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THE ROLE O GLGSSI NG AND THE BLANK FI LLI NG
EXERC SEI N VOCABULARY LEARNI NG
THROUGH READI NG AN EMPI RI CAL STUDY
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Abstr act

The paper studies the effects of input enhancement and output tasks on vocabul ary learning through
reading by compari nglearningthrough reading for nmeaning wth learning under instructi onal intervention by
nmeans of glossing blank filling exercise withtarget words andthe combination of thetwoin an experi ment
It isfoundthat glossing a one does not have asignificant effect on vocabulary learning but the blank filling
exercise and the combination of glossing and the blank filling exercise can significantly i mprove learning
Besides glossing can decrease the influence of vocabulary size on vocabulary learning by helping wth
understanding word neaning
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1 Introduction

Bot h thei mportance and difficulty of vocabulary learningin second|anguage |earning have al ways
been recognized by learners Nagy and her associates clai mthat most words arelearnedincidentally from
extensivereading in first language acquisition Nagy 1997 So me scholars studying second | anguage
acquisition SLA Dbelievethat the same way of vocabulary|earning can beintroduced to second|anguage

L2 learners while others doubt its efficiency and attempt at measuresto facilitate vocabul ary | earning
t hrough readi ng

I nspired by the infor mation processing model for investigating SLA the researcher believes that
instructional interventionin the form of input enhancement and output tasksin reading activities may
facilitate thelearning of vocabulary Gossingthetarget wordsis a way to enhanceinput andthe blank
filling exercise with target words is an output task The research compares the effect of these two
met hods and t heir combi nati on onthelearning of English vocabulary through reading by adult |earnersin
China with an experi ment | mplications for teaching practice are proposed accordingtothe findings

2 Theoretical franework and rel ated st udies

The general framework based on the infor mation processing model for investigating SLA usually
identifiesinput intake theinterlanguage system and output (ass 1988 VanPatten Cadierno 1993
Ellis 1994 Input refersto the language data available in the environment but only the portion that
entersthelearner s working memory WM and maylater beintegratedintolongter m memory LTM is
referredtoasintake Accordingto Schmdt s Noticing Hypothesis “ intakeisthat part of theinput that
the learner notices” Schmdt 1990 139 Nbticing is the necessary condition for input to get further
processed Dbut additional processes are needed for it to be useful for interlanguage development
Accordingto Gass 1988 noticed i nput needs to be processed for meaning to become comprehended
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input She draws a distinction between comprehension for the purpose of current communication and
comprehension for learning and arguesthat only the second type of comprehended i nput becomesintake
becauseitinvol ves anal ysis of for mot her than meaning For Robinson 1995 noticinginvolves not only
detection cognitive registration of sensory sti muli Tomin MIlla1994 but alsorehearsal the nature
of which depends on task demands Among the two types of rehearsal el aborative rehearsal which
invol ves rel ating newinfor mationto existing know edge is supposedto be more beneficial for retention
t han mai ntenance rehearsal accordingto the Depth of Processing Hypothesisin cognitive psychol ogy

Thisis becauseitincreases associations withtheitemat encoding and thus creates more potential cuesfor
itsretrieval Elis Hunt 1989 The integration of intake into LTM brings about changes in the
interlanguage system whichis the basis for language output According to the Qutput Hypothesis in
producing the target language |earners may notice a gap between what they want to say and what they
can say sothat they maytrytoseek asolutionin futureinput and processtherelevant features with more
focused attention Swain 1995

The reason for thelow efficiency of incidental | earning of L2 vocabulary may liein theinadequate
conditi ons for noticing and comprehensioninthe process of SLA Thisis especiallytruefor|earnersof a
|anguage as aforeignlanguage such asthestudentslearning Englishin China The amount of i nputis not
solarge asthat for childrenlearning afirst |anguage thusthelower frequency of encounters with new
wor ds and smaller chance for themto get noticed WWMen new words are encounteredinli mted contexts
compr ehension cannot be guaranteed becausethere may be unfavorabl e contextual factorsfor inferencing

