will be discussed at greater length in the next section (82.2.3).
Very little if any explicit vocabulary ingtruction occurs in the classrooms under investigation and
immersion children seem to acquire most of their vocabulary incidentally through contact with mother-
tongue English speaking peers and teachers and through contact with English texts. Terminology may
be taught in specific subject areas, but immersion students are rarely given any explicit vocabulary
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ingruction (Granwilleet al., 1998). According to Swain’s (1996) research with Grade 3 and Grade 6
immersion classes, vocabulary teaching did not feeture significantly in teaching in the Canadian French-
immerson programmes she investigated ether. She found that teachers input was not aslinguidicaly
rich as had been expected and that teaching of vocabulary seemed to involve little more than providing
the meanings of words in context, without much attention being given to aspects such as structura

information or derivations.

Swain (1998) suggeststhe inclusion of collaborative tasks, which encourage children to use language
to reflect on their own language use. Studies conducted by Swain and various other researchers into
Canadian immersion programmes (Swain, 1995, Swain and Lapkin, 1995, Taroneand Liu, 1995, in
Swain, 1998) found that immersion children were speaking thetarget language (French) lessfrequently
than had been expected insde the immersion classroom, and even less outside of it. Swain argues for
the use of collaborative work to promote output and second language learning (1998:138), and Stresses
the importance of language | earners doing something with their language, such aswriting, oncethey have
completed the collaborative tasks. Input from the teacher isvitd in this process and the communicative
context of theimmergon Stuation is not enough on its own — there must be pushed output as well, in
which children are encouraged to think about their language learning processes. She believes that

Situations must be contrived to ensure that students both hear and read the language we
want them to learn, and to ensure that students are given the opportunities to be pushed
beyond their current abilities in the target language through the provision of accuracy,

coherence and appropriateness of the immersion language they use.

(Swain, 1996:544)

2.2.3 Immerson in the South African context

Important sociocultura aspects of the origind Canadian immersion programmes included the fact that
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immersgonprogrammeswereinitidly intended for children who spoke the mgority-group language, and
there wasimplicit support for and vaue givento their L1 and culture, both at school and at home, while
acquisition of the L2 was regarded very positively by both learners and parents. In the light of this
aspect in particular it can be seen that immersion in the South African context in the 21% century isoften
very different in nature. Many children of the mgority language groups find themselves a the outset of
their school career in total immersion — or what Beardsmore (1995) calls submersion —in a second or
third language, with their home language being accorded very little vaue, both insde and outside school
(De Klerk, 2000; Granville et al., 1998; Sarinjeive, 1999). This is particularly the case for those
children who attend theformer ‘Mode C' schoolswhich were reserved for whitesin the gpartheld era.
Theterm ‘Mode C' derives from the option certain school governing bodies chose from 1990, when
schools were opened to al races, and that alowed for integration of black students into historically
whites-only schools. Teachersat these school aredtill predominantly white English or Afrikesansmother-
tongue speakers and schools il have more than adequate resources. Thereislittle extra L1 support
fromteacherswho, aspredominantly mother-tongue speskersof theimmersion (target) languages, have
little or no knowledge of theimmersion children’s own languages, and until very recently these children
were not encouraged to devel op these languagesfurther. In addition, athough parents may support the
education their children are receiving, they themsealves may not be equipped to provide the assstance
in English a home which schools expect (Hofmeyr, 2000).

This Situation could indeed be better termed submersioninthat, initidly at leest, very littleheed waspaid
to developing the learner’ sown language. In fact, it was often a case of subtractive rather than additive
bilingudism, with punitive trestment meted out to children who spoke their own languages in the
classroom, and even in the playground. Subtractive bilingualism occurs when home languages are not
maintained and in the process are replaced by the additiona language (AL). In an environment that
promotes additive bilinguaism, on the other hand, sudentslearnthe AL whilethar L1 issmultaneoudy
encouraged or at least maintained (Smyth, 2002:53-54). As De Klerk (2000:202) observes.

Most ...['Model C' schools] are multilingual and multicultural in composition but not in
practice, and their ethos is western and white, with many of their educators (till

predominantly English-speaking) firmly believing that educational successisonly possible
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through mastery of English, which is seen as giving access to social and educational
mohility and advancement to native and non-native users who possess it as alinguistic

tool.

Education palicy in South African schools has changed recently, however, and additive bilingudismis
currently advocated intheinterests of dlowing dl children accessto meaningful education (Barkhuizen,
2002; Bloch, 1999; Granville et al., 1998; Sarinjeive, 1999). This policy ams to promote the
development and status of the historically disadvantaged African languages and to reduce the hegemony
of English. The new White Paper on Language of 1999 * confirms the view that language diversty isa
vaued resource and actively promotes functiond multilinguadism (De Klerk, 2000:213). The fact is,
though, that despite the new language policy demands, the redlity in schoolsisvery different. Englishis
seen as the language of power. Kamwangamau (1998) observes that Samues (1995, in
Kamwangamau,1998:280) cals English an ‘open sesame’ which will alow unlimited upward socid
mohility to children and open doorsto career and life opportunities. Other researchershave echoed this
point (De Klerk, 2000; Sarinjeive, 1999). It is therefore not surprising that the mgjority of schools in
South Africa, except thosethat are historicaly Afrikaansin medium, are English medium, if not inredlity
at least in name. Many parentsfavour the‘ straight for English’ policy (DeKlerk, 2000; Granvilleet al.,
1998; Hofmeyr, 2000; Sarinjeive, 1999). They perceive that their children need access to English in
order to succeed in our society. Denying learners proper access to English means that many leave
schooal lacking in competence in English, the language of power, but with an exaggerated belief in its
importance and vaue: schools haveingtilled in sudentsahigh regard for English without providing them
with an adequate knowledge of the language. In their position paper on the Language in Education
Policy for South Africa, Granville et al. (1998:258) warn againgt denying people, especialy those of
the working classes, access to the language that will alow them the most socid mobility. In South
Africa, English is the language of the educated middle class and it acts as an effective ‘socid and
economic gatekeeper’ (Granville et al., 1998:259). The authors argue that if everyone was given
adequate access to English it would lose its dlitist value and could be regarded as a resource for all

rather than as a problem to be tackled.

Barkhuizen (2002), too, notes that despite the Congtitution’s emphasis on the promotion of
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multilinguaism and the elevation of the status of African languages, English ill enjoys a dominant
positionin South African education: ‘[s]tudentsin schoolswant to learn English and their parents agree
withthem’ (2002: 499). Thisisfurther supported by astudy of Xhosaparents attitudesto English and
English education, and the assmilation of their children into English culture, reported on by De Klerk
(2000). African languages cannot compete with the status of English, and we are along way from
redisng amultilingua society in South Africa. Againg this backdrop, thereis often strong resstanceto
usng an African language aslanguage of teaching and learning (LOLT) (Marivate, 1993 and Nkondo,
1982, in Barkhuizen, 2002). Thisis dso a repercusson of history: Bantu Education, which was
introduced in 1948 as part of the gpartheid policy of separate education of racia groups, emphasised
mother-tongue ingruction. Although under different circumstances this might have promoted black
consciousness and Africanisation, quite the reverse happened. Only suspicion was aroused regarding
the policy’s intention to subject blacks to whites and to produce an under-educated, semi-literate
workforce. This further engendered a bdief that English would open the way to advancement (De
Klerk, 2000:199; Granvilleet al., 1998) and, by denying students accessto English, thiswas regarded
by teachers and students alike as addiberate attempt by Apartheid authoritiesto deny them accessto
better job opportunities (Sarinjeive,1999).

