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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

This dissertation intends to examine the effects of task-induced involvement load on the 

L2 incidental vocabulary acquisition through reading. Task-induced involvement load is 

operationalized through manipulating the components of need, search and evaluation to 

show the relevance of L2 incidental vocabulary acquisition. It will intend to do this by 

using three major variables: task-induced involvement load, initial vocabulary learning 

and medium-term vocabulary retention. 

 

This chapter starts by providing reasons for why incidental vocabulary acquisition 

through reading has been the focus of this study. The chapter then continues by 

summarizing how the existing literature helped shape the focus on the Involvement Load 

Hypothesis in the current study. Finally, a general overview of the structure of this 

dissertation will be given in the last section. 

 

1.2 Vocabulary acquisition 

 

The significance of the topic of this dissertation is based on the fact that L2 learners have 

an imperative necessity to acquire sufficient L2 vocabulary to become proficient. 

Essentially, L2 learning mostly depends on vocabulary, as words can be considered the 

building blocks of L2 acquisition. Hu and Nation (2000) note that comprehension of 

written texts and spoken discourse requires knowledge of at least 98% of the words, which 

in turn is knowledge of around 8000 word families (Nation, 2006).  Recently, this topic 

has been the focus of a great deal of research indicating how vocabulary is an essential 

element in L2 acquisition. In particular, researchers have pointed out the relevance of 

reading in acquiring vocabulary incidentally. An example of the importance of reading 

on incidental vocabulary acquisition can be found in Webb (2008), where both L1 and L2 

learners gain knowledge of meaning through reading exercises. 

1.3 Incidental vocabulary learning and the Involvement Load Hypothesis 
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Although, Laufer (2005) claims that learning words intentionally is more successful than 

incidental learning, Schmitt (2008) claims that there may not be sufficient time in the 

classroom for intentional word learning as it competes with other demands. In other 

words, teachers must integrate effective tasks within the classroom for the flourishing of 

incidental vocabulary learning. However, it is not entirely understood how incidental 

vocabulary learning actually occurs.  

 

There are a number of theories that attempt to contribute to the explanation of the ways 

in which this acquisition occurs. Authors such as Schmitt and Schmitt (1995: 135) argue 

that ‘mental activities which require more elaborate thought, manipulation or processing 

of a new word will help in the learning of that word.’ This argument is similar to what 

the involvement load hypothesis, presented by Laufer and Hulstijn (2001), proposed. The 

authors argue that the learning and retention of L2 words depend on the amount of 

involvement load that a task induces. That is to say, the mental activities that a student 

has to perform in a particular task will enhance the vocabulary learning of a particular set 

of vocabulary. The authors suggest that incidental tasks that induce need, search and 

evaluation for the meaning of unknown words will result in vocabulary learning. The 

pedagogical implications of this hypothesis are remarkable. It enables instructors to 

control task features as well as to decide what tasks will be more effective. However, as 

authors such as Martínez-Fernández (2008) suggest, more empirical evidence is needed 

in order to support this hypothesis. For this purpose, this piece of research aims to offer a 

small contribution to the investigation of the effects of task-induced involvement load on 

incidental vocabulary acquisition through reading, as proposed by the hypothesis. 

 

1.4 Reading as a method of learning 

 

Choosing reading particularly in this study as a context for incidental vocabulary 

acquisition was influenced by the wide range of research indicating the link between 

incidental vocabulary acquisition and reading. Elley (1991) conducted a long-term 

experiment whereby participants were asked to read some books. After two years, the 

size of participants’ vocabulary was one of the language aspects that improved through 
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reading. Another piece of research highlighting the importance of reading in incidental 

vocabulary acquisition is that of Pulido (2003). The study found that learners with better 

L2 reading proficiency as well as more L2 passage sight vocabulary acquire more 

vocabulary incidentally, in comparison to those learners with poor L2 reading proficiency 

and less L2 passage sight vocabulary. More importantly, reading proves of importance in 

Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) as reading tasks involve certain type of effort that benefits 

vocabulary acquisition. 

 

1.5 Empirical evidence from the Involvement Load Hypothesis studies 

 

Re-focusing on the involvement load hypothesis, few studies have offered empirical 

evidence supporting the fact that the degree of involvement with a word determines the 

degree in which it can be retrieved. Examples would be Hulstijn and Laufer (2001), 

Laufer (2005) as well as Keating (2008). On the other hand, authors such as Folse (2006) 

have challenged the idea as he argued that tasks with varying degree of involvement load 

may be equally effective if they are dedicated the same amount of time. The author also 

concluded that the importance in L2 vocabulary acquisition relies on the number of word 

retrievals rather than the depth of processing. However, there is limited research 

supporting this claim, in comparison with the wider set of results that supports the validity 

of the involvement load hypothesis.  

 

It is important to consider the benefits that applying the Involvement Load Hypothesis 

has among the development of new vocabulary of L2 students. An example of this 

relevance can be found in the study by Pichette, de Serres and Lafontaine (2012). The 

authors compared the effectiveness of reading and writing sentences for the incidental 

acquisition of vocabulary in an L2 setting. Immediate recall results of the study showed 

that writing tasks were more effective than reading tasks. However, delayed recall scores 

suggested that this superiority of writing over reading disappears as time goes by. Since 

a writing task takes normally more time than a reading task, we really should consider the 

many benefits that reading has over incidental vocabulary learning.  
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Huckin and Coady argued that the texts which are of personal interest to learners seem to 

aid incidental vocabulary acquisition (1999). In other words, the degree of involvement 

does indeed affect incidental learning of new vocabulary. In addition, studies such as 

Paribakht and Wesche (1999), and Ponniah (2011) offered evidence supporting reading 

as a helpful tool for learning new vocabulary when taking into account appropriate texts 

and tasks for the particular set of students involved. Other strategies and tasks to support 

incidental vocabulary learning have been the focus of empirical studies. For instance, the 

study of Azizollah & Marzieh (2012) indicates that marginal glosses and still images as 

multimodal annotations are effective for incidental learning. 

   

1.6 Structure of the research 

 

This dissertation starts with Chapter 2 as an in-depth literature review of incidental 

vocabulary learning as well as the involvement load hypothesis. Chapter 3 provides the 

methodology employed in the current study. The methodology replicates previous studies 

in order to corroborate the validity of their results as well as strengthen the hypothesis 

with the contribution of this study. Chapter 4 includes the results of the study, with 

detailed descriptive and inferential statistics for the three major variables considered in 

this piece of research. Analysis and discussion of the results will be then provided in 

chapter 5. Finally, the dissertation will conclude with chapter 6 with a conclusion over 

the validity of the involvement load hypothesis in incidental vocabulary learning through 

reading supported by the findings of the study as well as suggestions for further studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 

Literature Review 
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2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter defines the key concepts in regards to incidental vocabulary acquisition in 

subsection 2.2. It then focuses on the Involvement Load Hypothesis in subsection 2.3. 

While subsection 2.4 reviews the studies that have tested this hypothesis, subsection 2.5 

notes their current limitations. Finally, section 2.6 ends with the formulation of the present 

study's research questions.  

 

2.2 Defining incidental vocabulary acquisition 

 

First of all, it is important to make a distinction between the meaning of incidental and 

intentional vocabulary acquisition. Eysenck (1982) notes that such a distinction lies in the 

issue of pre-learning: intentional learning will warn subjects about the existence of a 

follow-up retention test, whilst incidental learning will not. That is to say, intentional 

learning involves a learner’s desire to commit particular information to memory, whilst 

incidental learning means that any vocabulary learning will be a by-product of an activity 

that may not target lexical learning directly. It is important not to confuse the difference 

between intentional and incidental learning with the notions of implicit and explicit 

learning. Both intentional and incidental learning may occur explicitly, whereas implicit 

learning can only be incidental. Implicit learning refers to the acquisition of knowledge 

without conscious operations. Explicit learning, on the other hand, is a conscious 

operation where a learner will make and test hypotheses to find an underlying structure. 

In this regard, Ellis (1994) argues that implicit learning takes place whilst learning 

perceptual aspects of lexical items: that is, when acquiring phonetic and phonological 

characteristics of a word. Conversely, understanding the meaning of words is learnt 

explicitly, as this process requires conscious processing of semantic and conceptual 

characteristics, as well as attention to the form-meaning relations.  

  

Nation (2001) defines incidental vocabulary acquisition as the process whereby 

vocabulary is acquired whilst focusing on other matters. A learner will focus on the 

message conveyed rather than just focusing on learning lexical items as a separate aspect 

of language learning. Similarly, Schmidt (1994) assumes that incidental learning occurs 
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when students intend to learn a particular thing and so happen to learn lexical items along 

the way. For instance, a learner who wishes to communicate a particular message may in 

the process acquire a particular item of vocabulary. In addition, Joe (1998) argues that 

incidental vocabulary acquisition occurs when learners focus on context, e.g., when 

working on comprehending a text. Nation (2013a) considers incidental learning from 

context as one of the most crucial sources of vocabulary learning. 

 

Further to this, incidental learning allows researchers to study the effects of information 

processing. Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) note the types of designs through which this can 

be achieved. First, subjects may be exposed to material without instruction to learn. For 

instance, participants may be asked to read a text for comprehension, after which they 

would be tested on word retrieval. An alternative test design could involve instructing the 

subjects to learn, but not the information targeted in a follow-up test. An example would 

be to ask subjects to read and understand a text, and then to prompt them for the unfamiliar 

words presented in the text.  

 

As previously mentioned, apart from having a methodological purpose, incidental 

vocabulary learning may refer to learning without the intent to do so. The most frequently 

used example is learning vocabulary as a result of reading. The effectiveness of incidental 

vocabulary learning is supported by Paribakht and Wesche (1999), who regard learners’ 

attempts to understand new lexical items in a particular context as the source of incidental 

vocabulary acquisition. On a similar note, Laufer and Hill (2000) claim that activities 

such as reading, listening, and speaking trigger the learning of vocabulary incidentally.  

 

There are some authors who argue that there is no possible way of determining whether 

lexical items have been learnt either incidentally or intentionally (see Gass, 1999). This 

might leads to reject considering intentional and incidental learning of vocabulary as 

direct opposites, which is something that Laufer (2001) proposes. Barcroft (2009) 

suggested considering these two approaches as tendencies in the learning process, where 

learner goes through a sequence ranging from more intentional to more incidental. 

However, other authors such as Nation (2013a) contend that incidental and intentional 

learning complement each other. Considering this, integrating the two approaches in a 
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learning program might be an effective way to facilitate vocabulary acquisition. However, 

attention must be taken not to overplay the role of intentional vocabulary teaching, i.e., 

direct study of lexical items, over the incidental vocabulary learning represented in 

message-focused activities. In his Four Strands approach, Nation (2007) dedicates only 

one quarter of the language course toward vocabulary teaching, while the rest is allocated 

toward deliberate and incidental vocabulary learning.  

 

Despite the different orientations in defining incidental vocabulary acquisition, none of 

the definitions is considered authoritative. With regard to the current study, the researcher 

will adapt Schmidt’s (1994) definition that incidental vocabulary acquisition is learning 

without the intent to learn. Learning psychologists concede that more attention dedicated 

to the formal and semantic aspects of lexical items together with richer associations with 

students’ current knowledge means that there are higher chances that the new information 

will be retained.  

 

Further to this, both learners and teachers are aware that motivation is the key to achieving 

a high degree of proficiency in L2. The more motivated students are known to perform 

better, and educationalists make a conscious attempt to increase such motivation by 

providing tasks and materials that are interesting to the student. The Involvement Load 

Hypothesis discussed in this paper exemplifies the motivational dimension to vocabulary 

learning.  

