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Abstract

This paper purportsto identify some shared nethodol ogical problens by analyzing and evaluating the
research nethods usedin 10 empirical studies about incidental vocabulary acquisition It aso points outthatthe
mai n reason for these problensis duetothe complexity of second |anguage acquisition which consequently
leads to more conf oundi ng and uncontrollabl e factors
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1 Introduction

Inthe past dozen years or so second language vocabulary acquisition has become an increasingly
interesting topic of discussion for researchers teachers curriculum designers theorists and others
invol ved in second |languagel earning Except for thefirst fewthousand most common words vocabulary
| earning predomnantly occursincidentally Huckin Coady 1999 The concept of i ncidental vocabul ary
acquisition | \VA wasfirst proposed by Nagy Herman  Anderson 1985 andlater was devel oped by
Nation 1990 Laufer 1998 2001 and Hulstijn 2001  Contrary tointentional |earning featured by
rote memorization and repetitious practice incidental acquisition meansthat words arelearnt while doing
ot her taskslikereading listening or witing Sinceitsinception somei mportant relevant studies Pigada

Schmtt 2006 Krashen 1989 Laufer 1998 have been conductedinthe western world However | VA
study in Chinastarted about 10 yearslater and the number of articles onthistopicisrelatively small

The purpose of this paper is not to research | VA but to examne the research methods usedin 10
empirical studiesinthisfield since empirical study is very fashionabl ein both natural and social sciences
nowadays It is generally agreedthat the met hodology employedinsuch kind of studyissoi mportant that
it can even deter mnate validity of theresearch results Vén 2001 18 addresses empirical research as
pri mary research because its data are derived from the pri mary source It includes such methods as
introspection experi mentation case study solicitation etc Inthis paper all the cited 10 studies are
experi mentations selected from well established journals published in Ciina wthin the past 5 years
Centering on the same topicincidental vocabulary acquisition they can be further sub divided into
smaller groups The first 7 papers deal with vocabulary acquisition through reading of which Shao

2006 focuses on word frequencys i mpact on | VA and Duan Yan 2004 discusses the roles of
different ways of glossingin vocabularylearning Theremaining 3 have different focuses Lei Wei Ye
Zhangs paper 2007 studies incidental vocabulary acquisition through witing VWing Lei 2006
Investigates wordlearning duringlistening class and Wing 2005 examnestherole of movie subtitling
inthe process of vocabularylearning Athough thesestudies have different focuses they adopt asi mlar
pattern of research met hodology such as vocabulary testing reading comprehensiontask and statistical
analysis However dueto various reasons there exist some common but differentiated methodol ogical
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| oopholesinthesestudies some areremediable and others are not This paperistryingtofindthem out
in different categories sothat future researchers wll be aware of them and know howtoi mprovetheir
research design

2 Basic Infor mation of the Empirical Studies

G 2004 examned 18 empirical studies on incidental vocabulary acquisition published in
internationally renowned journals pointing out six types of problenms concerned wth research
met hodol ogy such as partici pants testing met hods confounding factors statistical errors etc Inthe
simlar vein this paper makes an effort to examne 10 domestic | \VA empirical studies publishedin the
well establishedjournalsin China within past 5years addressingthe met hodol ogical problens by category
as well Herel wouldliketo usethefollowingtableto showsome keyinfor mation about t hese studies

Table 1 Basic infor mation about theten empirical studies onincidental vocabulary acquisition

No Aut hor Research Questions Vari abl es Partici pants Experi mental Design
1 WANG 1 Fortheintermedate |ndependent 2 natural Quasi experi ment
V¥én level Chineselearners extensive reading cl asses of 60 with pretest posttest
wei of English can freshmen wth non equivalent groups
extensive reading lead Dependent | VA the same major
tol VA
2 Ifit can to what Mbderat or language

extent and at which proficiency
aspect doesit work

2 XU 1 How many words can |ndependent free 2 classes of 55 Pre experi ment wth
Hong belearnt incidentally reading sopho mor es one group pretest

2 |s word frequency Dependent | VA with posttest study
related with | VA accounting
And how | ndependent word major in a