With this in mind, one can better understand why second language students in South Africa often
struggle to master English. Research has shown the vaue of promoting the mother tongue in order to
improve the learning of English, as well as the importance of developing CALP (cognitive academic
proficiency) in the L1 before the trangtion to the L2 can be made. Added to thisisevidencethat black
children fail to master English reading because they have not acquired basic reading skillsin their own
languages (Cummins, 1991, DeKlerk, 1995, Schneider, 1998, in Sarinjeive, 1999; Pretorius, 2002g;
Smyth, 2002). Despite this evidence many parents still demand that their children be taught in English
froman early age. Soitisthat in South Africatoday, despite the recognition of eleven officid languages,
the redlity is that most parents who are in the postion to choose want to have their children taught
through the medium of English. Hofmeyr (2000) found in her study thet *[t]he higher level of integration
in English Modd-C schools is a common phenomenon because of the overwhelming desire of black
parentsto havetheir childrentaught English’ and aso, not to betaught in Afrikaans, dthough thisfeding
isnot as prevalent as might be expected — in fact, Pedl (2000) found that parents did not care so much
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about the medium of indruction, aslong astheteachingwasgood. A result of thisis, of course, thet the
black studentswho arel€ft in the rural and township schools are those from the poorest families. They
now face a red threat of becoming an African underclass, which would present added problems
(Hofmeyr, 2000). The digtinction between types of schools in South Africa is elaborated on in the

following paragraph.

Aswas noted at the beginning of this section, the present Situation in South Africais that the mgority
of South African schoolchildren find themsdlves in immersion situations. In the case of black students
who now attend the former whites-only ‘Modd C' schoadls, this is a state of totd immersion (or
submersion) in theory, in that al subjects barring additiona languages are taught through the medium
of Englishand, for the most part, dl interpersond and administrative communication isconducted inthis
language as well. Other than pupil make-up, very little has changed in these schools since the early
1990s when black students were first admitted. However, as mentioned above, in rura and township
schools which catered historicaly for black students only and have by and large preserved this status
guo, the Situation is very different: athough the medium of ingtruction is clamed to be Englishthisisin
redlity not often the case. Qudlity of input is affected by the fact that teachers are not native speakers
of English and teaching isfacilitated by frequent code-switching between English and learners mother
tongues. For many learnersin rurd areas English is tantamount to a foreign language — they encounter
very little, if any, English outsde the classroom, and in the classroom it is taught by someone with a
limited knowledge of the language. Children aso have limited opportunities for making any meaningful

output. The day-to-day running of the school is frequently conducted in alanguage or languages other
than English, congtituting what Hubbard (1998) refers to as ‘ pseudo-immersion’. The increasingly
muitilingud nature of dmost dl classesin South African schoolstoday only complicates metters. severa

different home languages may be spoken in the same classroom. Where the schoolsused in the present

study fal on the continuum of South African schoolsis discussed in more detail in 83.2.

It is clear from the three sections above thet, in the decades since its first emergence, the concept of
immersion has changed consderably and has been adapted to suit various very different Stuations.
Immerdgonasit is used in the present study is a very different concept indeed from that discussed by
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Genesee (1983) in his overview of immersion programmes, and athough the present sudy was
origindly inspired by Wode s research at Kid University (1995, 1998), its interpretation of the term

‘immersgon’ differs again from this research.

The following sections discuss the importance for learners of English as a second language of both a
basic, high frequency vocabulary, as well as aknowledge of academic vocabulary, and the challenges
this presents. The concept of aword as it is used in this study is defined, as are the two types of
vocabulary identified in the study, that is, receptive and productive vocabulary.

2.3  Theimportance of vocabulary knowledge

Coady (1997a) arguesthat, in order to be successful, ingtruction of ESL (English asasecond language)
readerswill haveto takeinto account their vocabulary knowledge and especidly their Sght or receptive
vocabulary. He bdlieves that the successful ESL reader employsa psycholinguistic guessing gpproach.
The reader samples the clues in the text and reconstructs a menta representation of what he or she
thinksthetext says. Thisanalysisby synthesis gpproach to reading isalso known asa top-down model
of reading. In contrast, the more traditiond view of reading as decoding of letters into sound and
ultimately meaning is characterised as a bottom-up modd. Typicaly, ESL learners are poor decoders
snce their vocabulary knowledge is week while, a the same time, they are dready literate in their
mother tongue and are familiar with top-down processing. A good reader has sufficient command over
the language to recognise words automaticaly or to recognise them in context. Poor readers do not
have enough sight vocabulary to take advantage of the context.

Davis (1968, 1972, in Nation and Coady, 1993:98) found that, of dl the identifiable sub-skills within
the overd| ability to read, vocabulary wasthe most important and had the strongest effect. It seemsthat
vocabulary isthemost clearly identifiable sub-component of theability to read. Dedling with vocabulary
inthe classroom Situation till presents many challenges, however, and Maiguashca (1993) bdievesthat
thereis ill great scope for research in the area of vocabulary acquisition. It is hoped that the present
study will make a contribution in this area, examining as it does the effects of length and qudlity of

immersion on vocabulary size.
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2.3.1 Thenature of vocabulary knowledge

What condtitutes vocabulary knowledge? At this stage there is no absolute consensus on the nature of
lexica knowledge, and most researchers agree that it should be seen as a ‘ continuum consisting of
severa levesand dimensions of knowledge' (Laufer and Paribakht, 1998:367). This could be viewed
as moving from avague familiarity with the word form, to recognising it when it is seen or heard, to
being able to use the word correctly in free production (Haastrup and Phillipson, 1984, in Laufer and
Paribakht, 1998). PAlmberg (1987, in Laufer and Paribakht, 1998:367) placed potential vocabulary
(that which the learner has not encountered before but which can be easily understood because the
words are cognates of the L1) at the beginning of the continuum with active vocabulary at the other
extreme of the continuum and passive vocabulary somewhere in between. Many words, however,
reman part of the receptive repertoire and never become part of the free active vocabulary (Pretorius,
2000). The following two sections deal with what it means to ‘know’ aword, and explain the terms

receptive and productive knowledge as they are used in this study.

2311 Theconcept of a‘word’

The concept of what aword is must be clarified from the outset. Over the years, interpretations of this
concept have changed. Some researchers (e.g. Carroll, Davies and Richman, 1971, in Bauer and
Nation, 1993) regarded a word as a form, with any change in this form (capitdisation, presence of
inflectiond suffixes, etc.) making theitem into adifferent word, to be counted separately. Other studies
(Thorndike and Lorge, 1944, in Bauer and Nation, 1993) consdered itemswith an inflectiond suffix
to be members of the sameword family. Still others (West, 1953, in Bauer and Nation, 1993) counted
items with acommon base but having avariety of derivationa and inflectiond affixes asthe same word.
Today it iscommonly accepted that a word family consists of the base word and dl its derived and
inflected formswhich thelearner can understand without having to learn each one separately (Bauer and
Nation, 1993; Laufer and Nation, 1995; Nation, 1990). Asthe learner’ s knowledge of affixes grows,
so theszeof theword family will increase. Animportant principle underlying theideaof theword family
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is tha once the base word or even a derived form is known, the recognition of the other members of

the word family requires very little extra effort.