 

 

2.3 The Involvement Load Hypothesis 

Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) developed the Involvement Load Hypothesis with the belief 

that learning and retention of L2 words depends on the involvement load (mental 

processing) induced by a task. This particular hypothesis is based on Craik and Lockhart’s 

(1972) processing depth theory. This theory addresses the impact of the depth of 

processing new words based on the idea that any new input requires a series of stages of 

processing. The authors' main finding in the field of cognitive psychology was that 

different kinds of processing have different effects on the recall and retention of newly 

encountered information. Applying this to the field of learning vocabulary, it can be said 
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that a greater depth implies a greater degree of semantic or cognitive analysis of the new 

word. Thus, Craik and Lockhart (1972) argued that the retention of unfamiliar words is 

conditional upon the amount of learner involvement while processing the meanings of 

those new words. In addition to referring to the elaboration of the enrichment of 

processing within one level, Lockhart and Craik (1990) further presumed various levels 

of operating depth. They stated that meeting a new word implies an initial shallow 

processing of its phonological form, followed by a deeper analysis of its meaning. 

 

Depth of processing theory has been criticised because of its vagueness in regard to both 

what constitutes the richness of processing as well as the ways in which different levels 

are compared and measured. However, Lockhart and Craik (1990) pointed out that their 

approach should serve as a framework whereby new research would surpass their 

theoretical account. In the Involvement Load Hypothesis, Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) 

introduced a construct of involvement with marginally more observable and measurable 

cognitive and motivational factors. This probably overcomes the ambiguity and non-

operational notion of the depth of processing, as proposed by Craik and Lockhart (1972). 

 

 

The aim of Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) is to put these general cognitive notions to use in 

regard to L2 vocabulary learning tasks. As shown in table 2.1, the Involvement Load 

Hypothesis suggests that need, search, and evaluation are components of a task-induced 

involvement load, which determine the effectiveness of any incidental vocabulary task. 

The need component is the motivational, non-cognitive dimension of involvement. It 

indicates whether knowledge of a new lexical item is required for completing a task. Need 

is deemed to be moderate when it is imposed on the learner by an external agent, e.g., by 

the task itself or by the teacher. On the other hand, need may be strong when learners are 

self-motivated—for instance, as in a learner looking up a word in a dictionary when 

reading.  

 

Table 2.1 Three components of involvement (adapted from Kim 2008) 

 

 Evaluation  Search  Need  Components  

Cognitive 

dimension of 

involvement 

Cognitive 

dimension of 

involvement  

Motivational, non-

cognitive 

dimension of 

involvement   

Feature  

Comparison of a 

given word with 

other words (in 

Attempt to find 

the meaning of 

unknown words 

Need to know 

words for the task  

Operationalisation  



10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition, search and evaluation are the cognitive dimensions of involvement load. 

Search refers to the learner’s attempt to ascertain the meaning of an unknown L2 word, 

or to find a way of expressing a concept with an L2 word in order to achieve a task. It can 

be either present, where the learner seeks the meaning of the unknown L2 word, for 

instance, by consulting a dictionary or teacher, or absent, where no such effort is needed 

(e.g. when marginal glosses are provided). Evaluation entails a process of comparison 

between a particular lexical item and other words to determine how suitable that word is 

to a particular context. A moderate evaluation would entail recognising the differences 

between words or word senses in a particular context. Conversely, strong evaluation 

entails deciding which words can combine with a new word. 

Not all of three factors (Table 3.1)—need, search, and evaluation—must be present when 

a learner processes a word in a task. It is the combination of factors with their various 

degrees of prominence that is the essence of the involvement load. For example, a learner 

is asked to write sentences with new words that are unknown to the learner. As the task 

is imposed by an external agent, it induces a moderate need(1); the search is present(1) 

as it requires looking for the new words by the student, and it involves a strong 

evaluation(2), as the student must evaluate the new words to find the appropriate context.  
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To test the effectiveness of the Involvement Load Hypothesis, Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) 

examined the studies in the field of L2 vocabulary learning with motivational and 

cognitive dimensions. The authors then checked the results of these studies against the 

Involvement Load Hypothesis to corroborate its validity (Table 2.2). In the case of 

Hulstijn (1992), the results indicate that learners retained words better when they were 

required to infer word meanings from context by choosing from multiple choice options, 

rather than when they were given a synonym in a reading task. In this particular study, 

Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) argue that the differences among word retention lie in the lack 

of evaluation in the synonym-condition versus the presence of evaluation in the multiple-

choice condition. They found that both conditions involved moderate need and no search. 

 

Luppescu and Day (1993), as well as Knight (1994), note that students looking up words 

in a dictionary while reading had a higher level of word retention than those who did not 

use a dictionary. Similarly, Hulstijn, Hollander, and Greidanus (1996) also reported 

higher levels of retention when learners look up words in a dictionary. These studies 

reveal strong need as well as learners having to perform a search for the meanings of the 

new words. 

 

Newton (1995) found that words that were negotiated for meaning (that is, requesting 

clarifications) were retained at a higher degree compared to non-negotiated words. 

Similarly, the results of Ellis, Tanaka & Yamazaki (1994) indicate that interactional 

modified input is associated with students retaining more items compared to items 

presented in pre-modified input (i.e., input prepared beforehand rather than negotiated). 

Similar results are confirmed in the study by Ellis and He (1999). Given these findings, 

it is likely that word negotiation implies need as well as a search for the meaning of those 

lexical items. If there is no negotiation, the learner does not need to know them, and 

consequently does not search for the meaning.  

 

 

Table 2.2 : Previous research re-visited  ( Laufer and Hulstijn, 2001)   

Reference  The less elective task  The more elective task  

Hulstijn 1992 Meaning explained by 

synonym 

Meaning selective from 

several options 
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-    the factor is absent 

+    the  factor is 'moderate' 

++  the factor is 'strong' 

 

 

Joe (1995, 1998) noted that students were more successful at retaining words used in 

original contexts (created by the learner) rather than those used in non-original contexts 

(provided by the task). This means that words used in an original context generated by 

the learner are better retained; this process involves a higher level of evaluation. Similarly, 

Hulstijn and Trompetter’s (1998) results indicated that looking up the words in an L1-L2 

dictionary to use them in a composition proved more successful than simply looking those 

words up for comprehension purposes; writing composition requires more evaluation than 

in reading task. Cho and Krashen (1994) found that the use of dictionaries as a self-

imposed task entailed learners acquiring more lexical items than through reading. This 

contributes to the claim of the Involvement Load Hypothesis regarding the relation 

between levels of need in a task and the vocabulary learning. 

+evaluation  

Knight 1994; luppescu and 

day 1993 

 Reading with/without 

guessing +/-search 

Meaning looked up in a 

dictionary +search  

Hulstijn et al.1996 Meaning provided in a 

marginal gloss 

Meaning looked up in a 

dictionary 

 +search 

Newton 1995 Meaning not negotiated  Meaning negotiated 

++need,+ search 

R. Ellis et al. 1994 Premodified input Negotiated input +search 

Joe 1995,1998 Used in non –original 

sentences  

Used in original sentences 

++evaluation 

Hulstijn and trumpeter 

1998 

Encountered in a reading 

task (L1-L2 look up) 

+evaluation - 

Used in a composition 

(L1-L2 look up) 

++evaluation 

 

R. Ellis and he 1999  interactionally modified 

input     

interactionally modified 

output ++evaluation      

Paribakht and wesche 

1997 

Reading only (and 

interring meaning) -+ 

evaluation 

Reading and a series of 

vocabulary exercise 

+evaluation 

/++evaluation     

Cho and krashen 1994 Reading only ,words not 

looked up  

Reading ,words looked up 

in a dictionary +search  
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Although these studies did not set out to examine the Involvement Load Hypothesis, their 

findings suggest that the involvement load is linked to the effectiveness of vocabulary 

tasks, and that the hypothesis can be deemed a well-composed construct that merits 

further attention in the field of L2 vocabulary research. 

 

2.4 Testing the Involvement Load Hypothesis 

After interpreting previous studies in light of the Involvement Load Hypothesis, Hulstijn 

and Laufer (2001) conducted their own study to investigate the effects of the task-induced 

involvement load on learning and retaining vocabulary. This study involved two groups 

of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners—79 in the Netherlands and 128 in 

Israel—who all exhibited a high level of proficiency in English. Both groups performed 

three tasks that differed in involvement load in order to test the initial learning and 

subsequent retention of ten target words. Subjects were tested after one week in Israel and 

after two weeks in the Netherlands. 

 

The authors sought to confirm the hypothesis that tasks with higher involvement loads 

would lead to higher levels of vocabulary retention. The first task was a reading 

comprehension task with marginal glosses where students were given a text with ten 

multiple-choice comprehension questions. The task induced moderate need but no search 

or evaluation. The second task consisted of reading comprehension with filling in the 

blanks. This task induced moderate need, no search and moderate evaluation. Finally, the 

third task asked the students to write a composition using the target words. This task 

induced moderate need, no search, and strong evaluation.  

 

The results revealed slight differences between the two studies. Whilst in the Hebrew-

English experiment, the results fully supported the Involvement Load Hypothesis, the 

results of the Dutch-English experiment only partially supported it. The reason is that in 

the latter experiment, the third task resulted in higher retention compared to the first two 

tasks, but there were no differences between the first two tasks. 
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Hulstijn and Laufer (2001) pointed out that there are some shortcomings to their study, 

and therefore, to the validity of their results. First of all, the researchers argued that in 

order to prove their hypothesis, the experiment would have required a wider spectrum of 

tasks. Further research should thus look into various tasks with different involvement 

loads in order to compare their effects on incidental vocabulary learning.  

 

Keating (2008) also conducted research related to Involvement Load Hypothesis. The 

author tested 79 beginning learners of Spanish on one of three vocabulary learning tasks 

that differed in terms of degree of involvement. The task involving the least effort was 

the reading comprehension task, followed by a reading comprehension task supplied with 

target words. The highest degree of involvement was observed from a sentence writing 

task. The researcher assessed retention immediately after the task, and then again after 

two weeks. The results supported the Involvement Load Hypothesis, as retention was 

highest in the sentence writing task where involvement load was higher than in the other 

two tasks. 

 

The contribution by Keating is relevant in that he was one of the first researchers to test 

beginning learners. This is important because more advanced readers have a greater 

capacity to infer meanings of unknown words. In this sense, I also aim to contribute to 

the hypothesis by testing pre-intermediate EFL learners. Keating (2008) further took into 

account the amount of time taken to complete tasks, which has been shown to have an 

important effect on performance. This will be also taken into account in the current 

research. 

 

Kim (2008) conducted two experiments with ESL learners with different levels of 

proficiency. One experiment consisted of three tasks with different levels of task-induced 

involvement. The second experiment consisted of two tasks with the same level of 

involvement. In experiment one, participants were randomly assigned to the same tasks 

used by Hulstijn and Laufer (2001). Experiment two engaged participants in two tasks: 

either writing a composition or writing original sentences with the use of word glosses. 
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Regarding experiment one, the results of initial word learning matched those of Hulstijn 

and Laufer (2001) in which the Composition group gained the highest score of all, while 

the Gap-fill group and the Reading group did not perform significantly different from 

each other. In terms of word retention, the results fully supported the Involvement Load 

Hypothesis in that more involvement load entailed higher retention levels. With regard to 

experiment two, the author reported that proficiency did not appear to be significant in 

terms of results.  

 

Another contribution to the validity of the Involvement Load Hypothesis comes from 

Eckerth and Tavakoli (2012). The authors investigated the differential effects of word 

exposure frequency and elaboration of word processing in L2 learners. The 30 

participants were advanced L2 learners of English at a UK university, and as in Kim 

(2008), were controlled in terms of time. The results of the study indicate that exposure 

frequency and elaboration of word processing yield similar effects in the initial word 

learning. On the other hand, the task-induced load resulted in significant effects compared 

to the word exposure frequency in terms of word retention. However, the authors pointed 

out that their findings were limited in that both the environment (classrooms) and the 

aspects of the research design such as immediate post-tests may have focused the attention 

of learners towards vocabulary acquisition. Hence, learning would not be entirely 

incidental. It is also not assumed that this limitation is not applicable in this study as the 

participants may perceive the tasks as a vocabulary test and so the results might provide 

limited support for the involvement load hypothesis. Yet, it is important to note that 

performing tests in the classroom does not necessarily mean ‘under classroom 

conditions’. Thus, the results continue to have some kind of validity.  