Laufer 1997 Besides the comparatively|owlanguage proficiency especially vocabulary size of the
learners thenselves makesinferencing more difficult Nagy 1997 Coady 1997 Nation 2001 Inthe
foreignlanguage setting |i mted use of L2 wordsin dailylife also failsto force repeated and el aborate
processing of the words learned from extensive reading as for first language school children Hulstijn
2001

Therefore measures needto betakento compl ement incidental vocabularylearning The degreeto
whichinput is noticedisto some extent affected by its perceptual salience sing underlining italics or
boldletters and glossing can increase the salience of target words and thereby their chance of getting
noticed Nation 2001  Gossing can also hel plearners with comprehension wheninferencing fails The
positive effect of glossing on vocabulary |learning through reading has been confir med by Jacobs Dufon
and Fong 1994  Hulstijn Hollander and Geidanus 1996 Wit anabe 1997 Rott W lians and
Cameron 2002 and Duan and Yan 2004 Rott and Wlians 2003 qualitative study further shed
light onthe processinglearnersengagein whenreadingtexts with glossesthat facilitatethelearning of the
gl ossed words There have also been researchesintothe effect of where the gloss appears on vocabul ary
learning WWtanabe 1997 found that gloss directly folowng a new word in the text had a negative
effect on vocabulary learning Holley and King 1971 as citedin Nation ibid did not find any
difference whet her the gloss appearedinthe margin at the bottom of the page or after thetext while
Jacobs et al 1994 foundthat [earners preferred glossinthe margin O the other hand glossing may
discouragethe processing involved in searching for word meaning which constitutes one of the three
basic components of involvenent a construct in the I nvolvement Load Hypothesis Laufer Hul stij n
2001 for the evaluation of task effectiveness for vocabulary learning Hulstijn found that words whose
meani ngs were given were not remembered so well as words whose meanings were correctly inferred

1992 orlooked upin adictionary Hulstijnet al 1996

Requirement to use atarget wordin output may not only focuslearners attention onitintheinput
but also force deeper processing of the word that may facilitateits retention Accordingto Laufer and
Hulstijns 2001 Involvement Load Hypothesis the greater involvement the task induces the more
effectiveitisfor vocabularylearning For example atask that requireslearnersto choosefromalist of
words includingthetarget wordsto complete sentences or textsinvolves comparingthetarget words wth
ot her words andinduces a certain amount of i nvolvement It has a positive eff ect on vocabulary |earning
But a sentence witing or composition task that requires the use of the target wordsis more effective
because it involves the creation of context according to a specific meaning of the word and i nduces a
greater amount of i nvol ve ment
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The hypothesisissupported by evidence fromempirical studies by the authorsthenselves Hulstijn
Laufer 2001 and Kim 2008 but only partially supported by the studies by Huang 2004 and Lei
Wi Ye and Zhang 2007 in China Huang 2004 foundthat both sentence witing and blank filli ng
facilitated vocabul ary Iearning through reading and the for mer was more effective than the latter for
retention but not significantly more effectiveinthei mmediatetest Lei et al 2007 compared reading
withtarget words glossed witing with target words gl ossed and witing with target words looked upin
the dictionary The result showed that the output taskin both conditionsfacilitated vocabul ary | earning
but whet her the words were glossed or |ooked up by the learners thenselves did not make significant
difference This was against the Involvement Load Hypothesisin the assumption that search for word
meani ng woul d i nduce greater amount of i nvolvement and be more effective for vocabulary learning

Among the studies on the different means of instructional intervention wth vocabul ary |earning
through reading few have investigated their comparative or combined effects FRott et al 2002
examned vocabulary learningin four different conditions reading reading glossed text reading plus a
text reconstructiontask and reading glossed text plus a reconstruction task @ ossing was found to be
facilitative for learning both with and wthout the output task but the output task did not have a
significant effect onlearning Qne problem wasthatthetext reconstructiontask did not requirethe use of
target words It was also found that learners who did use the target words in their output achieved
relatively high scoresinthetarget word test