Bauer and Nation (1993:254) ‘set up a series of levels of affixes that could provide a basis for the
saged systematic teaching and learning of these affixes for learners reading English’. They hoped that
this series of levels would provide a consistent description of what could be considered as part of a
word family for reeders a different levels of morphologica awareness. The present sudy uses Bauer
and Nation's (1993) concept of aword (a ‘word family’, in other words) as do Laufer and Nation
(1995). A word, according to this definition, is a base word and al its inflectiond and derivationa

forms.

2.3.1.2 Receptive and productive vocabulary

Varying views on what redlly congtitutes word knowledge have led to the development of instruments
to measure different aspects of lexica knowledge. But despite the differences of opinion, most models
of lexica knowledge distinguish between receptive (passive) and productive (active) vocabulary. Crow
(1986) defines receptive knowledge as what a learner needs to know to understand a word while
reading or listening. Productive knowledge (Laufer, 1994) is what a learner needs to know about a
word to use it in speaking and writing. This dichotomy could, however, be regarded as mideading as
reading and listening are not passiverolesat al. Readers participate actively in the reading process, for
ingtance, by referring to background knowledge schemata and processing strategies in order to
understand a passage. However, much more knowledge is needed for productive than for receptive
language performance (Nation, 1990:31). Productive knowledge demands a detailed understanding of
boththe denotative and the connotative meanings of words. Receptivetasksdo not alwaysrequiresuch
specific knowledge of dl lexica items involved. Connotative knowledge dlows the reader to make
judgements about diction, register and so on, which is important for advanced language students but
may not be vitd if the object of the reading exerciseisto grasp the gist of an academic reading passage

(Crow, 1986). Most researchers agree that word comprehens on does ot guarantee correct use of the
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word, and that receptive vocabulary usualy precedes productive vocabulary. It isgenerally agreed that
apassive vocabulary which isadequate for native-like reading fluency can never be entirely learned but
must be acquired through extensive exposure.

If we view learning a second language as progress dong the interlanguage continuum from a non-
exigtent knowledge towards native-like competence, without necessarily reaching it, then vocabulary
learning should involveagradud increaseinthelearner’ svocabulary Size, asthemost driking difference
between foreign learners and native speakersisin the quantity of words each group possesses. Laufer
(1998) points out that progressin vocabulary knowledgeis not only aquantitative issue, as knowledge
of words may range from superficid to deep at various stages of learning (Wesche and Paribakht,
1996). But she does consider vocabulary size rather than depth to be of crucia importanceto learners
(see 82.3.3.1).

Since there is no single test of vocabulary size and depth, Laufer (1998:257) suggests a ‘ multiple test
approach’, or a series of tests where each test measures a different aspect of vocabulary knowledge.
(This is the method followed on a smdl scae in the present study.) Laufer (1998) investigates the
development of three components of word knowledge: basic receptive (passive) knowledge, i.e.
understanding the most basic, frequent meanings of aword, and two types of productive knowledge,
controlled (that is, producing aword when prompted to do so by a particular task, such as completing
aword whenthefirst few lettersare provided) and free (that is, when alearner useswordsof hisor her
own choice, without any specific prompting). She argues that this distinction between two types of
productive vocabulary isnecessary asnot al learnerswho use low frequency vocabulary when thetask
demands it will o use it when left to make their own choice of words. These three types of word
knowledge are, she believes, the most basic to L2 learning (Laufer, 1998:257). The first type of
productive knowledge is dso referred to as the cued recall because it requires the learner to find a
gpecific word which fits most gppropriately into a particular context. In the second type of productive
knowledge, free production, a large part of the context is created by the learner. This will involve

activities such as letter writing, giving a speech and so on.

Laufer (1998) took as her subjects two groups of students who were following the advanced English
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curriculum a a comprehensive school in Isradl. Group 1 comprised 16-year-oldsin Grade 10, Group
2, 17-year-oldsin Grade 11. She used the Vocabulary Levels Test (Nation, 1990) to measure passive
(receptive) vocabulary size, theproductiveversion of the VLT (Laufer and Nation, 1999) for controlled
active vocabulary size, and the Lexica Frequency Profile (Laufer and Nation, 1995) for lexical richness
in free written expression, that is, to measure free active vocabulary. Inthe VLT, items are presented
in isolation because, as in the present study, the researcher was not interested in learners guessing

ability but in their sght vocabulary.

Results showed that passive vocabulary increased consderably in one year (the difference between the
10" and 11" graders). Controlled active vocabulary had also grown. Laufer (1998) calculated an
amost 50 percent increase in word families from Grade 10 to Grade 11. Growth of the two types of
vocabulary was not the same, though — there was an 84 percent growth in passive vocabulary and a
50 percent growth in controlled active vocabulary. But there was no sgnificant growth inthefree active
vocabulary. Even though subjects passive and controlled active vocabularies had increased, they were
dill using the same proportion of frequent and non-frequent words in their free productive writing.
Correlations showed that learners who had alarger passive vocabulary aso had a grester controlled
active vocabulary. It d so appeared that thelarger one' spassive vocabulary, thewider the gap between
this vocabulary and the controlled active vocabulary.

Laufer measured the relationship between free productive (active) vocabulary as expressed in the
beyond-2000-word score with the other two scores. Results indicated that learners who could
recognise more words than others and produce them if they were forced to, were not necessarily those
who would use more infrequent vocabulary in free expresson. The amost non-existent correlation in
the group of 11" graders showed that the lack of relationship persisted even after an additiona year of
indruction. Asexplained above, the decreasing ratio between passive and controlled active vocabulary
in Laufer (1998) indicates that some of the words learnt in the 11™ grade did not enter the active
vocabulary. Thisled her to the conclusion that an increase in passive vocabulary will, on the one hand,
lead to anincreasein alearner’ s controlled active vocabulary, but, a the sametime, will dso widen the
gap between the two types of vocabulary. When alearner’ s passive vocabulary issmdl, it condgsts of

the mogt frequent words, which are unavoidable in norma expresson. Their active knowledge is
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reinforced by repeated use of these words. But as passive vocabulary grows, less frequent words are
learnt; often, the learner can communicate meaning without using these less frequent words unless he
or sheis‘pushed’ —and these words remain part of the passive vocabulary repertoire only. The larger
the passive vocabulary Sze, the greater the number of words that may not become part of the active

lexis, thus, the lower the ratio between the two measures.

Laufer (1994) showed the same trend: gains in passive and controlled active vocabulary were not
reflected in the freewriting lexicd profiles. Thisunderlinesthe implication thet amuch larger number of
words may have to be learnt passively before some of them are used fredy, without prompting. The
nature of the classroom may aso be such that it does not push learners to stretch their resources and

use the words that have been learnt.