 

Other studies such as Teng (2015) aimed to assess the validity of the Involvement Load 

Hypothesis when using translation tasks. Teng (2015) produced three translation tasks for 

60 native-Chinese low-proficiency learners of English. The three tasks varied in the 

amount of involvement mode: the first was simply translation; the second was translation 

plus fill-in the blank exercises; and the third was translation plus sentence writing. The 

author then tested the students two months after the initial experiment, measuring word 

form recognition, meaning recall, and word production. Once again, the results of the test 
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supported the Involvement Load Hypothesis. This particular study was innovative in that 

only a few researchers had addressed the efficiency of translation tasks on vocabulary 

learning prior to the study.  

 

Nevertheless, not all studies support the Involvement Load Hypothesis. One such 

example is the study by Folse (2006), where the effects of written tasks were evaluated 

to review their effectiveness on L2 vocabulary retention. The results of the study indicate 

that word learning is linked to repeated exposure rather than the amount of involvement. 

In his study, Folse (2006) compared a moderate and a strong evaluation task. The 

moderate task consisted of filling in the blanks in a non-original sentence (context is 

provided in the task); the strong evaluation task involved using new words to write 

original sentences (learners have to create the context by themselves). The results of the 

study indicated that both had the same effect on word learning. However, Folse’s (2006) 

study focused only on verbs, and only tested for knowledge immediately after 

administering the tasks. For these reasons, it appears that the Involvement Load 

Hypothesis has not been proven for word retention. Further studies are required in order 

to corroborate such a position. 

 

  

 

2.5 Limitations in testing the Involvement Load Hypothesis  

 

As Kim (2008) notes, the Involvement Load Hypothesis has certain limitations. First of 

all, his study along with that of Hulstijn and Laufer (2001) are limited to one particular 

aspect of vocabulary learning, i.e., learning word meaning. To represent the effects of 

task-induced involvement in all aspects of vocabulary learning, further research would be 

required to examine other aspects of vocabulary learning, such as form, meaning, form-

meaning, and mapping.  

 

Kim (2008) also indicates a suggestion contrary to the assumption made by Laufer and 

Hulstijin (2001) that each degree of any component has the same contribution to the 

overall involvement index of the task. Kim (2008) argues that the extent in which degrees 
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of each component (moderate and strong) might not contribute to an overall involvement 

load equally. The author suggests that strong evaluation might induce much higher 

involvement load than the moderate evaluation. It would be necessary then to test tasks 

with the different degrees of the same component in order to either support or undermine 

Kim's suggestion.   

 

Other limitations to the theory are brought forward by Eckerth and Tavakoli (2012). The 

authors argue that the Involvement Load Hypothesis cannot account for some variables 

involved in incidental vocabulary learning through reading. For instance, there is no 

certainty that students read the glosses given with their tasks; and if they did read them, 

one cannot be sure how long they dedicated to reading such information. Another issue 

arises from the level of difficulty to find the correct meaning for fill-in-the-gab tasks. One 

may wonder if there are any contextual cues or reliance on the ability of students to guess. 

It is also possible that students derived the wrong meaning and retained such meaning 

over time. In this case, the focus is not on learning-retention, but on inferencing capacity. 

The current study attempted to handle the above issue by ensuring that the context in the 

(gab-fil) task is within the participants' comprehension, and also by consulting teachers 

of the participants regarding the participants' ability to get the correct answer. However, 

Eckerth and Tavakoli (2012) believe that in order to overcome such limitations, further 

research should focus on finding how learners perceive and accomplish tasks. Other 

methods of testing should also be considered, e.g., think-aloud protocols or implicit ways 

to test representation and access to lexical knowledge (see Wesche and Paribakht, 1999).  

 

2.6 Conclusion and the present study 

It may be ascertained from reviewing the literature that the validity of the predictions 

following from the Involvement Load Hypothesis requires further investigation. The 

present study will attempt to contribute to the validity of the hypothesis by answering the 

following research questions: 

 

I. What are the effects of task-induced involvement load on the initial word 

learning of pre-intermediate ESL learners? 
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II. What are the effects of task-induced involvement load on the medium-term 

word retention of pre-intermediate ESL learners?  

 

The investigation takes place in an EFL setting, using three different kinds of tasks (A, 

B, and C). The involvement load induced by the tasks is operationalized through the three 

components of need, search, and evaluation. The study will cover the meaning aspect of 

vocabulary learning. Tasks will involve different degrees of the same component 

(evaluation) to investigate Kim's (2008) above suggestion. Time on tasks will be 

controlled in order to add more to the argument discussed earlier regarding the effect of 

time on the results of task-induced involvement studies. However, due to time 

restrictions, it will not be able to test learners’ attitudes, as recommended by Eckerth and 

Tavakoli (2012). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter will highlight the methodology that was employed to conduct the current 

study. The chapter begins with sections that explain the research design and the 

participants, followed by a section which discusses the structure of the instruments. The 

chapter then ends by explaining the procedures for conducting the study and analysing 

the data. 
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3.2 Research design 

According to Patton (1990: 39) it should be recognized that ‘different methods are 

appropriate for different situations’. Thus, the main purpose of the study should be 

considered in determining the design of the research. The aim of this study is to 

investigate the effects of task-induced involvement load on L2 vocabulary learning and 

retention. The independent variable in this investigation was the task conditions 

operationalized through manipulating the three components need, search, and evaluation. 

The two dependent variables were the initial vocabulary learning and the medium-term 

word retention, and they were both represented as scores. To explore the relation between 

these variables we conducted an experiment in the form of pre-test, treatment, immediate 

post-test and delayed post-test. The study controlled some factors such as age of the 

participants, their L1 and their English proficiency level.  

3.3 Participants 

Given that choosing the right subjects is a crucial issue in the validity of the research, 

(Bell 2014) asserts on making efforts in selecting 'as representative a sample as possible’ 

(p.150). In the current research, the participants were chosen from the accessible contacts 

of the researcher who met the requirements of the study. The participants were 45 pre-

intermediate ESL students in the preparatory year in King Saud University. The 

preparatory year is divided into three levels – A, B, and C. This division parallels the one 

of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). Given that 

participants in level B of the preparatory year are a mixture of the B1 and B2 levels of the 

CEFR, for more preciseness the Oxford Placement Test was used to measure students’ 

proficiency level in English. The students’ scored in the range of 26–34 ( classified as 

being at the pre-intermediate level) were chosen to participate in the study. During the 

term the study was conducted, a three-month course, participants were exposed to 

English-teaching sessions of three hours five days a week. The participants were all 

females with Arabic L1 background and their ages ranged between 18 and 20. The reasons 

for choosing these particular participants were many. First of all, few studies have 

investigated the effects of the involvement load hypothesis on low-proficiency learners, 

thus we focused in the current study on these pre-intermediate learners. In addition, their 
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level of English proficiency was still sufficient to complete most of the tasks and for the 

required vocabulary learning to occur, and they were easily available as I worked in the 

same place (Dornyei, 2007).  

3.4 Research instruments 

3.4.1 Selecting the passage and the target words 

The first step in designing the tasks for this study was choosing a passage and target 

words. In terms of choosing the passage, because assessing reading comprehension was 

not one of the aims of this research, it was essential to make sure that the passage was 

within the comprehension of the participants. It has been stated that in order to 

comprehend a text without difficulty, a reader should have 95% (98% for higher levels) 

coverage of the vocabulary in that text (Nation, 2001). Thus, in order to measure the 

participants' vocabulary size, Version 1 of The Vocabulary Size Test by Nation & Beglar 

(2007) was administered (see 3.4.3). The average of the participants’ vocabulary level 

was within the range of 2000 words. Thus a passage with a 95% coverage of the 2000-

level vocabulary was nominated. Vocabulary Profile (VP) BNC-20 software was used to 

measure the coverage of the vocabulary in the text. This software is provided through the 

Complete Lexical Tutor website. The passage is a modified version of ‘Honey for you 

Honey for me’ from the York Assessment of Reading for Comprehension (YARC) 

secondary test by Stothard et al. (2010). This passage was chosen mainly because of its 

seemingly interesting theme and plot for the participants, which would help increase the 

motivation for learning. Lightbown & Spada (2006) relate aptitude for learning to high 

levels of motivation and interest. Thus, the kind of input was carefully chosen, as ‘the 

choice of content can be a major factor stimulating interest’ (Nation 2013a:102).     

The target words were taken from the same candidate passage. The motivation and 

interest have been considered here as well, but this time at the word level. Words that 

play a central role in the text would have a greater chance of being learned than words 

that do not figure centrally in the plot (Nation 2013a). This was confirmed previously by 

Elley (1989), who found a relationship between the importance of the words to the text 

(importance was rated by teachers) and the gain in vocabulary knowledge. Nation (2013a) 
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also indicated that interest could be built in the tasks. Thus, ‘important’ target words were 

chosen for both the reading passage and the combined activity. As the participants’ 

vocabulary size was in the range of 2000 words, the chosen target words were of a higher 

level. They comprised two verbs, four nouns and four adjectives: fatal (adj), pale (adj), 

ungrateful (adj), greedy (adj), rove (v) , innovate (v) , companion (n) , portion (n) , expert 

(n), method (n).  

To ensure a high probability that these words were not known to the participants, a pre-

test was conducted (Appendix 1). As done by Hulstijin & Laufer (2001), a group of pre-

intermediate students, who were in similar course to the participants but not taking part 

in the experiment, were asked to indicate their knowledge of the target words. The results 

of this pre-test showed that those students indicated their unfamiliarity with the target 

words. Since the participants in our study were of a similar level of proficiency, it was 

taken for granted that most of the words would be unfamiliar to them. In addition, the 

teacher of the course was consulted with regard to the probability of the target words 

being unfamiliar to the participants. As a final step, during the immediate post-test, 

participants were asked about their previous knowledge of the target words. Although not 

all students responded, 17 of them indicated knowing the word ‘method’, while 13 

indicated knowing the word ‘expert’ and only 9 pointed out their pre-knowledge of the 

word 'companion'. 

3.4.2 The tasks 

Three tasks (A, B & C), integrated in different experimental conditions that differed in 

involvement load, were designed for the current investigation. The task-induced 

involvement load was operationalized by manipulating the three components of need, 

search and evaluation as suggested by Hulstijin & Laufer’s (2001) Involvement Load 

Hypothesis. 

Task A: Glossed reading comprehension (Appendix 2). This task was adapted from 

Eckerth & Tavakoli (2012). The task involved reading the chosen passage and then 

answering two sets of comprehension questions about the passage. As indicated by Nation 

(2013a), paying attention to an aspect of language by noticing it is the first cognitive 
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process enhancing learning. Nation confirmed that salience of the word in the text has an 

impact on noticing (2013a). For this reason, the target words were underlined and written 

in bold. Unlike Eckerth & Tavakoli (2012), who glossed the target words in L2, in this 

task each word was glossed with its brief definition in both L1 (Arabic) and L2 (English) 

as well as its parts of speech. The inclusion of the L1 translation was done because of 

what Jiang (2000) proposed in his lexical development model, which is based on 

information represented in the lexical entry. According to this model, at the beginning 

stages of learning an L2 word, only the form is acquired in L2 while the meaning is 

acquired in L1. The students were given the passages first and were asked to read it for 

meaning and to make use of the marginal gloss, as they were to be tested in 

comprehension later. After that, they were handed the questions and asked to answer 

them. According to Eckerth & Tavakoli (2013), this task induces a total involvement load 

index 1. As indicated in Table 3.1, need was moderate as it was imposed by the task, but 

no search was needed as gloss was provided. Evaluation was absent as it was not required 

in this task. 