3 Is vocabulary size frequency college
relatedto | VA Dependent | VA

| ndependent

vocabulary size
Dependent | VA

3 CE 1 Isit possibletolearn Independent reading 2 parallel Quasi experi ment
Shu hua wordsincidentallyin tasks cl asses of 57 with posttest only
reading Dependent | VA sopho mor es nonequi val ent groups
2 Do different reading with English questionnaire
tasks affect | VA | ndependent maj or quiz for vocabulary
And how vocabulary size and size
3 Doindividual factors |earning strategies
affect I VA Dependent | VA
4 SHAO 1 Dodifferent reading Independent reading 2 parallel Pre experi ment with
Yan purposes affect 1 VA pur pose cl asses of 89 one group posttest
chun 2 Do different reading English only study
purposes have Dependent | VA | earners with
different i mpact on non English
learners with Mbderat or reading maj or
different reading ability
abilities
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Aut hor Research Questions Vari abl es Partici pants Experi mental Design
DONG Is direct learning hel pful | ndependent 3 parallel Pre experi ment wth
Yan apart fromindirect vocabulary teachi ng groups from one group posttest
pi ng learninginthe met hod G ade 1 and only study
communicative another 3 from
approach Dependent QG ade 2 all
vocabulary acquisition majoringin
English
DUAN 1 Inimmedate | ndependent way of 3 parallel Quasi experi ment
Shi ping vocabulary test gl ossi ng cl asses of 89 with posttest only
which way of glossing Dependent | VA and second year nonequi val ent groups
Y AN benefits | VA most vocabulary retention English majors quiz for
Chen single multiple or in Henan vocabul ary size
song none | ndependent | nstitute of
2 In delayedtest how vocabulary size Technol ogy
dothe 3 ways of Dependent | VA
glossing differin word
retention
3 Does vocabul ary base
affect 1 VA
ZHQJ 1 IslVAthe main word |ndependent way of 2 classes of 60 Quasi experi ment
Li ng acquisition met hod for word acquisition second year with posttest only
Chi nese second year non English nonequi val ent groups
non English majors Dependent majors from
2 Wich methodis vocabulary test result  School of
mor e effective for Material
them intentional or Science and
inci dental [ ear ning Engi neering of
3 Wich method can Hunan
retain vocabulary University
longer
LEI 1 Canthetwo witing | ndependent reading 3 parallel Pre experi ment with
Lei tasks help | VA and witingtasks nat ural classes one group posttest
NI 2 Inimmediate of second year only study
Yao yu vocabul ary testing Dependent | WA and undergraduates interview
YE Lin which one can be vocabulary retention  of Huazhong
ZHANG most conduciveto | nstitute of
VR | VA two witing Technol ogy

tasks or t he reading
task

I n del ayed testing
how do t he 3 tasks
affect vocabulary
retention differently
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No Aut hor Research Questions Vari abl es Partici pants Experi mental Design
9 WANG Hypot heses | ndependent 2 classes of 50 Pre experi ment with
Lei 1 Havinglistenedto a Listeni ng i nput second year one group posttest
dialogue partici pants English majors onlystudy no
can use vocabul ary Dependent del ayed test 3
chunks better and this vocabulary acquisition open questions

wll bereflectedin
their witings

2 Participants can
realize such ki nd of

acquisition
10 WANG 1 How does subtitle | ndependent subtitle Lowlevel Quasi experi ment
Hui affect 1 VA group 3 with posttest only
2 Do Chinese and Dependent | VA nat ural classes nonequival ent groups
English subtitl es of 92 first year no delayed test
affect 1 VA Controlling Chinese English
differently If yes subtitle English maj or s
how do they differ subtitle English
from each ot her proficiency high|level
\VWiat are t he causes group 3
3 How do English nat ural cl asses
profici ency affect of 90 third
subtitlesrole year English

maj or s

Thereis one thing which needs to be clarified before discussion that is howto define thethree
types of experi mental design listedin the above table namely pre experi ment quasi experi ment and
experi ment Accordingto Larsen Freeman Long 1991 19 24 their fundamental difference can be
illustrated as below

Table 2 Differences of thethreetypes of experi mental design

Pre experi ment Quasi experi ment Experi ment

Control group
Rando m sampli ng

Thistellsusthat in areal experi ment two criteria must besatisfied 1 there must be experi mental
and control groups thatistosay thetwo groupsreceive different treat ments and 2 partici pants must
be rando my assigned to each of these groups Thefirst criterion can be met easily but not the second
one since often alarge number of participants are engaged and random assignment usually interferes
regular school arrangement That is why there is no real sense experi ment in these studies Quasi
experi mentationis a more common practicein empirical research