There has been no research of thistypein Ciina The current study ai ns to investigate whether
glossing G theblank filling exercise B whichis afrequently used out put task andthe co mbi ned use
of thetwo @B can facilitate vocabularylearningthrough reading In addition it attemptsto find out
how such i nstructional i nterventi ons aff ect | earners of different |evels of vocabulary proficiency

3 The empirical study

3 1 Research questions

1 Compared withthe ordinary reading activity R how do G B and (B added to the reading
activity facilitate vocabulary |ear ning

2 How doeslearners vocabulary size affect vocabulary |earning outcomeinthe R G B and (B
conditi ons respectively

3 2 Research net hods

3 2 1 Subjects and procedures

The subjects werethetwo classes of first year English major students of a universityin Shanghai The
total number was 45 22 and 23 in the two classes respectively They were given a vocabulary size test
before the experi ment andtheresult was submtted toindependent sample Ttest by SPSS N significant
difference was found bet ween t he t wo classes at any of the 2 000 3 000 and 5 000 word levels or the
total vocabulary size

The experi ment was carried out intwostages eachlastingfor 4 weeks The 22 studentsin one class
served asthecontrol group R duringthefirst stage and experi ment group 2 B duringthesecondstage
and the 23 students in the ot her class served as experi ment group 1 G and experiment group 3 B
respectively duringthetwo stages Table 1 presentsthe arrangement of the four | earning conditions for
t he subj ects of the two classes during thetwo experi ment stages

Table 1l Arrangement of | earning conditi ons

Stage Cass One 22 subjects Cass Two 23 subjects
I R G
N B (€3]

R and G were supposed to complete a meaning focused task after reading each of thetexts i e to
witeasummary outline or review about the text so that the subjects would focus their attention on
understandi ng t he message instead of | earningthe vocabularyinthetext as expectedforthe condition of
incidental vocabularylearning G differed from Rin that the subjects were given glosses of the target
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wor ds as a means of i nput enhancement in additiontothereadingtext Attheend of thefirst stage the
subj ects were given atest without warning onthe content of thereadingtexts as well asthetarget words
in order to prevent the subjects from focusing their attention on vocabul ary | earning during the second
stage Thetest lasted for one and a half hour thetarget wordtest taking up 45to 60 mnutes

I n additiontothe meaning focused task B and (B wererequired to complete an output task i e
completing sentences by fillingthe blanks withtarget words Likewise (B was given glosses of thetarget
wordsin additiontothesamereadingtextsfor B but B wasgiventhefirst one or twolettersfor each of
thetarget wordsinthe blank filling exercisein order to makethe choice easier Another surprisetest on
thetarget words which lasted for 45to 60 mnutes was given at the end of the second stage

I n order to make sure that t he subjects spent si mlar amount of ti me onthelearningtasks duringthe
t wo stages discussion about the content of the readingtexts was arranged as part of t he teaching activity
in class duringthefirst stage

3 2 2 Mterials

The reading texts weretakenfrom College English Extensive Reading Book 3 and Book 4  which
had been used as the textbooks for the English Extensive Reading Course for first year English major
students at t he university during the previous years During each of the two 4 week stages the subjects
were given 1text of about 1500 wordstoread andrelatedtasksto complete every week astheir homewor k
for the course

The vocabul ary syll abus for College English Test Band 4 as well asthe glossary at t he back of t he
textbooks was referredtoin deciding which words wereto be glossed The glossary took the form of a
wordlist after thereadingtext withthe English word its grammatical category and contextual meaningin
Chinese for each entry The Gand GBsubjects were askedtoreport which wordsintheglossary they had
already known when they handed in their homework each ti me For each of thetwo stages 30 target
wor ds were decided upon for the final test among the words that none of the subjects had reported
know ng before

3 2 3Instrunents

The Vocabulary Levels Test VLT Schmtt et al 2000 as citedin Nation 2001 was usedto
measure t he subj ects vocabulary size Consideringthat t he subjects had just finishedtheir study at senior
m ddl e school when theytook thetest onlythe part of thetest at the 2 000 3 000 and 5 000 word
levels was given There were 30itens at eachlevel One correct matching of word form wth meaning
was credited with one point sothefull mark for eachlevel was 30 and the wholetest 90