Task B: Reading comprehension plus gap-fill (Appendix 3). This task involved reading 

the same passage as in Task A and answering just the first set of comprehension questions 

as in Task A. However, in this task the ten target words were removed from the text and 

replaced with empty spaces. The deleted target words were reprinted randomly on a 

separate page. Each of these words was explained using the same L1 and L2 definitions 

used in the gloss of Task A. The participants’ task was to read the text, fill in the gaps 

and then to answer the following comprehension questions. As clarified in Table 3.1, the 

involvement load index of this task is 2. Like Task A, it induced moderate need (imposed 

by task) and no search (meanings were provided). With regard to evaluation, it is 

moderate as the learner has to evaluate the meaning against several alternatives. 

Table 3.1 The involvement load level of the tasks 

Task Need Search Evaluation Involvement load 

index 
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Task A: Reading 

comprehension 

with marginal gloss 

+ _ _ 1 

Task B: Reading 

comprehension plus 

gap-fill 

+ _ + 2 

Task C: Writing 

Original sentences 

+ _ ++ 3 

-    the factor is absent 

+    the  factor is 'moderate' 

++  the factor is 'strong' 

 

Task C: Writing original sentences (Appendix 4). This task is a combination of Eckerth 

& Tavakoli’s task 3 (2012) and Keating’s task 3 (2008). Like Task A, this task asked 

participants to read the same glossed passage but with no comprehension questions, as 

done in Eckerth & Tavakoli (2012). On the next page they were provided with the same 

list of the target words along with their definitions, as in Task B, and then they were asked 

to write a sentence using each of these words, as done in Keating (2008). The instructions, 

as well as the teachers who were administering the task, insisted on the participants using 

the words in sentences that differed from the ones in the passage. In the same manner as 

the two previous tasks (see Table 3.1), the need was moderate and no search was required. 

However, evaluation is strong in this task, as it requires the participants to evaluate the 

target words against previously known words so they can create original sentences. In 

total, the involvement index of this task is 3. 

3.4.3 Oxford Placement Test 

Allan’s (2004) Oxford Placement Test 2 was employed to determine the learners’ 

proficiency level. According to Allan (2004) the test is easy to administer, economic and 

with an objective scoring system providing meaningful and consistent scores. The test 
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performs reliably, with Allan (2004) reporting its high item reliability across test 

populations. 

3.4.4 The Vocabulary Size Test  

the Vocabulary Size Test (VST) by Nation & Beglar (2007) (Appendix 5) was 

administered for two main reasons: first, to make sure that there are no differences 

between the participants with regard to their level of vocabulary knowledge, and second, 

to measure the participants’ vocabulary size with the aim of choosing target words of a 

higher level than theirs, as well as to choose a suitable text for the tasks.  

The Vocabulary Size Test by Nation & Beglar (2007) was designed to measure the English 

vocabulary size for learners of English as a foreign or second language. A large number 

of researchers have validated and used the Vocabulary Size Test for assessing L2 

vocabulary capacity (Beglar, 2010). The test’s reliability and consistency, as reported by 

Beglar (2010), is 0.96.  

The original test is divided into 14 levels, with each level having 10 items organized in a 

four-item multiple-choice format, with the difficulty of the items becoming greater level 

by level. Each word represents the value of 100 words; thus every level represents 1,000 

words, and consequently the total vocabulary number of the whole test is 14,000 items. 

The test used the British National Corpus as a basis for the frequency count of word 

families. The test-taker’s score is multiplied by 100 to get the total vocabulary size. For 

instance, if the total test score of a learner was 35 out of the 140 items, then the vocabulary 

size of that person is 3,500 words. Yet, due to the participants’ low level of English 

proficiency only 5 levels out of the 14 were administered (Appendix 5). So, only the 

words from first 1,000 to the fifth 1,000 were used, and since each item was worth one 

point, thus the maximum score is 50, which indicates that the participant’s vocabulary 

size is 5,000. However, only the level of 2,000 words was reached by the participants. 

Nation stated that since this test focused only on written receptive vocabulary knowledge, 

designing the test should not require any kind of knowledge other than vocabulary and 

reading skills. Elgort (2012) indicated that sitting the vocabulary test with writing choices 

in test-takers’ L1 resulted in scores around 10% higher than when they were written in 
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L2. Nation (2012) attributed this to the learners’ immediate comprehension of the 

meaning without being hindered by any difficulties of grammar or other unknown words. 

Thus, some versions of the test were issued in bilingual format, but unfortunately there 

was no English–Arabic version to use in the current study. However, in Nation and 

Beglar’s (2007) monolingual Vocabulary Size Test which was used in this study, the 

language for writing the choices was simple and much easier than the target word. For 

example, definitions used for the first and second 1000 word level used only words from 

the first 1000 of West’s (1953) General Service List (Nation, 2012).  

This test performs reliably for three reasons: first, it works in accordance with 

requirements and expectations, distinguishing learners of different proficiency levels 

according to their scores of the target words, as well as identifying the different levels of 

test-takers’ vocabulary capacity; second, the test’s scoring and result interpretation is 

simple; third, the test includes clear and unambiguous items that have been very carefully 

planned, formed, and finally trialled.  

3.4.5 Assessment  

The current study used Wesche & Paribakht’s (1996) Vocabulary Knowledge Scale 

(VKS) in the immediate and delayed post-tests to measure the dependent variables, which 

are the participants' initial word learning and medium-term word retention. The VKS was 

adapted in this study for three reasons. First, as defined by Wesche & Paribakht’s (1996) 

the VKS is a test of vocabulary depth rather than breadth, in which it tracks the progress 

of words in the students’ memory. Second, its purpose is to evaluate the acquisition of 

new lexical items from reading L2 texts. Hence, it has been used for measuring incidental 

vocabulary acquisition. Third, the VKS measures the passive and active knowledge of the 

vocabulary at the same time. 

Wesche & Paribakht (1996: 28) defined the VKS as a tool using a five-point scale 

featuring self-report and performance items. The scale represents the depth to which a 

lexical item has been acquired. This ranges from complete unfamiliarity to the ability to 

use the word accurately in a sentence. That is, students need to provide information 

regarding their knowledge of the tested words using the category scale in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1 VKS elicitation scale of self-report categories (Wesch & Paribakht, 1996) 

Self-report categories 

I. I don’t remember having seen this word before. 

II. I have seen this word before, but I don’t know what it means. 

III. I have seen this word before, and I think it means_________. (synonym or 

translation) 

IV. I know this word. It means_________. (synonym or translation) 

V. I can use this word in a sentence:_____________(If you do this section, please 

also do section IV.) 

Read and Chapelle (2001) characterize the VKS as a test that tracks the progress of words 

in the students’ memory. The VKS allows researchers and practitioners to make 

inferences about learners’ knowledge of words. In terms of test purpose, inferences are 

made at item level as it measures the growth in word knowledge. In other words, 

knowledge of word meaning is assessed without taking context into account, which is the 

case for the current study. 

Although it is a self-report test, a strong correlation between the test-takers' ratings and 

the test scores has been found, with Wesch & Paribakht reporting this correlation as 

ranging between 0.92 and 0.97. Additionally, Paribakht & Wesch stated that the responses 

elicited by the test-takers are accepted as reliable.      

Bruton (2009) highlights some of the shortcomings of the test design around VKS. One 

of the issues is that the VKS can only be used with decontextualized words. In cases 

where the learners know the word, they may produce a grammatical sentence, but they 



27 

 

are not aware of which meaning may be sought in cases of homographs. However, in the 

case of the current investigation, the required meanings of the target words were already 

provided to the participants, thus the issue of contextualization is not of a problem. 

Another issue that Bruton (2009) identifies is that the VKS makes it impossible for 

students to prompt for L2 word forms as the form is already given. This might be true for 

studies investigating the vocabulary knowledge needed for speaking or writing. In this 

study, using the VKS is appropriate as we are only seeking the written receptive word 

knowledge and the progress of this knowledge in the students’ memory. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2 VKS scoring categories: meaning of scores (Wesch & Paribakht, 1996) 

Self-report categories Possible scores Meaning of scores 

I.  1 The word is not familiar at 

all. 

II.  2 The word is familiar but its 

meaning is not known. 

III.  3 A correct synonym or 

translation is given. 
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IV.  4 The word is used with 

semantic appropriateness in 

a sentence. 

V.  5 The word is used with 

semantic appropriateness 

and grammatical accuracy 

in a sentence. 

 

The VKS follows a scoring procedure as shown in Figure 3.2.  Scores 1 and 2 are given 

to responses to categories I and II receptively. A score of 2 also indicates responses to 

any higher categories that fail to provide an appropriate synonym or translation. Although 

the difference between categories III and IV is slight, representing how sure test takers 

are about their knowledge of the word, a score of 3 (indicating participant's passive 

knowledge) would be given to a correct response to both of them. Coming to category V 

(indicating participant's active knowledge), while a score of 4 is given for semantically 

correct use of the target word, a score of 5 is given when a word is used with both semantic 

appropriateness and grammatical correctness. 

In the current study's immediate and delayed post-tests, the ten target words plus three 

no-target words were presented to the participants in a chart using the VKS scale 

(Appendix 6). The instructions asked the participants to indicate their level of knowledge 

of the meaning of words by ticking any of the categories. However, if they ticked 

categories III, IV, or V they needed to prove their knowledge by either providing the 

translation or synonym (category III or IV) or by using the target word in a sentence 

(category V). Each word received a score between 1 and 5, thus the total score ranged 

between 10 and 50. 

3.5 Hypothesis 
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Since the literature review section showed that the involvement load hypothesis is valid 

for all L2 proficiency levels, it was hypothesized that the immediate and delayed post-

test scores would be highest in Task C (writing original sentences), lower in Task B 

(reading comprehension plus gap-fill) and lowest in Task A (reading comprehension). 

3.6 Procedures 

The participants were divided randomly into three groups each comprising 15 

participants. Each group received the same reading passage and the target words but the 

conditions of the reading were different in each task (A, B & C). The three groups had 

the same amount of time for accomplishing their tasks, 35 minutes. After completing the 

tasks, the participants took an immediate post-test to measure their initial vocabulary 

learning. Then, a week later, they took a delayed post-test to assess their medium-term 

vocabulary retention. Both post-tests took about ten minutes and they were of the same 

format, but the item order was different. All tasks and tests took place at school during 

class time. 

The tasks and tests were piloted on students who were not participating in the study, but 

who were of a similar level of proficiency to the study’s actual participants. The piloting 

of the study was administered for two main reasons. First, to know the time needed for 

conducting the tasks and the tests. Second, to notice any unexpected problems or 

mistakes. Although Dornyei (2005) referred to reliability of procedures and instruments 

as the consistency of the results within the same participants in different circumstances, 

due to the required incidental nature of learning it wasn’t applicable to pilot the study on 

the actual population of the study. However, the advantages of piloting the study were 

clear, as some significant changes were applied to the content of the tasks and tests. For 

example, in Task C (Appendix 4) it was recognized that instructions asking students to 

create sentences differed from the ones in the text were not clear, so they were modified 

and capitalized to place more focus on them. 

Two days before starting the data collection, the study was explained to the participants 

by the researcher and they read the information sheet and signed the consent form 

(Appendix 7). Although the participants have been told that they would be doing some 
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kind of vocabulary and reading activity, they were not expecting to be given a vocabulary 

post-test. After signing the consent form, the researcher administered the Oxford 

Placement Test and the Vocabulary Size Test (Nation & Beglar 2007). The treatments 

and post-tests were administered with the help of my colleagues in the preparatory year 

at King Saud University.   

