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PROBLEMS OF MEANING OF WORDS IN ENGLISH WORK
Central to research into vocabulary learning are key questions concerning how words are learned. Teachers help learners with vocabulary directly or ‘explicitly’ by means of word lists, paired translations equivalents and in variously related semantic sets. They also help learners by more indirect or ‘implicit’ means, such as exposure to words in the context of reading real texts. Over many years a key question asked by teachers and researchers is ‘What does it mean to learn a word?’ a definition of learning a word depends crucially on what we mean by a word, but it also depends crucially on how a word is remembered, over what period of time and in what circumstances it can be recalled and whether learning a word also means that it is always retained.

Much work has therefore involved issues of memorization, and important questions have been raised concerning whether the storage of second language (L2) words involves different kinds of processing from the storage of first language (L1) words. Craik and Lockhart have been particularly influential in showing how processing of words at different levels is crucial to learning. By different ‘levels’ is meant an integration in the learning process of sound levels, visual shape and form, grammatical structure and semantic patterns so that processing occurs in ‘depth’ and not just superficially as may be the case, for example, if a word is learned only in relation to its translation equivalent.

There is now a general measure of agreement that ‘knowing’ a word involves knowing: its spoken and written contexts of use; its patterns with words of related meaning as well as with its collocational patterns; its syntactic, pragmatic and discoursal patterns. It means knowing it actively and productively as well as receptively. Such understandings have clear implications for vocabulary teaching.

We have not been taught the majority of words which we know. Beyond a certain level of proficiency in learning a language – and a second or foreign language in particular – vocabulary development is more likely to be mainly implicit or incidental. In vocabulary acquisition studies one key research direction is, therefore, to explore the points at which explicit vocabulary learning is more efficient than implicit vocabulary learning, to ask what the most effective strategies of implicit learning are, and to consider the implications of research results for classroom vocabulary teaching.

In the late 1980s and 1990s research in these areas developed rapidly. Researchers continue to question what exactly is meant by terms such as ‘efficient’ and effective’ in short-term and long-term vocabulary learning. Also, recognition of the importance of implicit vocabulary learning does not preclude continuing exploration of how explicit vocabulary learning can be enhanced. N.Ellis (1995b) identifies four main points on an explicit – implicit vocabulary – learning continuum:

1.
A strong implicit – learning hypothesis holds that words are acquired largely by unconscious means.

2.
A week implicit – learning hypothesis holds that words cannot be learned without at least some noticing or consciousness that it is a new word which is being learned.

3.
A week explicit – learning hypothesis holds that learners are active processors of information and that a range of strategies are used to infer the meaning of a word, usually with reference to its context.

4.
A strong explicit – learning hypothesis holds that a range of metacognitive strategies such as planning and monitoring are necessary for vocabulary learning; in particular, the greater the depth of processing involved in the learning, the more secure and long term the learning is likely to be.

Hypothesis 1 has been most strongly advanced by Krashen (1988,1989). Hypothesis 2 draws on observations found in several sources, reporting language – awareness and consciousness – raising research (e.g. Schmidt 1990). Hypothesis 3 draws, in particular, on Strenberg (1987), who reports that most vocabulary is learned from context by inference strategies, and on Hulstijn (1992) who also reports research in which learners retain better words learned in context than marginal glosses or explanations on the page. Hypothesis 4 draws most strongly on Craik and Lockhart’s work on levels of processing and ‘cognitive depth’.

Of these hypotheses Hypothesis 4 has been most actively pursued recently, with conclusions reached in a number of studies. In Craik and Lockhard’s conclusion said that the more processes involved in the learning of a word the superior the retention and recall – has been particularly influential; e.g. their experiments asked learners of a word to consider its formal shape, its rhyming words, its synonyms, the semantic field in which it belongs, and the kinds of sentence patterns into which it fits.

Related and subsequent research involving keyword techniques, mediation between L1 and L2, semantic fields, and inference from context has further underlined what effectively summarizes:

Metacognitively sophisticated language learners excel because they have cognitive strategies for inferring the meanings of words, for enmeshing them in the meaning networks of other words and concepts and imagery representations, and mapping the surface forms to these rich meaning representations. To the extent that vocabulary acquisition is about meaning, it is an explicit learning process.

The importance of developing metacognitive strategies should not, however, suggest to teachers and learners that explicit vocabulary learning is to be discouraged. Given the complexities of word knowledge and the range of factors involved knowing a word, most researchers accept that different types of word knowledge are learned in different ways, i.e. that different strategies entail different purposes for vocabulary use and different kinds of storage of the word in the mind. For example people who read more know more words, not least because reading affords the time to work out meanings from context in ways which are less likely to occur in speech. Note, however, that their findings have not been unequivocally accepted or agreed with.

At advanced levels reading by means of inferential strategies may therefore be central to vocabulary development. At beginning levels, strategies of rote memorization, bilingual translation and glossing can be valuable in learning, e.g., phonetic and graphological shapes and patterns of words. In learning the surface forms of basis concrete words, explicit learning may be the best route. However, for semantic, discoursal and structural properties of less frequent, more abstract words, implicit learning may be better. Recent vocabulary acquisition research suggests strongly that the explicit – implicit vocabulary – learning continuum is a good basis for research.