3 Soneldentified Methodol ogical Problens

Inthefollow ngsection factorsconcerningresearch methodol ogy are goingto be discussedin detail
But it is worthyto notethat research results of the 10 studies are beyond our discussion After a careful
assessment of these studies on a sametopic some met hodological problens have beenidentified which
fall into 3 categories that is msuse of key concepts |oose control of intervening variables and weak
experi mental validity Firstly although publishedinthe major nation widejournals some concepts were
still msused or usedinappropriately asaresult thereader mght be confused Secondly for experi ment
howt o control intervening variablesis a critical issue Accordingto Wn 2001 thiscan be done either
artificially by rando msampling or statistically by partici pantsstratification But out of theten studiesonly
one used randomsampling The last but most i mportant categoryisinternal validity whichisrelatedto
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participants materials met hodol ogy and experi menter V¥n explainsinternal validityin the foll ow ng
Way

The internal validity concerns about the question® To what extent can the clai med cause effect
rel ation bejustified ” I'n an experi ment if the researcher succeedsin constructing an environ ment
where only t he i ndependent and dependent variable s are working while the other variables are
controlled the changesin the dependent variable can thus be attributable to the treat ment only

Such an experi mental design shows highinternal validity  Vn 2001 150 151

I n other words the experi ment would |lose its foundationif theinternal validity were challenged
The foll ow ng discussion of the 10 casesisjust based onthe 3 categories specified above

3 1 Msuse of concept

Concepts or technical terns are usually regarded very critical in academc witing if used
I mproperly thereader may feel confused or the overall research design mght bei mpaired |In Wng
Wnwei 2006 the word® pretest” was used to refer to selecting partici pants by a test before the
experi ment but WIng used different contentsinthe foll ow ngtwo so call ed posttests Strictly speaking
this shoul d not be called” pretest” becausein common practice both pretest and posttest must usethe
same contents so as to compare the results and reach conclusion In Duan Yan 2004 the authors
reckoned multiple glossing as a type of “ incidental vocabulary acquisition” But according to the
definition given by Laufer 1998 glossing should belong tointentional | earning rather than incidental
acquisition justlikelearning word by consulting a dictionary whichinvolves much motivated and deep
processing activities The most serious case of msconceptionis foundin Vdng Lei s paper Beforethe
experi ment VMng proposed two*“ hypot heses” about vocabulary chunks listening and production and
incidental acquisition awareness but accordingto Vén 2001 hypot hesis is defined as a declarative
statement t hat describesthe hypot hetical relationship bet ween t wo or more variables Inthis sensethey
are not hypot heses since no variable bound rel ations are assumed in my viewit would be more proper if
t hese t wo hypot heses were changed into research questi ons

3 2 Loose control of intervening variables

Loose control of intervening variables wll make research results susceptible for various
interpretations thusthreatening bothinternal and external validity of experi ment Therefore oftenthe
intervening variables are controlled either by deliberately mni mzingtheir i mpact upon experi mentati on
or by using statistical methods The former is called artificial control and the |atter statistical control
represented by random sampling and partici pants stratification respectively However all studies under
discussion except Shao 2006 wused natural classin experi ments instead of regrouping the partici pants
Thisis very risky because the personality habit motive English proficiency learning strategy and
effort of participants of the same class may differ greatly consequently the validity of results wll not be
guaranteed However it doesnt meanthat we can not get validresults by artificial or statistical control
Eventhe case in Shao 2006 which studied the rel ati onship bet ween different ways of glossing and
inci dental vocabul ary acquisition and concluded that multipl e glossing wasthe best of the three for word
learning and retention also neglected such a fact Participants usually spend more effort on multiple
glossingthan on the other two soits very hard to say whether the effort or the way of glossing
contributesto vocabulary learning and word retention As aresult the conclusionlosesits grounds

3 3 Wak experi nental design

Experi mental design can be of paramount i mportance to the internal validity of experi ments In
contrast to external validity which refersto the extent to which the results can be generalized from
samplesto populations internal validity referstotheinterpretability of research in other words can any
differences which are found actually be ascribed to the treat ments Broadly speaking the factors
affecting internal validity are various and could be related wth the environment participants
met hodol ogy and even experi mental conditions But duetotheli mted number of cases under discussion
this paper just focuses onfactorslike participant material methodol ogy and experi menter
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3 3 1 Slection of partici pants