Adaptation was made to the Vocabulary Know edge Scale WVKS  Paribakht Wsche 1997 to
measure t he experi ment results For each of the two target word tests the subject was credited with a
scorefroml1lto 6 accordingto his her level of know edge about each of the 30 target words and the full
score was 180 Ascoreof 1 wasgivenif the word was not famliar at all and2 the word was famliar but
its meaning was not known A score of 3 was credited for partial or vague know edge about the word
indi cated by an explanation of part of its meaning or acorrect synonym or translationtogether withthe
subj ect s acknow edgement of being uncertain about the answer A score of 4 was given for a correct
synonym or translation 5 a correct synonym or translation plus use with semantic appropriatenessin a
sentence and 6 acorrect synonymor translation plus use with semantic appropri ateness and grammati cal
accuracyin asentence Thetest results were submtted for anal ysis by SPSS

3 3 Results and discussion

3 3 1 Vocabulary learning outconeinthefour conditions

Table 2 shows t he descriptivestatistics of thetarget word test results of the four groups Inorderto
investigate whet her the differences among the four groups reached statistical significance independent
sample and paired sample Ttests were conducted and the results are shownin Tables 3 and 4
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Table 2 Descriptivestatistics of thetarget word test

G oup Mean of total score Mean of score per target word Standard deviation
R 58 86 1 96 14 84
G 60 78 2 03 12 82
B 81 14 2 70 17 70
B 95 30 3 18 14 28

Table 3 I ndependent sample Ttests bet ween G and R and between GB and B

QGoupsincomparison Levenes Test for Equality of Variances Ttest for equality of means

: S
F Sig t at taigl y
G R Equal variances assumed 1 220 276 465 43 644
B B Equal variances assumed 1 760 192 2 961 43 005
Table4 Pair sample Ttests between B and R and between (B and G
G oupsin comparison t df Sig 2taled
B R 6 360 21 000
B G 10 734 22 000

W can see that although G did better than R there was no significant difference bet ween these two
groups while (B didsignificantly better than B GBand B didsignificantly better than G and Rrespectively
Thus the vocabularylearning outconeinthefour conditions can beranked fromthe worsttothe best as R

nonsignificant difference G significant difference B significant difference (B

The means of the score per target wordfor Rand G are around 2 indicatingthat |earners may only
have ani mpression of theform of thetarget words but cannot acquire their meaning through reading
with or without glossary Thisprovesthat vocabulary gainedfroman ordinaryreadingactivity focusing on
understandingthe meaning is very little Learners are not likely to acquire the meaning of particular
words because general comprehension can be achieved through top down processing wthout
comprehension of each single word They may rely on other types of infor mation such as contextual
infor mation and their own know edge about the real world to compensate for their deficiency in
linguistic know edgeto achievereading comprehension lzum 2003 Itis also because of thisreasonthat
|earners may not pay attentiontotheglossary provided Evenifthey do and get the meani ng of t he word
thistype of comprehension may be only for the purpose of current communication i e understanding
the messagein thetext It does not involve analysis of |anguage form and wll not become intake and
integratedintotheinterlanguagesystem ass 1988 Ascan beseenfromthe experi ment result glossing
did not have a significant effect on vocabulary learning This contradicts the findings from previous
studi es probably becausethe glossariesthat appeared after thereadingtextsinthis experi ment were not so
effective in attracting learners attention as the marginal glosses used in previous studies \Wether
gl ossing closer to the words glossed and other for ns of input enhancement can facilitate vocabul ary
learningstill needsto beinvestigated