Laufer’ s studies were conducted in an EFL (English as aforeign language) context, but some of these
findings, especidly those to do with free activelexis, arereflected in the present study which dealswith
ESL learners. Laufer and Paribakht's later study (1998) found that athough EFL students had
ggnificantly larger controlled active and free active vocabularies than ESL students this did not make
ther lexicd knowledge superior or inferior to that of ESL students, but rather provided evidence for
different developmentd patternsof vocabul ary devel opment in different language-learning contexts. The
researchers dso found that the length of resdence in an L2 environment seemed to contribute
favourably to L2 learning in generd, providing asit did through the everyday use of the language huge
input and constant challenges to the learners  linguistic resources. This can be extrapolated to the
present study and emphasises the potentia benefits of length, as well as quality, of immersion for
vocabulary acquisition. Exactly how much time was needed to improve the free active vocabulary
ggnificantly was not determined, however. This particular study is particularly interesting in that it
investigated whether the different developmentd rates the researchers found for the different types of
vocabulary knowledge reflected the nature of lexica learning or the learning context. Their results
showed that both factors are important. This could aso be related to the present study, where the
emphass is on the effects of an externd variable, immersion, rather than on the nature of vocabulary
acquisitionper se. Thevadue of animmergon Studtion is clear here, and teachers can contribute to the

acquistion of thisvocabulary by using activities designed for receptive control only. If the objectiveis
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proficient reading in the foreign or second language, an gppropriate study of vocabulary is essentid
(Crow, 1986).

Laufer (1998) found that the most impressive learning differences between Grade 10 and Grade 11
learners occurred in the University Word List (UWL, 82.3.3.1). Thismay have been asaresult of the
fact that sudents are introduced to more difficult non-fiction, authentic reading materid in Grade 11.
Her findings support the argument that classroom ingtruction can provide a favourable context for
vocabulary learning, and support the findings of an earlier study she conducted with engineering
students, who showed congderable gains in vocabulary knowledge after only one semester of
ingtruction (Laufer, 1995, in Laufer, 1998:265) .

Lack of growth in free active vocabulary among the 11™ gradersin Laufer’s (1998) study indicated
that despite impressve gainsin passive vocabulary and good progress in controlled active vocabulary
sze, learners did not put this knowledge to use when left to their own choice of lexis (Laufer,
1998:266). Free active vocabulary seemsto reach a‘plateau’ beyond which it doesnot easily progress
(Laufer, 1998:266). According to Laufer (1995, in Laufer, 1998), the above-basic vocabulary (what
she calls the beyond-2000-word level, or those words on the UWL and above) of first year L2
university students makes up about 13 percent of their vocabulary while that of native speaking high
school graduates can be as much as 23 percent. Laufer’s (1998) findings suggest that there is scope
for improving the beyond-2000-word level scorein only one additiona year of ingtruction. Although
Laufer is quick to point out that 11™ grade pupils should not be compared to university students, it
would be expected that more of the former’ s vocabulary gains would have become part of their free
productive vocabulary. Laufer believesthat the plateau thet their free active vocabulary reached could
have been caused by their lack of incentive to use more advanced and less frequent words, which by
definition would probably cause more errors. Communicative classrooms tend to encourage fluency
rather than accuracy; however, it should be kept in mind that schools tend to emphasi se correctness of
expression and do not often reward lexicd richness. This trend may be fostered in the classroom
gtuation: correction exercises usualy focus on dternative structures rather than on dternative
vocabulary. Swain (1998; 1995, in Laufer, 1998) and Swain and Lapkin (1995, in Laufer, 1998) clam
that students will not progress beyond a given stage of competence unless they are pushed to exploit
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al thair resources. Output ‘ pushes learnersto process language more deeply (with more menta effort)
than does input ... In peaking or writing, learners “ stretch” their Interlanguage to meet communicative
gods (Swain, 1995, in Laufer, 1998). Laufer (1998) draws attention to the importance then of both
input and output, and the vaue of setting activities for learners that are focused on diciting the taught,
new vocabulary.

2.3.2 Vocabulary size and reading comprehension

Laufer (1986:69) makes the point that * [n]o language acquisition can take place without the acquisition
of lexis . She cites research which pointsto the fact that lexica problems may be even more important
than those in phonology and syntax (Meara, 1984, in Laufer, 1986). ‘It has been consstently
demondirated that reading comprehension is strongly related to vocabulary knowledge, more strongly
than to other components of reading (Laufer, 1997:20). Severd researchers cited by Laufer (Beck,
Perfetti and McKeown, 1982; Kameenui, Carnine and Freschi, 1982; Stahl, 1983, in Laufer, 1997)
have shown that an increase in vocabulary knowledge can bring about improvement in reading
comprehension. Vocabulary has dso proved a good predictor of reading success in second language
studies (Laufer, 1992; Cooper, 1999). Laufer’ sfindings reveaed significant correlations between two
different vocabulary tests (Nation’s 1983 Vocabulary Levels Test and Meara and Jones 1989
Eurocentres Vocabulary Test) and L2 learners reading scores. Studies by Coady et al. (1993)
showed that greater proficiency in high-frequency vocabulary aso led to improved reading proficiency.

There are thus clearly strong arguments for encouraging an increase in the vocabulary size of ESL
gudents in theimmersion classroom. The following section dedswith one of thewaysinwhich thiscan

be achieved: that is, in terms of the role of incidental language learning in the growth of vocabulary in

immergon children.

2321 Theroleof incidental vocabulary learning
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IN 1986 Laufer predicted that the most important source of apossibleimpetusto vocabulary acquisition
researchwould be the rise of the communicative gpproach to language teeching, especidly thefact that
it advocated fluency rather than accuracy and focused on the needs and motivation of the learner. She
felt, for instance, that those who advocated supremacy of fluency over accuracy would recognise the
importance of lexisover grammar. Communicative activitiesarethoseinwhich learnersusethelanguage
to do things and to negotiate meaning. Such activities dlow and encourage learners to engage in
meaningful interactive ord language production. The main god is to improve fluency, as well as to
enhance confidencein socia communication skills, dedling with the unpredictable nature of conversation
(Ladousse, 1983, 1987, in Nation and Newton, 1997; Swain, 1998) and improving grammatical
accuracy. Whether and to what extent a learner’ s vocabulary knowledge will be extended through
communicative activities depends on severd factors. the choice of vocabulary and its placement within
the textud input of the activity, the teacher’s and learners drategies for arriving at the meaning of
unfamiliar items, and the processng demands of the activity.

Negotiation of meaning isimportant in increasing vocabulary size. A meaningful context which alows
learners to make reasonabl e guesses about the meanings of words, and to remember new items, isaso
important. Thereisagood chancethat learnerswill be exposed to the repeated use of new itemsduring
the course of the activity. Also, having encountered these items, learners will probably be required to
use them productively in the activity. Simcock (1993, in Nation and Newton, 1997) studied aStuation
in which students read a story in pairs and then, pretending to be the characters, answered pre-set
questions about eventsin the story. Shefound that children used new vocabulary that was encountered
in the reading activity productively and accurately, even when their partners did not ask them about
thesewords. Theseresultssuggest that incidental languagelearning, and specificaly vocabulary learning,
occurs when the learner’ s focus is primarily on meaningful performance of acommunicative activity. In
a study by Newton (1993, in Nation and Newton, 1997), he investigated vocabulary gains through
performance of ingtruction activities, and revealed that the combined vocabulary of agroup wasmuch
greater than that of any single learner in the group, and that subjectslearned from each other. Learners
negotiated unknown meanings of the vocabulary inthe activities, and hel ped each other with thelearning
and use of this vocabulary. Individud learning gains ranged from ten to 20 words and learners made

important first steps in acquiring new vocabulary through performing the four communicative activities,
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Inalater case study of a21-year-old Taiwaneseimmigrant to New Zedand, Newton (1995) found that
this student did indeed acquire vocabulary through the compl etion of two typesof communication tasks
— one type requiring an exchange of information and the other a sharing of information — which were
completed over a period of eight days. He does add, however, that the results uncovered as many

questions as they answered.