3.7 Analysis of the data 

This study used a quantitative approach. Although some advantages, such as focusing on 

unique areas of individuals, can be obtained through a qualitative approach, Dornyei 

(2007) indicates that the precise measurement of the quantitative method, along with its 

generalizability of producing reliable and replicable statistics in other contexts, makes it 

as advantageous as the qualitative methodology. To analyse the results of the participants’ 

post-tests, the SPSS program was used. Descriptive statistics were employed to explore 

whether there was a difference between the groups. Once this difference was shown to 

exist, inferential statistics were used to explain whether differences were significant or 

not. One-way ANOVA followed by Bonferroni post-hoc test were carried out to compare 

between groups. Statistical differences were considered significant at P≤ 0.05 levels. 

Chapter 4 

Results 

4.1 Introduction and Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter intends to describe the results relating to research questions 1 and 2 relating 

to initial word learning and medium-term word retention, respectively. Detailed reports 

of the results pertaining to the initial learning (immediate post-test) and medium-term 

word retention (delayed post-test) experiments are provided. Results of both post-tests 

are explained in the form of histograms. Each of the three participant groups’ results are 

separated in each histogram chart (using different colours) in order to allow a more simple 

description and visual search of the results. Also, more precise information regarding the 

number of vocabulary items acquiring each of the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) 

scores ''1, 2, 3, 4 or 5'' in either parts of the study is provided in the form of pie charts. 

Lastly, the results are compared similarly in statistical terms (using a One-Way ANOVA 
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and Pearson’s correlation, respectively). Rather than presenting the individual VKS 

scores (including minima and maxima) for individual words of the three participant 

groups, the mean scores for each word are detailed in the initial part of this chapter 

(figures 4.1 & 4.3), as well as presenting the mean of the number of all studied lexical 

items for each VKS scores(1-5) (figures 4.2 & 4.4). This presentation enables giving more 

theoretically firm summary of the results relating to how word meaning and its encoding 

forms learning, as well as showing how the results for individual words contrast with the 

bigger picture for vocabulary acquisition. 

 

This approach will help to realize the differences between the three participant groups’ 

results in both post-test investigations. It will also help to identify the nature of the 

relationship between initial word learning and delayed word retention using the same 

experimental tasks (this issue is discussed in the next chapter). Therefore, this approach 

will enable showing to what extent task induced involvement load specifically may prove 

a useful theoretical tool in vocabulary acquisition. Having described the aims and 

structure of this chapter, the next section (4.2) gives details about the results for the 

immediate word learning post-test. Then, section (4.3) describes the results for the 

delayed retention post-test. 

4.2 Immediate Vocabulary Acquisition 

 

Figure 4.2: Group results in the immediate post-test and total word means for each group  

 

 

Figure 4.2 describes the main descriptive statistics of the results for experimental groups 

A, B and C in the immediate word learning experiment. In general, It is shown that the 
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mean score of almost all target words (when compared with the average scores 2.33, 3.13 

and 4.43 for groups A, B and C, respectively) is the highest in group C (writing original 

sentences), lower in group B ('fill-in-the-gaps') and the lowest in group A (glossed reading 

comprehension).  The mean scores of word forms ‘Fatal’, ‘Portion’, ‘Rove’, ‘Ungrateful’ 

and ‘Innovate’ all receive moderate improvements in VKS in group B compared to group 

A (compare red and grey bars for each word form, respectively) whilst improvements 

when comparing gain in group B and C are much greater (between nearly 1.5-2 on 

average, compare grey and yellow bars, respectively). For the rest of word forms, little or 

almost no improvement is shown based on the chosen learning tasks for ‘method’ and 

‘expert' (respectively), while ‘pale’, ‘greedy’ and ‘companion’ receive similar moderate 

gains based on the three tasks.  

 

In summary, for the majority of words investigated, one of two patterns based on task 

assignment arise; for 5/10 words, task C receives much more notable gains than for either 

task 1 or 2, whereas for 3/10 words the gains made in tasks B and C compared to task A 

are fairly similar (for 2/10 words, minor gains were made based on task assignment). 

4.2.1 ‘Passive’ and ‘Active’ Vocabulary Knowledge in the Immediate Post-Test 

 

 

Figure 4.2: The results for VKS indexes 1-5 across groups A (orange), B (grey) and C (yellow) in the 

immediate post-test. 

Figure 4.2 indicates the differences among the means of the number of vocabulary items 

acquiring each VKS score (1-5) per group (see points on scoring made in 3.6). The 
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minimum score in the VKS for each item is 1, and the maximum is 5.  It can be deduced 

from the five pie charts corresponding to the five indexes that the distribution of the scores 

of the VKS also indicates the superiority of group C over the other two groups, and 

consequently that the assigned task and the index given to the participants are correlated. 

In terms of active knowledge (score 4 or 5), group B had about two times higher the 

number of vocabulary items scoring 5 than group A, while group C is about three times 

higher than group B with regard to score 4 and 5. In terms of passive knowledge (score 

3), the superiority went to group B, followed by A and lastly C; this was understandable, 

as most of the participants of this latter group indicated rather active knowledge. So, by 

counting the mean proportional VKS score for familiar word forms (i.e. for indexes 3-5) 

it is found to be the highest in group C (3.02), lower in group B (2.29) and lowest in group 

A (1.04). 

  

4.2.2 Statistical Comparison of the Immediate Post-test Results 

 

To examine the effects of task-induced involvement load (independent variable) on 

participants’ initial vocabulary learning (dependant variable); the VKS results of the 

immediate post-test were formally tested by one-way ANOVA. The results display that 

the following words have very highly significant differences as well as a considerably 

high effect size (η²) :‘fatal’, F= 34.587, p < 0.001, η² =.622, ‘pale’, F= 11.53, p < 0.001, 

η² =.354  ‘portion’, F= 32.659, p < 0.001, η² =.609, ‘rove’, F = 21.073, p < 0.001, η² = 

.501 ‘companion’, F=6441, p=0.004, η² =.235, ‘ungrateful’, F = 33.05, p < 0.001, η² =.611 

‘innovate’, F= 40.971, p < 0.001, η² = .661 ‘greedy’, F = 26.142, p < 0.001, η² = .555. 

The result for the word ‘expert’, F= 1.676, is marginally significant, p = 0.05, η² = .133. 

Finally, ‘method’ displays no statistically significant difference F= .361, p = n.s, η² = 

.017. Most importantly, the overall results across all ten word forms shows that the effect 

of task assignment for the immediate post-test (between groups A, B and C) is very highly 

significant, F= 76.841, p < 0.001, η² = .785. Since the main effect here is very high and 

the p statistic very low (reflecting its high significance), this result lends credence to the 

hypothesis on L2 vocabulary initial learning presented in subsection 3.5. 

 

Having detailed the main results of the ANOVA, the rest of this section details the results 
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for the post-test. Post hoc analyses using the Bonferroni post hoc criterion for significance 

display existence of significant differences for the three assigned tasks among number of 

the 10 researched word forms in the immediate post-test. In order to make visual 

inspection of these differences more straightforward, Table 4.1 was designed to show a 

vertical comparison of the means. Within each column, the superscript ‘a’ indicates a 

mean significantly lower than the one with ‘b’, and the one with ‘b’ is significantly lower 

than the one with ‘c’. Any two means sharing the same superscript indicates that no 

significant differences were found from the post-hoc analysis. Starting with the total 

column, it reveals that group C significantly outperformed group B, and that group B in 

turn significantly outperformed group A. However, this effect is not applicable in some 

cases when considering the words individually. While results for ‘fatal’, ‘portion’ ‘rove’, 

‘greedy’, and ‘ungrateful’ were similar to the overall one, differences in ‘pale’ were found 

to be significant only between Group A and B but not between B and C. As for 

‘companion’ and ‘expert’, group A did not differ significantly from group B, but it did 

differ from C. 
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4.3 Delayed Word Retention 

 

Figure 4.3: Group results in the delayed post-test for ‘fatal … greedy’ and total word means for each 

group  

 

Figure 4.3 describes the main descriptive statistics of the results for experimental groups 

A, B and C in the delayed word retention post-test. In summary, the results of the delayed 

word retention post-test are qualitatively similar to those of the immediate word learning 

post-test (when comparing the mean score of individual words with the average scores 

2.02, 2.81 and 4.09 for groups A, B and C respectively). Scores of ‘Fatal’, ‘Portion’, 

‘Rove’, ‘Ungrateful’ and ‘Innovate’ all increased in VKS in task 2 compared to task 1 

(compare red and grey bars for each word form, respectively) whilst improvements gained 

when comparing tasks 2 and 3 are much greater (between nearly 1.5-2 on average, 

compare grey and yellow bars, respectively). For the remaining word forms, little or 

almost no improvement is evidenced based on task for ‘expert’ and ‘method’ 

(respectively), whilst ‘pale’, ‘greedy’ and ‘companion’ receive similar and more moderate 
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gains based on the type of task assigned to learners. 

 

In summary, for the majority of words studied in the delayed word retention part 

of the study, one of two patterns based on task assignment emerge; for 5/10 words, task 3 

receives more notable gains than for either task 1 or 2, whereas for 3/10 words the gains 

made in tasks 2 and 3 compared to task 1 are fairly similar (for 2/10 words, more minor 

gains were achieved based on tasks assigned to learners). 

Finally it is important to note that the one-week delay between the two post-tests has only 

induced about 10% drop in word retention for each task type, 2.33, 3.13 and 4.43 

(immediate post-test) contra 2.02, 2.81 and 4.09 (delayed post-test) for each of the three 

tasks assigned. These differences translate to average mean distinctions of nearly 13.3% 

(task A), 10.2% (task B) and 5.5% (task C) in each of the two test scenarios reflecting 

immediate learning and medium-term retention. 

  

4.3.1 ‘Passive’ and ‘Active’ Vocabulary Knowledge in the Delayed Post-Test 

 

 

Figure 4.4: The results for VKS indexes 1-5 across groups A (orange), B (grey) and C (yellow) in the 

delayed post-test 

 

 

The organisation of figure 4.4 is identical to that of figure 3. To summarise the comparison 

of the VKS indexes acquired by the participants in the delayed post-test, the trend is 

similar to that in the immediate post-test. When comparing the results as presented across 
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indexes, the following average scores for familiar words (i.e. for indexes 3-5)  are (0.75) 

for group A, (1.75) B and (3.02) C. It is thus clear that the self-report scores for familiar 

words for medium-term retention are similar as for initial learning, although the observed 

averages for groups A and B are somewhat lower while the average score for group C 

remains much the same. 

 

 

 

4.3.2 Statistical Comparison of the Delayed Post-test Results 

 

To examine the effects of task-induced involvement load (independent variable) on 

participants’ medium-term word retention (dependant variable); the VKS results of the 

delayed post-test were formally tested by one-way ANOVA. Results of the individual 

words are displayed as follows: ‘fatal’, F= 64.761 , p < 0.001, η²= .755, ‘pale’, F= 8.575, 

p < 0.002, η² = .290, ‘portion’, F= 20.661, p < 0.001, η² = .496, ‘rove’, F= 15.754, p < 

0.001, η² = .429, ‘companion’, F, 19.3 p < 0.001, η² = .429, ‘ungrateful, F=13.458, p < 

0.001, η² = .391, ‘innovate’, F= 28.179, p < 0.001, η² = .573 and ‘greedy’, F=41.012, p < 

0.001, η² = .661. The result for the word ‘expert’ F= 4.595 is also statistically significant 

at p < 0.02 and η² = .191. Finally, ‘method’ displays no statistically significant difference 

in this context, F = .510 p = n.s, η² = .024. However, as for initial vocabulary learning, 

the differences between  the total average of groups A, B and C are very highly significant, 

F= 46.534, p < 0.001, and with  68% of the total variance is accounted for by the treatment 

effect.  

 

The results of the Bonferroni post hoc test is displayed in Table 4.2 (in the same manner 

and way of interpretation explained in 4.2.2 ). Similar to the one of the immediate post-

test, the comparison post-hoc of the delayed post-test across the three groups reveals that 

the total average of the performance of Group C was significantly the best of all groups. 