Inthefirst study Wdngtried to choose theinter mediatelevel Englishlearners asthetarget group
but she failedto clearly definethislevel Doesitrefertotheir English proficiency orjust years of English
learning Have they taken any proficiency test VWt hout answering these questions her first research
questi on would be meaningless Andthisloophole makesthe conclusionvery shaky Xu 2006 and Zhou

2006 share acommon problem thatis the participants were underrepresentedin the research Both
aut hors used non English majors as subjects whose English proficiency mght below and vary greatly In
order to avoid making a big claim it would be better if the authors could narrow down the topic by
specifying the property of the participants for instance “ The Empirical Research of Intentional
Vocabulary Acquisition by Chinese Non English Myjors” Shao 2006 intendedto study thei mpact of
readi ng purpose on incidental vocabulary acquisition however the author divided the participantsinto
t wo groups one withstrong readi ng ability andthe other with weak ability As aresult reading ability
unexpectedly becomes an intervening variable which can also have a direct i mpact upon vocabul ary
acquisition Therefore it would betoo rashto conclude that wordlearningis solely caused by different
readi ng purposes Inthiscase readingabilityisjust theintervening variablethat shoul d be under control
WAng 2005 dealt with the role of different ways of subtitling in incidental vocabulary acquisition
however partici pants individual habits and needs were notinvesti gated beforehand when t hey shoul d be
because some mght be good at splitting their attention when listening to the voice and | ooking at the
subtitle at the same ti me while others mght not So wunder such circunstances stratification of
partici pantsis of paramount i mportance for research validityinthisstudy Itistruethat usuallyitis not
easy to disturbthe nor mal class arrangement and reorganize partici pants but someti mes we haveto doit
to meet the research purpose or we may consider other alternatives |like statistical control so asto
guarantee the research results In whichever cases selection of participants should not be
under esti mat ed

3 3 2 Materials for experi nent

Mhterial as an experi mental instrument is anintegral part of empirical study Generally speaking it
Is al ways not easy to find the suitable material for experi ment so it often costs the researcher great
effortsto select test and revise so as to hammer out an effective tool for research purpose On the
contrary a not well chosen experi mental material could be detri mental Dong 2001 studied the
relationship between different ways of vocabulary teaching methods and incidental vocabulary
acquisition But there were no materials specially designed for the experi ment only the textbook
regularly used by participantsin class As we know material is part of experi ment and should be well
chosen so asto meet the research purpose Inthis sense any study wthout specially designed material
woul d potentiallyinvalidatethe experi ment results Even worse Lei et al 2007 failedto mention what
t he experi mental material was about and howit wasselected onlystatingthat partici pants were askedto
read a 600 word passage Such an undue attentionto material may well makethe conclusion questi onable
Duan Yan 2004 triedtostudytherol e of multiple glossingin wordlearning sothe authors picked up
an articlefroman English newspaper in Tai wan as experi mental material However the problemisthat
t helanguage mght be relatively si mple and not as native asthat in thelocal newspaperslike Ti nmes or
Economst and thus some partici pants may possi bly guess out the meaning of target words accordingto
the context Consequentlythe result of vocabulary testing would bei mpaired Additionally thereis one
more point which is worth mentioning To meet the requirements of a well developed study it is
necessary to test and examne the experi mental material objectively for its appropriateness In other
words it is not solely deter mned by the experi menter hi nself but more i mportantly by ot hers as well
Wng 2005 just has this problem The material was chosen just because the author assumed it was
appropriate wthout testi mony of other people nor pilot study soits suitablenessisin doubt and as a
result the concl usion does not seem convincing enough