Smilaly, astudy by Elley (1989) showed that the acquisition of vocabulary can occur in context where
attention is on communication and not on the language itsdlf. In two experiments conducted in New
Zedand schools, one with a group of seven-year-olds and the other with eight-year-olds, Elley
replicated the pilot investigation he had conducted with Pecific Idand children in earlier sudies (Elley,
1980, Elley and Mangubhai, 1983, in Elley, 1989). The two later experiments were based on the
assumption that children will learn vocabulary incidentally from listening to stories read doud from
illusrated storybooks. The procedure of the two experiments differed somewhat: in experiment 1,
seven-year-olds were read the same story three times over a period of seven days, by different
teachers; in experiment 2, two groups of eight-year-olds listened to two stories each. Group A heard
one gtory threetimes with an explanation of vocabulary, and the second story without any explanation.
The treatments were crossed for Group B. A third group, Group C, was tested at the same time as
Groups A and B but listened to neither of the Stories.

The findings of these experiments supported Elley’ s assumptions, and aso reveded that teachers
explanations of unfamiliar words as they occurred in the stories more than doubled these gains in
vocabulary. Hea so found that children who had lessvocabulary knowledgeto start with gained at least
as much from listening to the stories as did children who started off with a greater knowledge of
vocabulary. In addition, this learning seemed relatively permanent; in the second experiment children
were tested on their word knowledge three months after listening to the stories, with positive results.
Elley dso sudied the effects of ‘book floods in which L2 children who were exposed to a range of
illustrated story books showed consstently that they learnt the language more quickly (Elley, 1991).
Children showed rgpid improvement in reading and listening comprehension from reading authentic
texts. These sudies emphasised the natural acquisition of literacy and showed that gains made were
eadly transferred to al aspects of the children’s use of the L2.
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The teacher has arole to play in encouraging activities that will result in indirect vocabulary learning.
Researchby Elley and Mangubhai (1981, in Nation, 1993:127) showed that themost important of these
activities for increasing vocabulary size were sustained listening and reading. Their study showed that
sustained reading activities in the course of ordinary classroom lessons resulted in the equivaent of 15
months' increasein arange of language proficiency measures over aperiod of nine months, compared
to learners who were taught by drillsin teacher-led lessons. Group work is aso useful in encouraging
learnersto use new itemswithout fear or embarrassment. In the present sudy the activity used to dicit
the written datais agood example of acommunicative task, with learners required to convey and dicit
informétion in a letter, to explain and interpret a map and to express their persona experiences in

writing.

A case study conducted by Grabe and Stoller (1997) found that extensive reading of newspapers
improved vocabulary knowledgeand that knowledge of vocabul ary doessupport reading devel opment.
Today, many theorigts argue that for vocabulary learning to occur, attention must be given to both form
and meaning (Ellis, 1995, Robinson 1995, in Huckin and Coady, 1999:183). Schmidt (1993, in Huckin
and Coady, 1999) fdt that for incidental learning to occur there had to be some degree of attention.
Studies have shown that task-based activities can enhance thisincidentd learning of vocabulary (Parry,
1993, 1997; Joe, 1995). All these factors should be present in the immersion classroom.

Paribakht and Wesche (1997) found that resultsfrom meaning-focused L 2 instruction programmessuch
as immerson indicate that aspects of new vocabulary knowledge, such as word recognition and
understanding in context — receptive vocabulary, in other words — can be gained through teaching
methodsthat emphasi sethegloba comprehens on of meaning (Genesee, 1983). Progresswill, however,
be dow: there is a role for reading processes in vocabulary acquidtion, they believe, but it is
unpredictable and not necessarily effective: ‘learning from context istill adefault explanaion’ (Jenkins,
Stein and Wysocki, 1984:769, in Paribakht and Wesche, 1997:175). Nagy, Herman and Anderson
(1987) hypothesised that incidental vocabulary learning from context was anincrementa process, but
that it does have good results. Thefindingsfrom their study with L1 school children confirmed thet there
was definite learning from context after only one or very few exposuresto unfamiliar wordsin authentic

texts.
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Incidenta language learning occurswhen languageislearnt asaby-product of the socidisation process
rather than for its own sake. Even in classes where the language is being taught as a subject, much of
what students acquire is learnt incidentally, as a consequence of the language used by the teacher or
other peoplein the classroom, without any focus on the linguistic structure. Wode (1999:245) usesthe
term‘naturaigtic L2 acquigition’ to describe this process. He believes that immersion isthe method of
foreign language teaching that is mogt likely to encourage incidental learning, as a basic assumption of
immersion isthat children will acquire the language on their own by using it to learn subject matter —
most of whet is learned in immersion should thus be the result of incidental learning. Immersion should
also promote the more generd aspects of the students' L2 competence, such as generd vocabulary,
aswdl as the specific vocabulary of the content materid.

Empirica evidence in support of incidental acquisition of vocabulary israther ambiguous, according to
Coady (199749), and the issue needs further research, particularly in the case of beginnerswho face a
paradoxical stuation in which they need to learn enough words so that they can learn vocabulary
through reading, but do not have alarge enough vocabulary to read well.

From the above it can be seen that processing input for meaning is likely to occur when input is
interegting or relevant to the learner. Laufer believes that comprehenghbility seems to be severdly
hampered without vocabulary (Laufer and Sim, 1985). Interest and relevance of theinput are created
when the content and the activities based on the input * strike deegp enough’, to use Krashen's own
words (Krashen 1981:103, in Laufer 1986). And what strikes deep is words, not structures.

2.3.2.2 Thevalueof abasc, high frequency vocabulary

Despite the crucia importance of vocabulary to second or additiona language learning, many second
language learners have in recent years been taught by traditional methods which place little emphasis
onvocabulary. Teachersthemsdves were generaly taught by these same traditiond methods and thelr
own experiences of learning foreign or L2 vocabulary influence their own attitudes to vocabulary
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(Coady, 1997b), dthough the casefor vocabulary teaching and learning has improved somewhat snce
the 1970s (Wybenga and Baten, 1994). Claims for the usefulness of a basic vocabulary of not more
than 1000 to 2000 words have now been replaced by the insight that it is actualy the outsiders (those
words not appearing in the bas ¢ vocabulary) that convey most information, dthough it is accepted that
the basic, high frequency words do form an essentid core vocabulary.

Typicaly, students fed that words are very important and are keen to learn them (Leki and Carson,
1994; Sheory and Mokhtari, 1993, in Coady, 1997b). Teachers, however, tend to believe that words
are easy to learn, and that grammar is the chdlenge. Vocabulary learning is often regarded as a low-
level intellectud activity, and both teachers and students areinclined to giveit less atention. When they
do regard vocabulary teaching asnecessary, it is often only atemporary measure used until sudentscan
learn vocabulary on their own.