However, the means of the retention of some words has more varied differences than in 

the initial learning post-hoc analysis. What is recognizable here is that while significant 

differences related to the word forms (‘fatal’ and ‘rove’) disappeared between groups A 

and B, differences with regard to ‘greedy’ remained significant between all the groups as 
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they were in the initial learning of words. 

 

Finally, this section briefly describes a Pearson correlation test used to test the 

significances of the values received for VKS (scores 1-5) in the three group tasks. A 

computation of a Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was used to assess the 

relationship between task assignment and VKS self-rating scores. The results of tests 

performed for immediate learning and medium-term retention reveal very highly 

significant positive correlations between the two variables, r = 1.000 and 

1.000 
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(respectively), n = 2, p < 0.01. In other words, this result shows that scores gained from 

self-reporting of word learning is extremely strongly correlated across the three tasks for 

both immediate learning and medium-term retention. 

4.4 Summary of Chapter 4 

 

This chapter has detailed the main findings of the present study, with particular reference 

to the two main parts of the study, which compared the performance of the three groups 

in the immediate post-test as well as contra their performance in the delayed post-test (for 

10 target word forms). To briefly summarise the results and their main tendencies, the 

results suggest that task induced involvement leads to notable gains in vocabulary 

acquisition, with one or two caveats. For example, the results for the One-Way ANOVA 

for individual words across the two main parts of the study do not always fully bear out 

the predictions made in chapters 2 and 3 (e.g. the equivalent results for ‘expert’ and the 

lack of significant differences among the groups with regard to some words in the post 

hoc tests). Nevertheless, task induced involvement does lead to more significant gains in 

medium-term word retention, with an average drop of below 10% average retention 

across the three types of administered task (13.3, 10.2 and 5.5%, for tasks A,B and C, 

respectively). The progression of learning and vocabulary knowledge distributions across 

the available VKS indexes (cf. Wesche & Paribakht, 1996) also attest to this pattern. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

 

5.1. Introduction and Chapter Summary 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to ascertain the meaning of the results presented in the 

previous chapter as well as to discuss their theoretical implications. The next section takes 

up five key findings emerging from the results presented in chapter four. Discussing the 

findings in this section allows showing to what extent they are consistent compared to 

those in the previous literature (subsection 5.3). These two initial parts of this chapter 

focus on the theoretical significance of the findings of this study. However, it is also 

important to offer a valid defence of the reasons for why the involvement load theory (see 

Hulstijn and Laufer, 2001, Keating, 2008, Kim, 2008, Eckrth and Tavakoli, 2012 and 

Teng, 2015) remains the theory that is the most capable of accounting for task-induced 

vocabulary learning. Subsections 5.4 offer a defence of this theory, discussing to what 

extent operationalising involvement load under the three key componenets of ‘need’, 

‘search’ and ‘evaluation’ is theoretically valid. In addition, this subsection offers some 

suggestions as to how involvement load hypothesis can be enhanced, especially in terms 

of potential different levels of processing for ‘need’, ‘search’ and ‘evaluation as well as 

depth of processing in general. The final subsection (5.5) ends the chapter by evaluating 

the methodological aspects of this research and indicating the relationship between these 

issues and the results. 
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5.2 The Theoretical Implications of the Results Presented in Chapter 4 

 

There are five key implications arising from the results presented in chapter four. These 

are outlined as follows:  

 

a) The indexing of the task involvement load can be seen to be operationalised 

through ‘need’, ‘search’ and evaluation’ as reflected in the assigned three tasks. 

Also, since the nature of the tasks themselves cannot be shown to require either 

more or less time or more word retrievals (i.e. compared to each other), only task-

induced involvement load can explain these findings of vocabulary acquisition. 

Therefore, this study casts some doubt on Folse’s (2006) claims concerning depth 

of processing not being a factor in terms of vocabulary learning and that the 

number of word retrievals as considered alone can largely explain acquisition of 

new lexemes. 

 

b) The results presented in figures 4.1&4.3 clearly show that the nature of the task 

(involvement load) correlates with learners’ results, so that using new words in 

original sentences (task C) leads to better initial learning as well as better medium-

term retention than doing different types of reading comprehension activities 

(tasks A and B). Also, the average of the initial learning of words per task one 

week after the immediate post-test drops the least in group C (5.5% vs. 10.2% and 

13.3% in tasks 2 and 1, respectively).Overall, these findings suggest that depth of 

processing is a key issue in terms of learning new words for pre-intermediate stage 

learners, even when other theoretical and methodological factors are being held 

constant ( Laufer and Hulstijn, 2001, p. 15). More importantly, this finding 

supports Teng’s (2015, p. 94) claim, according to which  

 

“…the present study suggests that task (sic) supplemented with word-focused activities 

that require high degrees of evaluation is beneficial for learners to elaborately process 

words, which in turn, improve their learning of unknown words. Another implication is 

that this study highlights the fact that, overall, a task with high involvement load is 

beneficial for learners”. 
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Teng (2015, p. 94) 

 

Thus, since the key factors of ‘need’, ‘search’ (see e.g. Kim, 2008, Teng, 2015, Keating, 

2008 and Hulstijn and Laufer, 2001) were of the same order as a whole in tasks A, B, & 

C – but with evaluation being moderate in task B and the stronge in task C – it can be 

stated that these three key factors relating to word learning are theoretically intact. In 

other words, ‘need’, ‘search’ and ‘evaluation’ can be used to operationalize task-induced 

involvement load as a theoretical concept in vocabulary learning and retention. 

 

c) In terms of initial word learning, Kim's study (2008; see section 2.5 in the current 

study) did not result in significant differences between "gap-fill" and "reading 

comprehension" tasks (representing Tasks B and A respectively in the current 

research). Kim suggested that this might be due to a disparity in the degree of 

contribution (moderate and strong) of each component to the overall involvement 

load, proposing that ''strong evaluation induces much greater involvement in 

processing a word than the moderate evaluation" when the other two components 

are held constant (2008, p. 125). In general, this claim seems to be at odds with 

the results of the current study, as significant differences were found in the overall 

results from the three tasks in both post-tests. However, if the results of individual 

words are examined, there are some cases in which the "gap-fill'' group did not 

perform significantly better than the ''reading comprehension'' group (see “fatal” 

and “rove” in Table 4.2) in the delayed post-test, which lends some support to 

Kim's suggestion. What is notable about these two word forms is that they are 

from frequency levels higher than the other target words (5000 and 4000 level 

respectively). Thus, it can be suggested that "strong evaluation might be the most 

influential factor'' (Kim, 2008, p. 125) for learner's medium-term retention of 

words where there is a frequency two or three levels higher than the learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge level.     

 

d) Since it was shown in chapter 3 that a relatively large proportion of the participants 

(13 and 18 of 45) knew the meanings of the word forms ‘expert’ and ‘method’ 

(respectively) prior to the study being conducted, it is not surprising that these 
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words receive the least amount of support in the statistical analysis presented in 

the previous chapter. For example, the minimum and maximum average scores of 

words recalled for these two words in either the immediate or delayed post-tests 

range from 2.6 to 4.4, whilst for the remaining 8 words range from 1 to 4.73. 

However, regarding 'expert' it was noticed that although a number of participants 

have indicated their previous knowledge of the word, some of them gave the 

translation of 'experience' instead. Thus, learners’ previous knowledge of 

vocabulary items may distort the interpretation of results of this kind, while 

learners' previous knowledge of similar vocabulary items might affect the 

vocabulary learning and retention. Therefore, it is important to balance such 

aspects carefully in designing learning materials (Nation, 2001, 2013) and in 

conducting further research on similar topics. 

 

e) James (1890, p. 662) originally stated: “all improvement of the memory lies in the 

line of elaborating the associates”. Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) affirm that 

essentiality of this  claim lies in that more and more attention should be paid to 

the formal and semantic properties of words and to the kinds of associations 

learners make in acquisition with existing words in their memory, (Kim, 2008) 

also asserts similar claims. For example, learners may be able to establish 

similarities and contrasts between existing and new forms of knowledge. In 

addition, Laufer and Hulstijn concede the significance of the motivation factor in 

promoting success in second language learning (Dörneyi and Ushioda, 2009). 

While the significance of the first two claims can be exemplified through two 

theoretical properties of the word forms investigated in this research (which are 

linked to concept of depth of processing), the significance of motivation is related 

to methodological aspects of the study. Firstly, since all the words were from three 

different parts of speech rather than from only a single part of speech (compared 

to Folse’s 2006 exclusive focus on verbs), it can be seen that the processing of the 

words as a whole required greater semantic and syntactic depth than processing 

of only one particular part of speech; after all, both the semantic and syntactic 

properties and syntactic ordering of different parts of speech are constrained in 

English (Chomsky and Halle, 1968). Thus, the findings of this study can be seen 
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to reflect task-induced involvement load more strongly in terms of lexical 

diversity and processing depth. Secondly, the same claim for complexity of 

processing and evaluation can be applied in which the selected words comprise 

variety of syllable structure; monosyllabic, disyllabic and trisyllabic lexemes with 

several types of sounds. Thus, whatever properties of the stimuli are considered, 

only depth of processing (reflecting high involvement load) can sufficiently 

explain the evidenced improvement in acquisition and lexical recall. Lastly, since 

all the 45 participants selected for this study were pre-intermediate learners 

studying an intensive 3-month course in English with several lessons received 

daily, this suggests that a high degree of motivation among learners is essential in 

participant recruitment (Dörneyi and Ushioda, 2009). Having highlighted the 

main findings of this study and their theoretical implications, the next section 

shows the consistency of the current findings compared to the ones in the previous 

literature as well as showing how these findings add more support to the previous 

research findings. 

 

5.3 The Relationship of the Findings of this Research to ones in Previous Literature 

 

Some previous researches (Folse, 2006 and Keating, 2008) have suggested that the time 

spent studying new words (verbs) or the use of nonsense words may offer more suitable 

explanations for what is the key factor in acquisition, and to what extent e.g. lexical 

frequency can be controlled for here. 

  

However, despite these two issues, the findings of this study as outlined in the previous 

section suggest that two other factors are much more important in terms of explaining 

vocabulary learning. The first factor lies on operationalising processing depth and to 

what extent it can be adequately expressed in relation to involvement load. That is, 

involvement load can be seen as theoretically more complex than merely comprising 

‘need’, ‘search’ and especially ‘evaluation’ (Kim, 2008, p. 128). The Second factor 

refers to having a suitably strong focus on incidental learning (Schmidt, 2002 and 

Nation, 2013). 
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Although a suitable integration of the two approaches of incidental and intentional 

learning may be seen as an effective way to vocabulary acquisition in vocabulary learning, 

the claims by Nation (2013) on incidental learning through suitable designed input remain 

important in this context: 

 

“Each meeting provides a small opportunity to learn about the form, meaning and use of 

the word within the contexts in which it occurs. After the first meeting with the word, the 

learners may meet the word again in the book and when they do they have a chance to 

recall what they learnt from the previous meeting. This recall is probably done 

subconsciously”.  

Nation, 2013, p. 2 

 

Firstly, this contention may be seen to be at contrast with the claims made by Schmidt 

(1994)  on incidental vocabulary learning being defined as the learner having no strong 

intent to learn; and consequently conflicts with my claims. However, Nation (2013) does 

recognise that this process is almost certainly subconscious. Furthermore, Jiang (2000) 

has stated that learners first establish new L2 word entries in the L2 lexicon with initial 

access to formal information. This process is then followed by the semantic and syntactic 

specifications of the new word's L1 translation equivalent. It can thus be induced, that the 

meaning of any L2 word is acquired first in L1, even if the definition was provided in L2. 