The nean of thescore per target word for Bis alittlelower than 3 andthat for GBis alittle higher than
3 Thissuggeststhat |earners can acquire a vague or partial know edge about the neani ng of most of thetarget
wor ds t hr ough readi ng plusthe blank filling exercise Thefindingis consistent wth previousstudies whichshow
that the output task can i nprove vocabulary learning To complete the task |earners must understand the
nmeaning of thetarget words Thistype of comprehensionis not likelyto be nerely for the purpose of current
comnunicationinthe neaning orientedreading activity but rather forthefor morientedlearningactivity The
blank filling exercisethus nmanagesto cause thelearnersto attendtothetarget words andtryto work out their
meaning To completethetask they also need to compare a word with other wordstojudge which fits the
sentence context in the blank filling exercise This woul dinvolve activation of existing know edge about the
other words as well aslinguistic and extralinguistic know edge to appreciatethe context to which the target
wor ds nmay be associated Accordingtothelnvolvenent Hypothesis thetaskinduces greater invol venent |oad
inall of thethree criteria need search and evauation thanthe ordinary reading activity |n other words
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the blank filling exercise not only pronmotes noticing and comprehension of theinput but aso forcesrehearsal
of theinput of a more facilitative nature for retention

Nevert heless even after they completethe blank filling exercise |earnersarestill unlikelyto usethe
target words properlyin production This output task only requireslearnersto understandthe meani ng of
thetarget wordsto make the sentencesinto whichthey fit semantically appropriate It does not require
creative use wth grammatical accuracy Therefore |earners may develop know edge about word
meani ng but not ot her aspects of word know edge for productive use |f output issupposedtoturntop
down semantic analysis into bottom up syntactic analysis to develop grammatical accuracy as Swain

1995 argues production of complete sentences mght be necessary Qutput taskslike sentence witing
or composition with target words are more effective for vocabulary learning probably not only because
they require the creation of original contexts and induce greater amount of involvement Laufer
Hulstijn 2001  but also because they make a greater demand on syntactic analysis and may promote t he
devel op ment of ot her aspects of word know edge than meaning for productive use Processing a word for
mor e aspects of know edge about it wll alsoi mproveretention of the word So eventhough nosignificant
difference may exist bet ween the blank filling exercise and sentence witing or composition i mmedi ately
after thetreat ment such difference may appear at a delayed test Huang 2004

Learninginthe @B condtionissignificantly better thanthat in all of the other three conditions As
glossing added to the ordinary reading activity did not i mprove learning why did glossing added to
reading plusthe output task make a change Assuggested above thereasonfor thefailure of glossingto
exert an effect onlearningliesinitsfalureto get noticedinthefirst place MNoticingisthefirst step for
any infor mation to get processed \Wien |earners attentionis directed to the new words and to the
gl ossary because of t he output task thefunction of the glossaryin helpinglearners with comprehension of
thetarget wordscomesintoplay Assuggested by Rott et al 2002 the output taskitself does not serve
to establish form meaning mapping Learners may try to infer the meaning of the target words from
context or wordformto completethe blank filling exercise sotheir know edge about word meani ng may
remain vague and i mprecise Wth the help of the glossary however l|earners arelikely to acquire a
mor e precise know edge about the meaning of thetarget words

3 3 2 The relationship bet ween vocabul ary si ze and vocabul ary | earning outconeinthe four conditi ons

Accordingtotheresult of the correlational analysis thetarget wordtest scores of the subjectsin G
and (B did not correlate with their scores at any of the 3 wordlevels or thetotal score of the vocabul ary
sizetest Neither didthe scoresfor thetwotarget wordtests duringthe two experi mental stages of the
same group correlate with each other Inthe R and the B treat ment conditions however vocabulary
| earning outcome correlated with vocabulary size at the 5 000 word level and the total vocabul ary size

see Table 5 The scoresfor thetwo target wordtests duringthe two experi mental stages of this group
also correlated with each other Pearson Correlation 502 Sig 017

Table 5 Correl ati ons bet ween |earners vocabulary size and target word test results