Coady (19933, in Coady, 1997a) argues that the vocabulary that second language learners acquire
from reading can be divided into three developmenta categories: words which, regardless of context,
have automatically recognised formsor meanings (Sght vocabulary); wordswhoseformsand meanings
are automaticaly recognised, but only in context; and words whose meanings, and often formsaswell,
are unknown to the learner. These have to be inferred from context, looked up in a dictionary or
ignored (Grabe and Stoller, 1997). Sight vocabulary consists of medium to high frequency wordsthat
have been thoroughly learnt through frequent exposure and even perhaps explicit ingtruction (Coady et
al., 1993). Lessfrequent wordswill belearnt throughincidentd contact in context viaextensvereading,
but only after acritica leve of autométicity has been achieved with high frequency vocabulary (Coady,
1997a:232). Thisimpliesthat learners must be helped to learn the 3000 most frequent word families,
that is, abase word and all its derivationd and inflectiona suffixes (Bauer and Nation, 1993:265), s0
that these become automatic. Coady (1997a) advocates that the teaching programme should ensure
that learners know the basic 3000 word families so that they are able to acquire vocabulary through
extengve reading. Some people (Arnaud and Savignon, 1997; Nation, 1990) have argued for
indruction even beyond thislevel.

This section has underlined the vaue of a basic vocabulary to reading comprehension in the second
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language. As Paribakht and Wesche (1997) haveindicated, immersion may certainly foster vocabulary
acquistion through incidenta learning, but this does not deny the role of the teacher in providing
comprehensible and focused input. This is supported by Swain’s (1998) output hypothesis. In order
to guard againgt the Matthew effect (Stanovich, 1986:381), that is, ‘when the rich get richer and the
poor get poorer’ because of alack of lexica knowledge, it may be necessary to actualy teach abasic
vocabulary of 2000 to 3000 words, asis discussed in the following sections (Nation, 1993).

2.3.3 Vocabulary size and academic success

Today research into various aspects of vocabulary acquisition and vocabulary size is a growing field.
The following clams which have to do with vocabulary sze are relevant to the present study:

@ astudent of aforeign or second language must know enough vocabulary to cover 95
percent of thetext in order to gain adequate comprehension of atext and to be ableto
guess the meaning of unfamiliar words from context (Laufer, 1986, 1997; Nation,
1990);

(b) grouping related formsinto word familiesreducesthelearning task considerably (Bauer
and Nation, 1993); and

(© knowledge of English academic vocabulary isessentid for successin academic studies
(Corson, 1985, 1997).

The following sectionswill ded with these dams.

2.3.3.1 Lexical coverage

Research has found that academic ability does not make up for a lack of high frequency vocabulary
(Laufer, 1992; Nation, 1993). Laufer (1997) believes that the most important lexica factor in good
reading is the number of words that a reader has in his or her lexicon. A vocabulary of 3000 word
families (about 5000 lexicd items) is necessary for generd reading comprehenson as this enables the
reader to cover 90 to 95 percent of the running words of atext. Below thisthreshold, reading strategies
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areineffective and readersfind themsda vesreading a thefrustration leve (Lesiak and Bradley-Johnson,
1983), as discussed below. In another study by Laufer (1992, in Laufer, 1997) she compared the
vocabulary leve, reading comprehension in EFL and genera academic ability of adult EFL learners.
Learners below the 3000-word vocabulary level were found to have performed badly, regardiess of
their academic ability. She claims that even good readers will not perform well in the L2 if thar
vocabulary leve is below the 3000 word family threshold. Xue and Nation (1984) support Laufer in
their contention that to be successful in academic sudies alearner must be familiar with not only the
2000 high frequency wordsin the English language, but aso with the genera academic vocabulary that
is common to many academic disciplines (Nation, 1993; Xue and Nation, 1984). According to Xue
and Nation (1984), English vocabulary can be divided into two very different groups—asmall group
of 2000 to 3000 very frequent words with a wide range, and an enormous group of less frequent,
narrow rangewords. Nation (1993) notesthat becausethesetwo groups are so different in nature, they
require very different teaching strategies. He bdieves that specid attention should be giventolearning
of high frequency words, while students should be equi pped with methods of dealing withlow frequency

words in context when they are encountered.

Xue and Nation (1984) deal with one group of low frequency words which may in fact be quite
common in certain specidised fields — the vocabulary of university study. They drew up aligt of just
over 800 such academic words, using listsfrom four independent sudiesastheir source. The University
Word List (UWL), asthey cdled it, is derived from four word lists: Campion and Elley (1971, in Xue
and Nation, 1984) developed a ligt for the vocabulary sub-test of a universty entrance tedt, the
LATOS. This ligt represents vocabulary that students are likely to encounter in their university sudies.
The second source was the American UWL (Praninskas, 1972, in Xue and Nation, 1984). Thiswas
compiled for non-native speskers of English who were learning the language. It was taken from ten

basic university level textbooks used in first year courses.

Once Xue and Nation had combined these two ligts, they checked them against two other lissswhich
had been combined using adifferent set of principles. The Lynn (1973) and Ghadessy (1979) word lists
(cited in Xue and Nation, 1984) were created by counting the wordsthat foreign students made notes
oninther textbooks. About 70 percent of the wordsin the Lynn and Ghadessy lists overlapped in the
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combined list. The high frequency non-overlapping words in the two lists were then added to the
combined list to make up the UWL.

This Universty Word List provides coverage of eight percent of words in university level academic
texts. It assumesthat learners dready have a knowledge of the most frequent 2000 words of English
and includeswordsthat occur frequently in awide range of academic areas such asphilosophy, history,
law, biology and accountancy (Nation, 1993:120). The importance of such aknowledge of academic
words becomes clear when vocabulary szeisreated to theratio of known to unknown wordsin atext.
If areader of universty leve academic texts has a vocabulary of 2000 words, he will encounter one
unknown word in approximeately every eight words, if he has avocabulary of 2000 words plusthe 800
academic words (UWL), however, he will encounter one unknown word in every 20 known words.
That is, he will enjoy 95 percent coverage of the text (Laufer, 1986; Nation, 1990). Nation cites
another study (Liu and Nation, 1985, in Nation, 1993) which investigated L2 learnerS guessing or
inferring of word meanings from context, where some learners had 90 percent coverage of text and
others 95 percent coverage. Their findings showed that those learners with 95 percent text coverage
guessed more successfully. It is therefore postulated that if a reader does not recognise at least 90
percent of running words in atext, he runs the risk of reading at a ‘frustration levdl’. Lesak and
Bradley-Johnson (1983) refer to Johnson and Kress's (1965, in Lesiak and Bradley-Johnson, 1983)
diginctions of reading performance into three levelswhich are relevant here: the independent leve (the
level a which the reader can read on his or her own, recognises 99 percent of words in context, and
enjoys 90 percent comprehension); theingructiond leve (thelevd a which the reader can profit from
ingtruction, recognises 95 percent of wordsin context, and enjoys 75 percent comprehension); and the
frugration level (the level a which the student becomes completely unable to handle the materids,
recognises 90 percent or fewer wordsin context, and comprehends only 50 percent of the meaning of
the text) (Lesiak and Bradley-Johnson, 1983:8).

Researchers (Laufer, 1997; Nation, 1990) thus agree that generad text comprehension demands that
learners have a receptive vocabulary of at least 95 percent of the words in atext. Thisis a dightly
different estimation than that of Nation and Hwang (1995, in Huckin and Coady, 1999:184) who clam
that learners can get by with recognising about 84 percent of the wordsin awide range of written texts,
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which they daim a sght recognition of the 2000 most frequent word families of English should dlow.