Since the learners in this study are at a pre-intermediate stage in acquiring English, it is 

shown that adequately operationalizing key parameters for high involvement load in 

incidental learning is theoretically important. A similar claim might not be true for more 

advanced or highly proficient learners. However, such learners may have passed beyond 

the key stage referred to by Jiang (2000, pp. 51-53); according to this proposition, when 

learners become more experienced in using their L2 (this may transpire much later on in 

the language acquisition process), semantic, syntactic, morphological and formal 

information about L2 word are established in the entry, rather than merely referring to 

their L1 equivalents. Having discussed incidental learning and key issues relating to 

operationalising involvement load theory, the rest of this section will briefly discuss the 

theoretically area of processing depth in relation to previous findings. 
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Since task 3 in the experiment designed for this study constitutes the kind of approach 

adhered to by Joe (1995, 1998), the claims made on task-induced involvement receive 

further support in this instance. It may (or may not) that students in Joe's studies used 

more time and thus a larger number of word retrievals to complete their tasks. However, 

as already shown in the previous section, time spent on a task and the number of word 

retrievals, though important criteria in acquisition, form only one part of acquiring lexical 

items. Task-induced involvement load, designing suitable tasks for learning as well as 

level of motivation (along with attitudes, see e.g. Gardner, 1985) may further affect the 

acquisition of new lexical items. 

 

5.4 Assessing the Theoretical Validity of Operationalising Involvement Load 

Theory  

 

In their research on the applicability of involvement load as a theoretical construct in 

lexical learning, Laufer and Hulstijn (2001, p. 9) refer to several different issues that 

remain unresolved with respect what aspects of cognitive-linguistic processing affect 

lexical access and retrieval. More importantly, a range of central theoretical issues relating 

to how these aspects of information processing in language acquisition are to be modelled 

remain elusive. For example, different aspects of explicit and implicit learning of lexical 

items do not appear to have been fully resolved yet, since it is not clear at what point 

learners begin referring to formal aspects of representation in their L2 learning. Similarly, 

Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) recognise the significance of different types of motivation in 

L2 acquisition and stress the qualitative differences in processing between different words 

as well as the distinctive ways of ‘searching’. It is the point of variation of levels of 

motivation that been dealt with in the design of the current study's tasks. As mentioned in 

chapter 3 (3.4.2), different kinds of motivation were built into the tasks, e.g. interest in 

the text, importance of the target words within the text, as well as the motivation resulted 

from the need to comply with the task requirements.  Although Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) 

recognise the potential significance of having different levels in modelling depth of 

processing, little insight is provided into what this may involve in theoretical terms with 

respect to the degree/strength of the involvement load that participants are subjected to in 

different tests and experiments. Whether processing depth remains “deep” or “shallow” 
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remains a debatable point of discussion, since we do not yet have adequate technological 

ways of fully measur linguistic processing in this way. Thus, instead of modelling the key 

components  of ‘need’, ‘search’ and ‘evaluation’ as a set of +/- variable values (cf. Laufer 

and Hulstijn, 2001, p. 18), it should prove more worthwhile to establish consensus on an 

accepted set of purely formal linguistic and/or cognitive properties that impinge upon 

‘depth of processing’. For example, Dörneyi’s (1994) attempt to model motivation 

(reflecting ‘need’ in Laufer and Hulstijn, 2001) as a continuum ranging from the level of 

the learner to that of the learning context and the language learnt itself. Aspects of 

‘evaluation’, in turn, might include different formal aspects of lexical representation, such 

as semantic, syntactic, phonological and morphological properties (see Jiang, 2000, p. 

53), whereas ’search’ could include external resources vs. internal ones (such as 

dictionaries contra teachers or fellow learners). Thus, it seems theoretically appealing to 

suggest that involvement load involves much more than a simple presence or absence of 

the three variables of ‘need, ‘search’ and ‘evaluation’.   

 

5.5 Evaluation 

 

It is crucial to investigate whether the way in which the experiment was designed would 

have served to distort or skew the results in some respect. In terms of focusing on pre-

intermediate learners, this can be justified on two grounds as follows: firstly, such learners 

have not been the focus of previous research. Secondly, investigating the role and 

relevance of task-induced involvement load in the context of learners at an intermediate 

stage in their learning may provide a sound basis for further research on similar topics. 

After all, pre-intermediate learners are at a stage in learning where they will understand 

and be able to produce a large number of well-formed expressions and sentences in their 

L2, potentially even without frequent reference to their L1 and its translation equivalents 

in linguistic processing, for example. In this sense, focusing on learners at this stage in 

their L2 development may allow a more solid and theoretically appealing basis for further 

research on second language learning. That is, focusing only on beginners or 

advanced/highly proficient learners would probably not allow to draw as theoretically 

engaging conclusions. 
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As mentioned in 3.4.1, it was deemed necessary to ensure that the participants were not 

highly familiar with the new words. Although the pre-test performed with the other 

students at a similar level and the teacher suggest that the participants were not familiar 

with the majority of words, this cannot be proved beyond reasonable doubt, for two 

reasons: a) the other participants are different individuals and b) it is not possible to 

control whether participants receive exposure to any given word outside the classroom. 

Having discussed and evaluated the findings and some of the key choices made in this 

research, the final chapter will round up this study.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 

6.1 Assessing the Aims of this Research  

 

As shown in chapter 2, the main aims of this research study are: 

  

i) to study the effects of task induced involvement load (operationalized through the 

three main components 'need', 'search' and 'evaluation) on learners' initial learning 

of new lexical items. 

 

ii) to investigate the effects of task induced involvement load (operationalised 

through 'need', 'search' and 'evaluation) on learners' medium-term word retention.   

                                   

By answering these questions, the current study aims to contribute to the theoretical 

discussion concerning the validity of the involvement load theory. Several issues related 

to different aspects and levels of processing remain unresolved in this sense (see 5.5). 

However, the findings of this study point to the theoretical significance and applicability 

of the task-based approach to involvement load theory. In other words, what remains 

essential in terms of information processing in vocabulary acquisition is not simply how 

long learners spend on learning particular lexical items or how many times these are 

retrieved (see e.g. Folse, 2006), but also precisely what is done in such activities (Eckerth 

and Tavakoli, 2012, p. 227) and how they therefore should be modelled in theoretical 

terms (Kim, 2008, p. 126).However, a number of challenges, especially with respect to 

information processing and lexical-linguistic representation, remain for future research to 

resolve. 
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6.2.  A Summary of the Main Findings  

The main findings of this research study can be summarised as follows: 

 

a) Frequency level and the semantic and other formal properties of a lexical item as 

well as whether a learner has had previous exposure to the item significantly affect 

the ability to learn it and recall it. 

b) task assignment in learning with strong evaluation, significantly affects learner's 

ability to retrieve a previously encountered lexeme. This finding is attested to by 

the proportionally larger differences between the results in tasks 1 and 2 

(representing the drop in the ability to retain a word in memory) compared to task 

3. 

c) learners’  L2 previous experiences may affect  the role of implicit and explicit 

learning in L2 acquisition. It seems that beginners and highly proficient learners 

need recourse to quite different degrees of explicit instruction in their L1. 

However, ascertaining where students at more intermediate levels in their L2 

learning stand in this respect in terms of information processing may shed more 

light on the questions addressed in this research as well as L2 vocabulary learning 

more generally. It may for example prove possible to model the key points in the 

L2 acquisition process at which more formal entries to lexemes in the L2 start to 

be made. 

 

6.3  Pedagogical implications 

 

The current findings have significant educational implications represented mainly in the 

possible instructional applicability of the Involvement Load Hypothesis. Teachers and 

instructors can manipulate and enhance their students vocabulary learning through 

formulating tasks based on the claims of the hypothesis. Beside the central theoretical 

position of depth of processing in L2 lexical learning, Nation (2013) has also pointed 

towards the importance of having well designed materials (e.g. with respect to the number 

of newly encountered lexical items) and the extent to which extensive reading (whether 

linked skills, narrow or repeated reading) can help to maximise student learning. Thus, 
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another potential issue remains central in pedagogical terms in this context. This issue is 

represented in the potential role of extensive reading and negotiation of meaning (see 

Nation, 2015 and e.g. Newton, 1995) in directing L2 students onward in their learning 

process in this respect. Considering this, it will be crucial to aptly balance explicit 

teaching and learning with implicit learning, in order to increase learner motivation and 

aptitude for L2 acquisition. 

6.4 Suggestions for Further Research  

 

Several strands of further research have become apparent from the discussion of the 

results. First, from the above discussions on learner levels (whether beginner, 

intermediate or advanced) an interesting area for further research has become evident. 

Although Jiang (2000) suggests that the representation of L2 lexical information, in the 

learner’s mind, is distinct from that in the L1, Jiang also recognises that extensive and 

contextualised exposure to the target language is essential in order to incorporate different 

types of information in L2 lexical entries. Thus, investigating such integration in 

intermediate learners of English (lower or upper-intermediate) and especially in the way 

their L2 is mentally represented will constitute a useful avenue for further research in L2 

vocabulary acquisition. Thus, as also suggested by Kim (2008, p. 126) “It will be 

important for future studies to investigate a wider range of proficiency levels in a variety 

of educational contexts”. That is the concept of task-induced involvement load might not 

have the same theoretical implications in all research and/or educational contexts. 

 

Another important avenue for further research in L2 vocabulary acquisition is related to 

the optimal amount of time in the vocabulary tasks that may help learners to better retain 

lexical items in long-term memory. It is known from previous research on L1 acquisition 

that even the first language may be subject to linguistic attrition (Schmid, 2004). This was 

noticed in this study, represented in the erosion of some words a week after they were 

gained from tasks with approximately low involvement load. Therefore, the significance 

of the amount of repeated exposure to L2 lexical items and their formal and contextual 

properties will become more important if fluency and efficient usage of vocabulary in the 

L2 is to be maintained by L2 learners, especially for words that were not processed in 

high levels of depth at the initial learning.  This proposed aspect of retention is very 
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relevant to further research in the field of task-induced involvement load theory, as it 

could help to show the theoretical significance of how word recall and retention as 

reflected through ‘need’, ‘search’ and ‘evaluation’ develop over time. 

 

Finally, whether there are different levels in processing linguistic information remains a 

third area for further research. Hawkins (2003) shows that meaning remains the central 

property that listeners pay initial and most attention to in perceptual terms. Therefore, 

ascertaining in more detail to what extent reference to more formal properties of words 

remains essential for lexical acquisition by L2 learners. As for the previous potential areas 

of further research, this third area is closely related to deepening the understanding of 

operationalizing involvement load theory adequately.  
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Appendix 1: Pre-test 

 
Name…………………………………… 

 

Please indicate your level of knowledge of the words below by ticking the boxes A, B, C, 

or D.  

If you choose C or D please write a synonym, translation or description of it in the last 

column. 

 .,D C, B, A  الخانات في ✓ عالمة وضع طريق عن الجدول في المدرجة بالكلمات معرفتك مدى تحديد أرجو

  اإلنجليزية. أو العربية باللغه سواء للكلمة مرادف أو ترجمة إعطاء يرجىD  أوC  إختيار عند 

 

 

word A) I have 

not seen it 

الكلمة   لم أرى

 مسبقا 

B) I have 

seen it but I 

don't know 

the meaning 

رأيتها مسبقا ولكن  

 ال آعرف معناها 

C) I think I 

know its 

meaning 

أظن إني أعرف  

 معناها 

D) I know 

its meaning 

 أعرف معناها

synonym or translation 

 ترجمة الكلمة أو مرادف لها 

blink      

fatal      

pale      

portion      

egalitarian      

method      

Rove      

generate      

drab       

companion      

Cranny      

ungrateful      

innovate      

Expert      

Digest      

Greedy      
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Sting      

 

 

Appendix 2: Vocabulary Size Test 
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Appendix 3: Task A (Reading comprehension) 

 
 

Group A 

Name…………………………………….. 

 

1: Reading task: 

 

-This article displays some facts about a kind of birds which lives in Africa and explains 

the way in which it gets its food. Please read the article and try to understand it.  

 

-To help you with the reading, difficult words are in bold type, and are explained in Arabic 

and English in the margin. 