3 3 3 Methodological issues

Mbst of the studies under discussion have some degree of methodological problens due to
confounding factors in experi mentation |Its i mpossible to control everything in the process but
somet hing can be donetoi mproveit Tosumup there aretwo major problensinvolved oneisrelated
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to measurement design and the other to measuring methods For measurement design first problemis
li mted number of target words forinstance both Ge 2003 and Duan Yan 2004 only used 11 words
for testing Cenerally speaking the sample size can to some extent determne reliability of the
experi ment results If thesizeistoosmall there would be more probability for statistical errors Second
isincomplete testing For example VWMng Lei 2006 and VWV&ng 2005 intended to explore the
relationshi p bet ween audi o or visual i nput andincidental vocabularylearning but neither of them had any
delayed tests soitisvery hardto for us know whether the newylearnt words can be retai ned or not
since vocabulary retentionis anintegral part of vocabularylearning Thethird problemis no testingfor
t he depth of vocabularylearning asevidencedin Shao 2006  which si mply empl oyed multiple choice as
a measuringinstrument totest whether the words werelearnt The evidence collectedin this wayis not
sufficient enoughto provethat the participants have mastered the know edge of these words Asfor the
problem with measuring methods or instruments Duan Yan 2004 wused VNMsche Pari bakht s
Vocabulary Know edge Scale for testing but thisinstrument isso complicated that partici pants may | ose
their patience andtakethetest not seriously thusaffectingtheresearchresult In Zhou 2006 in order
tocompareintentional learning withincidental learning the author askedthe control groupto memorize
20 words andthe experi mental grouptoread ashort passage without remndingthemto noticethe 20 new
words However the perfor mance of the control groupis predictably better than the other sincethe
me morizing group has a cl earer goal and concentrated effortsto achieveit Soit can besaidthat thetasks
are not good meansto anend Lei et al 2007 intendedto study vocabulary acquisitionin the witing
process by comparing it with reading task But such kind of comparison does not seemto make sense
because reading and witing are two different processes involving different factors just |ike the gap
bet ween | earning and practicing the for meris passive whilethelatter is active In myviewit would be
mor e sensibleto find out t he discrepancy of acquisition percentage when partici pants perfor mthereadi ng
and witing tasks Finally Wng Lei 2006 assumed that listening would contribute to vocabul ary
acquisition and this could bereflectedin witing But she forgot onething After listeningto the same
clipfor 3times itisnatural for participantstocompose arelevant passage usingthe chunksthey havej ust
heard becausethey arestill activeandfreshin memory Inthiscase it would be betterif the witingtask
was del ayed a certain period of ti me after thelisteningtask

3 3 4 Experi nenter

Experi menter or experi ment i mplementer is usually the last factor which attracts our attention
however it would play a very critical roleif more than one experi menter isinvolvedin an experi ment
The experi ment in Dong 2001 was admnistered in real classroom scenarios and there were different
teachers experi menters for different classes But Dong did not mention their characteristics Do they
differ greatly in educational background teaching ability experience English proficiency or age The
infor mati on about experi menters should be seriously considered sincethey may exert muchinfluence on
the research results directly

3 3 5 Oher Problens

Thereis one more problem worth mentioning whichis not covered by the previous categories but
also veryi mportant In VWing Lei 2006 after the witingtask VMng carried out aninterview using 3
open ended questionsto solicit opinions on word learning fromthe participants And the aut hor gave a
detail ed description of how it was done It seens that the interview is one of the key elicitation
instruments empl oyedinthe experi mentation However the problemisthat two of them are yes or no
questions which are not wort hwhil e answering and do not contributetothe researchitself Apart from
that the question* Do youthink you can reme mber these words and sentences after a certain period of
time ” is quite subjective and presumptive just like a wild guess Inthissenseit can be saidthat the
questi ons are not well structured

4 Concl usion

Despite of all the problens mentioned above this paper is not to devaluate the 10 studies
contribution to the incidental vocabulary acquisition research but to report some methodol ogical
problens for attention and put theminto categories The facts have shown that empirical studyin applied
linguisticsin Chinaisstill nascent and our overall research capacityinthisregard needsto be i mproved
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h the ot her hand research met hodol ogyisverytricky soli mtationscan be found more oftenthan not

As for all the problenslistedinthis paper some can be avoided such as msuse of concept number of
target words testing materials interviewstructure andso on But others may not be solved easily for
instance it is very hardtorandomy sample or regroup participants of natural classes otherwse the
regular class arrangement would be disturbed And also it is not very much possible to exclude all
intervening variablesin an experi ment |ike participants attitude learningstrategy motive and effort

This also shows t hat i ncidental vocabulary acquisitionis a highly complicatedissue which needs our more

careful and t houghtful exploration
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