Edtimates of the size of vocabulary and the type of words that should be known in order to have 95
percent coverage of text vary from a minimum threshold of 2800 high frequency word families
(providing coverage of 95 percent of academic texts), toawider comprehens on enabled by knowledge
of about 5000 word families, or 98 percent coverage (Hirsch and Nation, 1992, in Laufer, 1998), to
10 000 word families (99 to 100 percent coverage of university level texts (Huckin and Coadly,
1999:185). What thisindicatesisthat ardatively smal vocabulary is needed to account for avery high
percentage of wordsin atext (Nation, 1993). If teachersensurethat |earners master thisimportant base
vocabulary through avariety of approaches, and if reading materid is roughly matched to vocabulary
level, then comprehension and vocabulary activities will have more chance of success.

Studies by Laufer (1992) support the above. She bdieves that ‘the language threshold for reading
purposesislargely lexica’ (1992:126). Her study with Hebrew and Arabic mother-tongue students on
the relationship between reading in an L2 and vocabulary size showed that the ‘minima number
condituting the lexical threshold is 3000' (1992:129). She used the same definition of aword (i.e.
Nation's 1990 definition; see aso Bauer and Nation, 1993) asthis present study: aword isactualy a
word family, or aword and al its inflections and derivations. She used ANOVAS to compare the
reading scores of her subjects across various vocabulary levels (below 2000-, 2000-, 3000-, 4000-

and 5000-word levels) and found that these reading score differences became significantly higher at the
trangtion from the 2000- to 3000-word level. ‘ This suggests that the turning point of vocabulary sze
for reading comprehension is about 3000 word families|...] theleve at which good L 1 readers can be
expected to trandfer their reading strategiesto L2 is 3000 word families, or about 5000 lexical items

(Laufer, 1997:23-24). This trandates to the present study: given the fact that a the time of data
collection the subjects in the present study were a the threshold of the senior phase or Generd
Educationand Training Certificate (GETC) of their education, where accessing of academic textswould
become more and more vita to academic success, the Size of their vocabulary is of great Sgnificance,

2.3.3.2 Theimportance of academic vocabulary
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Asthe levd of schooling progresses, so the leves of abdtraction in materias increase and supportive
context is reduced. Processing and producing language becomes more cognitively demanding,
necessitating the development of CALP if learners are to succeed at school (82.2.3). The acquisition
of CALP (Cummins, 1991, in Sarinjeive 1999; Pretorius, 2002a; Smyth, 2002) may beinhibitedin L2
learners. Bilingud children mug attain a threshold of linguistic competence in their L1 if they are to
transfer these skills successfully to their L2. The Threshold Report (Macdonald, 1990, in Pretorius,
2000), for instance, revealed that there was an immense gap between the words that black South
African children knew at the end of their Grade 4 year and words they needed to know to understand
thelr Grade 5 textbooks. Cooper (1999), in her examination of the vocabulary levels of first year
university sudents at Unisa and Vigta University, found a relaionship between vocabulary levels and
academic performance; weaker students had smaller receptive vocabularies, and were particularly
lacking in lower frequency words. In the case of L2 readers, there is evidence that reading problems
in the L2 are caused fundamentdly by their language deficit, epecidly by their lack of vocabulary
(Alderson, 1984, in Laufer, 1997; Bossers, 1991, in Grabe and Stoller, 1997; Hacquebord, 1994).
Without an adequate vocabulary these learners are unable to put into practice the reading skills they
have dready accomplishedintheir L 1. Thisunderlinesthe critical importance of devel oping an adequate
high frequency vocabulary (2000 to 3000 word families, at least) in the L2 (Laufer, 1992, 1998;
Nation, 1993).

Nation (1993) examined the changing relationship between vocabulary sze, skill in language use and
what he referred to as knowledge of the world, or academic ability. He posited that the devel opment
for second language learners began with an emphasis on vocabulary size asthe *essentid prerequisite
to the development of skill in language use (Nation, 1993:131). Asit develops, this skill dlowsfor a
growthin knowledge of the world through the competent use of the language. But if this knowledge of
the worldisto increase, there hasto be an attendant growth in vocabulary. Asthe learner’ sknowledge
of a particular area of Study increases, there is an increase in the opportunity for knowledge-related
vocabulary growth. Skill in language use, which includes reading comprehension, is dependent on
vocabulary size.

In order to be successful in academic studies, it is necessary to be familiar not only with
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the high frequency words of English but also with the general academic vocabulary that

is common to many academic disciplines.

(Nation, 1993:120)

Laufer, however, does sound a warning here: her studies (1986, 1992) may have shown a high
correlation between vocabulary size and reading comprehension, but this does not imply a causa
relaionship between the two factors. Also, Qian (1998:27) feds that Nation has neglected the
dimengon of depth, or quality (that is, the depth of understanding of a word and its collocations,

synonyms, where to useit and so on), of vocabulary knowledge.

Thework of Corson (1985, 1997) supportsthis. Hearguesthat communicationin speciaist knowledge
aress of education necessitates the use of particular words, most of which are Graeco-Létin in origin.
These words enter a child’s productive vocabulary during adolescence — but only under particular
circumstances. Such words often have characteristics that make them seem ‘bizarre, highbrow and
difficult to language users who are not exposed to early and regular contact with them’ (Corson,
1985:27). These words are mostly low frequency words, which hampers their activation because
learnersdo not encounter them very often (Corson, 1997:696). Corson contendsthat thereisa'lexica
bar’ in the English lexicon which makes it difficult for members of socid groups such as the working
classes to gain lexica access (that is, the decoding and encoding of language, which employs
phonologica aswdl as orthographic processing) to knowledge categories of the school curriculum, in
both their ord and written language and possibly evenin their thought processes (1985:28). Heclams
that sociohigtorica events have prevented specidist words from becoming afamiliar component of the

vocabularies of such socia groups.
When the lifestyle of broad sections of a population restricts the experiences, activities
and language contacts available to some childrenin society relative to others, and when
this phenomenon occurs from generation to generation, then inevitable linguistic
dissmilarities are likely to arise between groups.

(Corson, 1985:51-52)

Thisstuation hasbeen perpetuated by present educationa and sociologica forces. However, thistype
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of pecidist vocabulary is often essentid for understanding the secondary school curriculum. Children
who come from more advantaged, upper middle class backgrounds are generdly more likely to have
richer experiences and wider language contacts than poorer working class children. These richer
experiences ‘ promote certain kinds of conceptua and lexical development’ and reved to them ‘the
conventions for gpplying words, the “rules’ that are necessary for word learning’ (Corson, 1985:52).

Corson’s theory of alexical bar may have some relevance to the present study. In South Africa,
learners of English as a second language are often mother-tongue speskers of an African language.
Higoricdly, development of these languages has been conscioudy neglected (Granville et al., 1998;
Sainjeive, 1999) and as a result these learners may aso have been denied access to this specidist
academic vocabulary, both because their own languages have not been developed and also because
thar access to English has been limited. Many of the children who took part in the study came from
higoricaly disadvantaged backgrounds; even if they themsalves had not experienced an inferior type
of education they very often came from homes where parents were subjected to ‘Bantu education’

(82.2.3). The subjects of this study may thus be disadvantaged in this way — home languages
conscioudy underdeveloped, alack of booksin the home, parents with limited knowledge of English
and so on. Theresults of the questionnaire used in the study revealed that many of the subjects did not
read regularly. The subjects were in Grade 7 a the time the data were collected, acrucia stagein the
South African school sysem asit isthefina year of primary education and the year in which children
are prepared for entry into the secondary phase (82.3.3.1). In thislatter phase thereisan emphasison
academic study and content specific terminol ogy, both of which requireasound knowledge of academic
vocabulary.