  

2: Comprehension questions: 

-After reading the text, you have to answer some reading comprehension questions about 

the text. 
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1. Answer the following questions: 

1- Where did the Honey Guide get its name from? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………

… 

2- How does the Honey Guide draw the human’s attention? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………

… 

3- What do the people use to drug the bees? 

………………………………………………………………………………….…………

… 

4- How does the bird get hurt while trying to get the honey? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………

… 

 

2. Put T (true) or F (false) in front of each sentence below based on the information 

in the Passage ‘The Honey Guide’. 

 

(……..) 1. The Honey Guide uses its peak to break the beehives. 

(……..) 2. The Honey Guide eats other kinds of food related to bees. 

(……..) 3. Some peeping sounds help the bird in keeping the bees away from the 

beehives. 

(……..) 4. Humans who follow the Honey Guide carry the necessary tools to fight the 

bees. 
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Appendix 4: Task B (Reading comprehension plus gap-fill) 

 

 

Group B 

 

Name…………………………………….. 

 

1: Reading task: 

This article describes some facts about a kind of birds which lives in Africa and explains 

the way in which it gets its food. Read the article and try to understand it. 

 

2: Fill in the blanks and Comprehension questions: 

-Fill in the blanks in the passage with the most appropriate words from the list. 

-Answer the comprehension questions based on the reading 
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“Honey for You, Honey for Me”  

In Southern Africa there is a bird called the Honey Guide. It is a small bird with a pink 

face. Its favorite food is honey. From a distance, the Honey Guide looks brown, but up 

close you can see a spot of (1)________ yellow on the white chest feathers. However, the 

Honey Guide gets its name not just from the color of its chest; it is very well adapted to 

feeding on the honey from beehives. It doesn't just eat the honey, but also the bee eggs 

and bees wax. In fact, they are one of only a handful of birds that can eat wax. The Honey 

Guide is what you might call a bee (2)__________.  

It does, however, have one major problem: bees’ sting. The Honey Guide is not a big 

bird, and bee stings can be very dangerous to it, or even (3)________. The bird has to 

find a special way to get at the bees' hive without getting hurt by the bees.  

The Honey Guide has (4)___________a solution to the problem. It uses humans. The 

Honey Guide (5)___________ around the African grassland until it finds a beehive. 

When it has found one, it flies off to find some helpful humans.  
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The bird produces short “peeping sounds” to attract the humans’ attention. Once it is sure 

that it has the people's attention, it begins to fly off towards the beehive, stopping along 

the way to check that the humans are still following it. When the bird and its 

(6)____________ reach the hive, the bird makes the “peeping” sound again to let the 

people know that they have arrived.  

Humans have all the tools needed to deal with a hive of angry bees. They use smoke to 

keep the bees away so they won't sting. The humans take as much of the honey as they 

need, but always leave a (7)____________ for the Honey Guide. By using this 

(8)_________, the bird gets a meal without getting hurt, and the people get help in finding 

beehives.  

There is a famous saying in Africa that, if the people are (9)_________ and don't leave a 

gift of honey for the Honey Guide, the bird will get angry. If that happens, the next time 

the bird will guide the humans not to a hive, but to a lion, an angry elephant or a poisonous 

snake. You shouldn't be (10)____________ for help, even when your helper is a little 

bird! 

 

 

 

1. Fill in the blanks (1) to (10) with the following underlined words. Change 

form if needed. You can use each word one time only. 

innovate: (V) يوِجد/يبتكر To begin or introduce (something new) for the first time. 

portion: (N) جزء/  a part of a whole 

fatal: (Adj)  مميت/causing death 

Pale: (Adj) باهت/Light in color or having a little color.   

ungrateful: (Adj) جاحد/غير شاكر او ممتن/Not feeling or showing thanks/ not thankful                   

rove: (V) يجوب/يطوف/يجول المكان /wander around, over, or through a place. 
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Fracture: (V) يكسر/  break or cause to break. 

method: (N) طريق لتأدية عمل معين/A way or manner of doing something. 

 companion: (N) مرافق/رفيق/A person who accompanies or associates with another. 

expert: (Adj/N) مختص/خبير having a great knowledge in a particular area. 

limpid: (Adj) شفاف/transparent / of a material you can see through 

greedy: (Adj) طماع/ showing a selfish desire to have more of something such as money or 

food  

2.  Answer the following questions: 

 

1- Where did the Honey Guide get its name from? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………

… 

2- How does the Honey Guide draw the human’s attention? 

………………….…………………………………………………………………………

… 

3- What do the people use to drug the bees? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………

… 

4. How does the bird get hurt while trying to get the honey? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………

… 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 5: Task C (Writing original sentences) 

 

 

 

Group C 



76 

 

 

Name:………………………… 

 

1: Reading task: 

 

This article displays some facts about a kind of birds which lives in Africa and explains 

the way in which it gets its food. Please read the article and try to understand it.  

 

To help you with the reading, difficult words are in bold type and are explained in Arabic 

and English in the margin. 

  

2: writing task: 

After reading the text, you have to do the following writing activity. 
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1. Write a sentence using the underlined words below. MAKE SUER TO WRITE 

SENTENCES THAT ARE DIFFERENT THAN THE ONES IN THE PASSAGE. 

 

1. Pale: (Adj) باهت/Light in color or having a little color. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

2. expert: (Adj/N) مختص/خبير having a great knowledge in a particular area. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

3. fatal: (Adj)  مميت/causing death 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

4. innovate: (V) يبتكر/ يوِجد/To begin or introduce (something new) for the first time. 

……………………………………………………………………………………….… 

 

5. rove: (V) يجوب/يطوف/يجول  المكان / to roam or wander around, over, or through a 

place. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

6. companion: (N) مرافق/رفيق/A person who accompanies or associates with another. 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

7. portion: (N) جزء/  a part of a whole. 
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…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

8. method: (N) طريق لتأدية عمل معين/A way or manner of doing something. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

9. greedy: (Adj) طماع/ having or showing a selfish desire to have more of something 

such as money or food 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

10. ungrateful: (Adj) جاحد/غير شاكر/Not feeling or showing thanks/ not thankful. 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



80 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 6 : Immediate post-test 

Name…………………………………… 

 

Please indicate your level of knowledge of the words below by ticking the boxes A , B, 

C, D or E.  

• If you choose C or D please write a synonym, translation or description of it in 

the last column. 

• If you choose E, please write a sentence at the right column as well as a synonym, 

translation or description. 

• Highlight the boxes in front of words if you knew the meaning of the word before 

reading the previous text. 

 أو ,A  B,  ,  C  D  الخانات  في   ✓  عالمة   وضع  طريق  عن الجدول   في  المدرجة   بالكلمات  معرفتك  مدى  تحديد  أرجو

E 

  اإلنجليزية. أو العربية باللغه سواء للكلمة مرادف أو ترجمة إعطاء يرجى D  أوC  إختيار عند •

  اإلنجليزي   أو  بالعربية  مرادف   أو  الترجمه  الى  باالضافه   االخير  العمود  في  جمله  كتابة  يرجى   E  إختيار  عند •

 .األوسط العمود في

 (. السابق النص قراءة  قبل) مسبقا  الكلمة معنى  تعرف كنت إذا للكلمات المقابلة الصناديق ضلل •

Word A) I 

have 

not 

seen 

it 

  لم

 أرى

  الكلمة

 مسبقا 

B)I have 

seen it, but 

I don't 

know the 

meaning 

رأيتها ولكن ال  

 آعرف معناها

C) I think 

I know its 

meaning 

أظن إني  

أعرف  

 معناها 

D) I 

know its 

meaning 

أعرف  

 معناها 

synonym  

or translation 

ترجمة الكلمة أو 

 مرادف لها

E) I can 

use it in a 

sentence 

أستطيع  

إستخدامها 

 في جملة 

Write a sentence in 

English using the 

word 

أكتب جملة باللغة اإلنجليزية  

 باستخدام الكلمة

fatal        

blink        

Pale        
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portion        

method        

rove        

drab         

companion        

ungrateful        

digest        

innovate        

Expert        

greedy        

 

Appendix 7 : Delayed post-test 

Name…………………………………… 

 

Please indicate your level of knowledge of the words below by ticking the boxes A , B, 

C, D or E.  

If you choose C or D please write a synonym, translation or description of it in the last 

column. 

If you choose E , please write a sentence at the right column as well as a synonym, 

translation or description. 

 أو ,A  B,  ,  C  D  الخانات  في   ✓  عالمة   وضع  طريق  عن الجدول   في  المدرجة   بالكلمات  معرفتك  مدى  تحديد  أرجو

E 

  اإلنجليزية. أو العربية باللغه سواء للكلمة مرادف أو ترجمة إعطاء يرجى D  أوC  إختيار عند 

  في   اإلنجليزي   أو  بالعربية  مرادف  أو  الترجمه  الى  باالضافه   االخير  العمود  في  جمله   كتابة  يرجى  E  إختيار  عند

 . األوسط العمود

Word A) I 

have 

not 

seen 

it 

  لم

 أرى

  الكلمة

 مسبقا 

B)I have 

seen it, 

but I don't 

know the 

meaning 

رأيتها ولكن  

ال آعرف  

 معناها 

C) I think 

I know its 

meaning 

أظن إني  

أعرف  

 معناها 

D) I 

know its 

meaning 

أعرف  

 معناها 

synonym  

or translation 

ترجمة الكلمة أو 

 مرادف لها

E) I can 

use it in a 

sentence 

أستطيع  

إستخدامها 

 في جملة 

Write a sentence in 

English using the word 

أكتب جملة باللغة اإلنجليزية  

 باستخدام الكلمة
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companion        

blink        

greedy        

portion        

method        

rove        

drab         

innovate         

digest        

ungrateful        

Expert        

Pale        

fatal        

 

Appendix  8 : 

 

 

 

 

 

ETHICS COMMITTEE 

 

School of Literature and Languages  

Department of English Language and Applied Linguistics 
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Consent Form 

Project title: The effect of explicit and implicit lexical elaboration and words’ frequency on the 

incidental L2 vocabulary acquisition through reading. 

 

I understand the purpose of this research and understand what is required of me; I have read and 

understood the Information Sheet relating to this project, which has been explained to me by 

Amal Alobaid. I agree to the arrangements described in the Information Sheet in so far as they 

relate to my participation. 

 

I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and that I have the right to withdraw 

from the project at any time. 

 

I have received a copy of this Consent Form and of the accompanying Information Sheet. 

 

Name: 

 

Signed: 

 

Date: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Researcher: 

Amal Alobaid 

07908389712 

A.O.A.Alobaid@student.reading.ac.uk 

 

Supervisor: 

Parvaneh Tavakoli 
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INFORMATION SHEET 

 

This research is part of the researcher’s desertion which will be submitted as partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in the University of 

Reading. The participants are selected according to their level of English proficiency. 

They will be required to take an overall proficiency per-test, then to read a passage and 

after that to take an immediate and delayed post-test. The participants will be contacted 

directly by the researcher. The data gathered from the participants will be securely kept 

on a password-protected computer or in a locked drawer and will be accessed only by the 

researcher and her supervisors. The data is anonymised and will be used for academic 

purposes only and destroyed immediately after the completion of the dissertation. The 

participants’ privacy and confidentiality will be carefully observed and participants have 

the right to withdraw at any stage. This project has been subject to ethical review by the 

School Ethics and Research Committee, and has been allowed to proceed under the 

exceptions procedure as outlined in paragraph 6 of the University’s Notes for Guidance 

on research ethics. 

 

If you have any queries or wish to clarify anything about the study, please feel free to 

contact my supervisor at the address above or by email at: p.tavakoli@reading.ac.uk 

 

Signed 

 

 

 

Department of English Language and 

Applied Linguistics 

 

 

URS Building 

The University of Reading 

Whiteknights, PO Box 219 

Reading RG6 6AW 

 

Phone 01183788141  Email 

appling@reading.ac.uk   

mailto:appling@reading.ac.uk
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