G oup 5 000 word level Total
R Pearson Correlati on 702 673
Sig 2tailed 000 001
B Pearson Correlati on 480 540
Sig 2tailed 024 009
Correlation significant at the O 01 level 2tailed Correlation significant at the O 05 level 2

taled

I nincidental vocabulary |earningthrough reading whether the meaning of a word can beinferred
successfully from context is an i mportant factor in whether it can be acquired Nagy 1997  Thelarger
vocabulary sizethelearner has the morelikely reading comprehension and successful i nferencing can be
achieved Nation 2001 Ellis 1997 135 explains that inferencing is a top down process which
“invol ves conscious application of strategies for searching for information hypothesis for mation and
testing” If most of the words in the text can be recognized |ower level processing automatically
cognitive resources can be freed for t he higher level processing of inferencing
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Inthe Randthe B conditions |earners with alarger vocabulary size were morelikely toinfer the
correct meaning of thetarget words sothey werealso morelikelyto achieve a better | earning outcome
The correl ati on bet ween vocabul ary si ze and vocabul ary | earning out come also became stronger at higher
word levels Thisis because words at | ower levels are acquired earlier and used more frequently so
| ear ners have devel oped si mlar degrees of mastery but when it comes to words at higher levels
difference amongindividual learnersis greater and theinfluence of vocabulary know edge onlearningis
mor e pr o mnent

Wt h accesstothe glossary however learners with a smaller vocabulary size though they may fail
at inferencing couldstill get the meaning of thetarget words Therefore inlearning conditions where
gl ossing was provided vocabulary learning outcome did not correlate with vocabulary size To some
extent theinstructional intervention can make up for what theless proficient learnerslack Thisis also
true of the blank filling exercise Athough vocabulary |earning outcome still correlated with vocabul ary
sizeinthe B condition thecorrelations were weaker especially at the5 000 wordlevel \Wenlearners
directed their attentiontothetarget wordsinordertocompletethe blank filling exercise they maytryto
get their meaning through other strategies such as dictionary consulting Inthis way theinfluence of
vocabulary size or the abilitytoinfer word meaningfromcontext on vocabularylearning outcome became
| ess prom nent

4 Concl usion

The research compares vocabulary learning in neaning focused reading activities with that in reading
activities withinstructi onal i nterventions of glossing theblank filling exercise andt he combination of thetwoto
investigate the effect of input enhancenent and out put tasks on vocabul ary | earni ng t hr ough readi ng

| nci dental vocabulary | earning through neaning focused readingis not efficient CQutput tasks can nake
learningsignificantly more efficient by promptinglearnersto processthe new words with more focused att ention
and cognitive effort The function of glossing liesin the chance for better comprehension it provides as
comparedtoinferencing sothatinputis nmorelikelytoturnintointake Butthe preconditionforthatisit gets
noticed as prompted bythe output task Gherwse it may fail to call learners attentiontothe new words or
help with conprehensioninthe sense of turninginputintointake Therefore the combination of glossing and
out put tasksis most effectivein facilitating vocabul arylearningthroughreading It hasto be noted however if
mor e co mprehensive knowedge about the new words is to be achieved more demanding tasks as well as
repeat ed use for consolidation are necessary

The outcome of vocabulary learning through reading activities wthout instructional intervention
correlatesstrongly withthelearner s vocabularysize The correlationislessstronginlearning conditions
with output tasks and al most absent in [earning conditions where glossing is provided dossing can
directly compensate for the poorer abilitytoinfer word meaning fromcontext of learners with a small er
vocabulary size whilethesi mlar function of output tasks hasto berealized by encouraginglearnersto
seek word meaning through other strategies andisthereforeless direct and|ess prom nent

The role of the blank filling exercise was investigated through a repeated experi ment with the same
samplein the study Athough cautions had been taken in research design the possibility cannot be
completely excludedthat the better [earning outcome at the second stage of t he experi ment was aresult of
theinfluence of thefirst stagein additiontotheeffect of thetaskitself Thetarget wordsusedinthetwo
stages were different and different characteristics of the target words mght also affect the |earning
outcome though a reasonably large number of target words were used to di mnish the i mpact in the
research Anot her experi ment wthindependent samples and sametarget words would beideal
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