The fact that, in content areas, vocabulary is not only an aspect of the pecific language but aso an
aspect of general knowledge and subject matter discourse, which is not language specific, isborne out
in Hacquebord' s (1994) study. She found that minority students did not necessarily share their Dutch
peers background knowledge. Their problems with reading textbooks in Dutch were thus amplified
not only by their language problems but aso by their lack of background knowledge. These students
werelikely to experienceaviciouscirde: they learnt less because of their language deficiency, and their
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language deficiency increased because they ceased learning, unless they were able to develop some
aurvivd strategies. This presented what Stanovich (1986) refers to asthe Matthew effect, in the sense
that those with less knowledge learnt less, or got ‘ poorer’.

Related to this, Cunningham and Moore (1993) investigated whether the presence of academic
vocabulary in comprehension questions could be a factor in determining children’s reading
comprehension performance. Although their subjects were MT English speakers, this study and its
results can be extrapolated to L2 speakers in the light of what has been discussed above. These
researchers defined academic vocabulary as ‘ the concepts and labels for concepts that occur mainly
in school’ (1993:172). Specid terminology for content subjects, specialised meanings of words in
particular contexts and some seemingly everyday words that take on more precise meanings in
particular contextswould al beincluded in this category. Asthey were aware that questions as speech
acts are very prevaent in classrooms and affect reading comprehension, that students find academic
words difficult, and that such words aso occur in content subject ingtructiond materials and practice,
they were interested in determining the role of academic vocabulary in questions which tested reading
comprehenson. They found that comprehension tasks and language-as-subject teaching materids

tended to contain large numbers of such academic words.

Subjects in Cunningham and Moore's study were 4, 5" and 6™ grade MT English students from a
andl Midwestern dementary school. Ther findings suggested that if teachers plan to use academic
vocabulary regularly in written questions they should ensure that their students understand this
vocabulary; if not, they should reword their questions in language that is more familiar to students.
Failure to do this may result in students being pendised for wrong answers or for misunderstanding the
passage when in fact it isthe language of the question that is causing the confusion. They aso found that
knowledge of academic vocabulary could present a Matthew effect (Stanovich, 1986) for some
students: the less vocabulary the students knew, the less they read, and the smaller their vocabulary
growth. In support of these findings, Singer and Donlan (1982, in Cunningham and Moore, 1993)
showed that instruction of academicvocabulary couldimprovestudents' independent reading strategies.
Teaching them to trand ate questions from academic vocabul ary into everyday language proved aussful

exercise.
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All of the aove highlights a vitd issue: the necessity for learners on the brink of secondary education
to beinthe process of devel oping avocabulary size which includesknowledge of at least the 2000 most
frequent English word familiesand the UWL. Thisiswhy these levels have been identified asthe focus
of the present study. The subjects of the study were at acrucia stagein their education. From this point
on they will encounter more and more academic vocabulary in ‘conceptudly dense’ (Pretorius,
2002a:189) subject-specific textbooks. It seems reasonable to expect that by the threshold of
secondary school (the age of 13 to 14 years) children should idedlly have formed a basic vocabulary
knowledge of about 3000 word families.

24  Thelexical Frequency Profile (LFP) asa measure of vocabulary proficiency

Vocabulary is not usudly learned for its own sake. One of the ams of a vocabulary programme isto
bring learners vocabulary knowledge into active communicetive use. When learners are in a postion
in which they have to make use of what they know (asin the communicative activity used in the present
study and in Kiel study), there will be areationship between direct measures of alearner’ svocabulary
Sze and therichnessof thevocabulary intheir language production (Laufer, 1991, in Laufer and Nation,
1995). The present study makes use of a measure of lexica richness, the Lexica Frequency Profile
(LFP), first proposed to assess lexicd richness and vocabulary levels by Laufer and Nation (1995).
This measure congders the proportion of high frequency generd purpose and academic words in a
learner’ swriting. Inthe case of ESL learners, the LFPisregarded as ameasure of how vocabulary size
isreflected in use. Laufer and Nation (1995) found that the LFP correlated well with an independent
measure of vocabulary sze. The LFP is thus a rdiable and valid measure for use in examining how

vocabulary growth is related to vocabulary use.

Laufer and Nation (1995) discuss various measures of lexica richness that have been used by
researchers, but which are lessrelevant to the present sudy —lexicd origindity, lexica densty, lexica
sophisticationand lexical variation —and point out the drawbacks of these measures. They then discuss
the LFP, which indicates the percentage of words a learner uses at different vocabulary frequency
levels, that is, the relative proportion of words from different frequency levels. The different levels of
vocabulary considered are the 1000- and 2000-word levels, aswdl asthe UWL which comprisesthe
836 word families not in the first 2000 words of English (and which is referred to in the present study
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as the 3000-word level), but which occur frequently and widely across avariety of written texts from
avariety of disciplines (Xue and Nation, 1984), as discussed abovein 82.3.3.1.

Laufer and Nation (1995) fdt that the L FP offered amore objectivetool for measuring lexica richness
than other measures. It corrdated well with an independent measure of vocabulary knowledge. It
focused onlexisand disregarded the influence of grammar. Another advantagetoday isthat it isamost
completely computerised. Their sudy a so showsthat we can reasonably expect alearner’ svocabulary
Sze, as measured by avocabulary test, to be reflected in the learner’ s productive use of the language.
Laufer tested a group of 18-year-old native speakers of English and found that the percentage of
beyond-2000 words was between 25 and 28 percent. In addition, her analysis of textsin areader for
academic purposes revealed that the number of beyond-2000 words made up 35 percent of the text.
In her study of L2 speskers writing improvement over time she found that profiles did indeed change,
after one semester and after two (Laufer,1994). The changes were sgnificant if the vocabulary was
described in terms of the proportion of basic 2000 and ‘ beyond-2000" words.

When determining the LFP of a particular text, the entire calculation is done by a computer program,
VocabProfile (81.7.1; 83.4.2), which compares vocabulary liststo the text to determine which words
inthe text are and which are not in the lists and to calculate what percentage of theitemsin thetext are
covered by the ligs. The program marks the words in the text and lists them in types and families,
according to the list in which they occur. It also provides informationon frequency and coverage. The
program defines aword as a base form with its inflected and derived forms, that is, a word family as
explained abovein 82.3.1.1. VocabProfile can caculate the LFP on the basis of word tokens, word
types or word families. Laufer and Nation (1995) consder the latter caculation most revealing as an
indication of lexical richness, because it uses a definition of

what should be counted as a word which most closdly matches how learnersview words: they can see
that words and their inflected forms are related.

If the LFP can be shown to bear ardationship to vocabulary size, then it dso has vaue
asanindicator of quality of vocabulary usein that it can show the extent to which writers

are making the fullest use of their available vocabulary knowledge.
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(Laufer and Nation, 1995:316)

25 Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to provide a review of the research that has been conducted in the
areas of immerson and vocabulary sze and growth, and particularly those studies which have been
conducted on the effects of immerson on vocabulary size. It dso sought to highlight the link between

vocabulary size and academic success.
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