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Untutored Vocabulary Acquisition and L2 Reading Ability

Juan Pino-Silva
Universidad Simon Bolivar, Caracas, Venezuela

While vocabulary knowledge is often recognized as necessary for successful reading in a foreign
Janguage, research on the procedures appropriate for the systematic teaching of vocabulary in an
EFL reading program is still lacking. This article describes a self-instruction procedure designed to
provide students of science and technology at tertiary level with a basic vocabulary of around 1000
items. In general the technique, known here as untutored vocabulary acquisition, appears to be an
efficient method for bridging the gap between the vocabulary which beginning L2 students possess
and that required to read L2 scientific and technical texts with ease.

INTRODUCTION

Goodman’s metaphor that ‘reading is a guessing game’ (Goodman, 1967) has
exerted great influence on EFL/ESL reading research. Such influence has been
felt at three instructional levels: (1) the design of reading course design (2) the
methodological procedures used in the teaching of reading courses, and (3) the
evaluation of students’ reading comprehension.

Models based on Goodman’s notion of reading (see for instance, Clarke and
Silberstein, 1977 and especially Coady, 1979) hold that fluent readers predict as
they read and do not rely on word by word decoding. While these models, known
as top-down models, place greater emphasis on conceptually-driven aspects of the
reading process, they tend to underestimate the role of data-driven aspects of
reading. In dealing with word knowledge, for instance, advocates of top-down
models have been telling teachers that guessing the meaning of unknown words
provides both a rich way into comprehension and an efficient method for vocabulary
learning. The effect of this advice on EFL reading programs is that curriculum
designers and teachers feel that they need not be concerned with forms of vocabulary
development other than those through which the guessing game is played. As a
consequence, (1) objectives on vocabulary development are seldom, if ever,
considered a vital part of reading programs; (2) direct and systematic methods of
vocabulary teaching/learning have been ignored; and (3) items testing quick,
automatic access to word storage are generally absent from reading comprehension
tests. So it does not seem an exaggeration to claim that vocabulary development
has been excluded from the three above-mentioned instructional levels.

However, with the advent of interactive models of reading, vocabulary is beginning
to gain a more positive status. Essentially, what interactive models posit is that
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rapid vocabulary recognition (and grammar knowledge) play a crucial role in g
reading in concert with other higher level cognitive skills (e.g. predicting) requi
for the interpretation of the text (Eskey, 1986). According to interactivist pedago
vocabulary instruction is justified because lack of quick access to recepti
vocabulary ‘may be the greatest single impediment to fluent reading by E
students’ (Grabe, 1988:63). I find this position appealing for several reasons.

In my experience as a reading teacher at the Universidad Simén Bolivar (US
Caracas, Venezuela, I have noticed a growing dissatisfaction and a sense
frustration among reading students who lack strong knowledge of vocabulary words
This observation has been confirmed by informal as well as formal studies.
1988, I gave 84 incoming students of the first trimester at the USB a short tex
written in English, and asked them to state in writing what in the text caused the
difficulties. The text is a description of how the brain works, and was taken from
popular, scientific magazine. The level of difficulty, in my judgement, wa
appropriate for beginning students. A high 83% reported that the vocabulary in th
text was the main aspect with which they had difficulties. 12% reported that
unfamiliarity with some grammatical constructions caused them most difficultie
in reading. Another 4% indicated that unfamiliarity with the text theme offere
some difficulty in reading the text. Informal surveys administered in the followin
years reflect a similar pattern of responses. It would seem that incoming students
identify lack of vocabulary knowledge as a serious problem in reading materials
written in English. In addition, locally designed survey studies have furthe
corroborated this notion. In a recent program evaluation study conducted at USB,
a great majority of students who self-report having low and intermediate level o
English proficiency agreed with the statement that ‘lack of vocabulary knowledge
is still my greatest problem in reading effectively in English’. The survey was
conducted with students of the last of three reading courses of the USB reading
program. Respondents were selected randomly from a population of around 1000
students. These students have all received instruction in the identification of
rhetorical functions used in scientific written discourse and in reading strategies.
Thus, it would appear that reading students may continue to perceive their lack of

vocabulary as an impediment to reading fluently in English even after receiving
instruction on reading strategies.'

If reading programs are to correct this situation, how can teachers best help students
to acquire the vocabulary knowledge they perceive they lack? More precisely,

how do we teach vocabulary in a manner that doesn’t hinder instruction in reading
strategies?

The -answers I have found involve (1) the use of well-known vocabulary teaching
techniques (keyword method, context enrichment techniques, semantic mapping,
identification of word parts, etc.); (2) an extensive reading activity (Pino-Silva,
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1992) and (3) methods that, although defying tgachers’ intuitions, seem to work
well with students. The objective of this paper is to present one such 1'{1ethod. In
the remainder of this article, I will try to state the problem at hand in a more
precise manner and I will describe a student-centred appr,oach to vocabulary
learning whose objective is to increase significantly students’ word knowledge.

THE PROBLEM

gtudents and teachers alike know that many of the rn?a}ding comprehension
breakdowns experienced by students involve word recognition and lexical access.
Students may either lack a concept or an English label for a concept familiar to
them (i.e. an English word). Sometimes these problems can be solved by contextual
analysis, aided by previous, schematic knowledge. This is the approach favpured
by most top-down advocates, one that is beginning to be challenged by theonsts' as
well as practitioners (see, for instance, Stanovich, 1980; Hayn?s, 1984?. Interactive
theorists, for instance, argue that guessing (and predicting and inferencing) requires
vast vocabularies and that it is the good readers who guess least from text because
they don’t have to: they already know the vocabulary. No_t being able to
automatically recognize English words, good readers in the native _languagc are
prone to do excessive guesswork in the second language, thus siownng down the
process of reading, precisely because they possess deficient vocabularies (Eskey,
1988).

Teachers, on their part, know that average readers in the L1 can recognize some
50,000 words, a size of vocabulary at least 5 times greater than that of their L2
students. In addition, L1 readers of English texts can pronounce most of the worlds
in print. Non-native college students who are learning to read texts written in English
generally possess underdeveloped vocabularies and lack kno‘wled.gc of the L2
phonology as reading programs cannot offer training in linguistic skills other. than
reading. Thus, in many cases L2 vocabulary items are learned, storefd an.d reme\_fed
by the students without their being able to pronounce them with native-like quality.

Because the learning task is so great, it is unlikely that the size of vocabulary
needed to read efficiently in English can be acquired solely by the so-ca!led word-
attack skills. Direct acquisition of a great number of lexical items is a must,
especially in the early phases of learning to read.

THINKING ABOUT WHAT TO DO

From what has gone so far, it seems clear that methods aiming at developing basic,
threshold-level vocabularies are needed. In designing one such procedure my
objective was to help students learn the essential, high-frequency-\yords that the_y
need to read with relative ease, a basic word power that could facilitate automatic
lexical access of word meaning during reading. In trying to accomplish such an
objective I had three constraints.



