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Effective use of appropriate vocabulary has always been associated with mastery
of a language but little attention is given to vocabulary building in the ESL classroom. A
six week study based on a combined experiment on reading and interactive vocabulary
instruction conducted amongst eighty advanced Malaysian fifth formers from four schools,
tested the hypothesis that L2 students exposed to a combination of regular periods of
reading and interactive vocabulary instruction of stylistics and canonical literary text
would show significant increase in their ability to respond to literary text. The students'
lexical richness and lexical frequency profile was measured via a computer software
known as Voéabproﬁle.

The results of the study showed that it was possible to obtain a reliable measure of
lexical richness, which was stable across a cross section of L2 students. It was established
that ESL speakers could increase their lexical richness with additional assistance from
other sources within a specified period. However, their lexical variation does not increase

at a similar pace or match the level of native speakers' writings.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

One of the major determinants of the vocabulary used in the written productions of
English as Second Language (ESL) learners is the vocabulary size of the writer. Effective
and appropriate use of vocabulary have a positive effect on the reader and on the writing
as a whole. Vocabulary size is important especially for the writer who is a second
language (L2) learner with a relatively small vocabulary compared to a native speaker (L1)
but who has to work with reading and writing assignments that require a wide vocabulary.
In many instances, measures of lexical richness have becn able to help interested parties to
identify the degree to which a writer is using a varied and large vocabulary. This
knowledge should, in turn, facilitate the development of strategies and reading materials

that would help enrich the existing vocabulary of ESL leamers.

Background of the Study

ESL learners at the higher secondary and tertiary levels or the advanced stage,
often encourter a formidable task when it comes to vocabulary size and its use. This
phenomenon could be because ESL leamers who have been satisfied with the 2,000 to
3,000 word level vocabulanes (which are required for memorising declarative lnowledge)
suddenly find themselves requiring a mastery of vocabulary levels that exceed 5,000
words when they have to apply higher level thinking skills at the tertiary level. The term
"higher level thinking " as defined by Bloom (1956) refers to those mental processes

involving application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation of materials (Pikkert & Foster,



[39]

1996, p. 58). In this respect, even highly knowledgeable students have difficulty in

expressing their findings and opinions due to their relatively small vocabulary.

While it may be generally accepted that producing students who are academically
superior is an important objective of the educational system, it must also be understood
that teaching students to think requires more than mere possession of knowledge.
[nstruction at the advanced level should apply to effective application of the newfound
knowledge to problem situations within the academic discipline. However, to put the
knowledge across -especially in the written mode- is highly dependent on the linguistic
ability of each student. Students need to be aware that a well-written composition need
not be reflected in a large vocabulary, but in a rich vocabulary. Thus, it would be
necessary for students to be able to weigh between the breadth of vocabulary size and
balance it with the depth of their vocabulary use. In fact, it is not important to have only a
wide command of the language, since lexical density (percentage of lexical words in a
composition) does not necessarily measure lexis proper (Laufer, 1994, p. 322). There is a
greater need for students undergoing academic courses to aim for appropriate and accurate
language that states the meanings and intentions immediately. Unfortunately, teachers in
attempting to guide students towards acquiring the necessary vocabulary, tend to spend too
much time making students leam up new vocabulary through context and lengthy
wordlists. Traditional forms of leaming such as memorising lists of words do not help
since the onus is not on vocabulary but on the effective application of the available
vocabulary. Furthermore, it is found that at the tertiary level, students find such wordlists
difficult to leam due to the lack of context as the words are presented in isolation (Meara,
1996, p. 33). This is further aggravated by the lack of opportunity to use most of the
learned words in the immediate surrounding. Eventually, these words become part of the

learners' passive vocabulary or unmotivated vocabulary.



Vocabulary leaming activities and strategies that demand vocabulary in students’
long term memory to be manipulated in some manner were found to be a better choice.

The teacher in turn acts as a facilitator who enables students to use all avenues to expand
their existing word field. The advantage would be that as students enter senior level
courses, they become ideal material for studying literature in English and for producing
effective wrting. In fact the integration of language and literary studies is now an
acceptable proposition to most curmculum developers and language teachers (Maley, 1989,
p- 59). [n a senior level course in which the reading content is literature, students get to
be creative, logical as well as critical in their thinking. Most of all, they get to use words
and as they put forth their ideas, they get to see the importance of using appropriate and
accurate words 1n their interpretations. Indirectly, repeated use and exposure to certain
words in the various literary texts would help to reactivate their existing but passive
vocabulary. Furthermore, literature with its ambiguous nature where each interpretation
has its validity makes it suitable for all students, provided they have a satisfactory
working level of language proficiency. As students at senior level courses do have a ready
working vocabulary, classroom discussions and exercises dealing with the elements of
literature such as imagery, style and word choice would be most useful in leading to an
understanding and appreciation of the importance of lexical size and lexical use.
However,_efforts must also be made to investigate whether some partial knowledge might

be reactivated to increase their existing vocabulary size.

Though factors other than fluency of the language affect the creativity of an
individual in a written production, a rich command of vocabulary is most likely to have a
positive effect on the reader. In fact, studies by Dole, Christopher & Woodrow (1995)
have shown that students with extensive vocabularies do better in reading and writing tests
than students with smaller vocabularies (p. 453). This makes sense since students who

know more words are bound to understand what they read and therefore should be able to



write better. The ability to use a language well, being aware of its nuances as well as
having the near native 'feel' for the language would augur well for any individual. This is

because lexical density is dependent on the syntactic as well as cohesive properties of the
composition. As such, when leamers are in a situation where there are demands upon -
them to make use of what they know, there should be a relationship between direct

measures of vocabulary size and the richness of the vocabulary in the thinking process.

As Malaysia prepares a generation of English-speaking students whose "role will
be to interface with the influx of English-based information before it could be applied to
Bahasa Melayu and the society in general,” these students need to master a wider and
richer vocabulary before they themselves can address world issues (Pikkert & Foster,
1997, p. 56). An individual highly fluent in the language can produce a great many ideas
and concepts relevant to a problem within a short period of time as well as understand a
situation easily. He should be able to shift from the direction of thinking which he had

been used to and be able to adopt new approaches.

The process of acquiring a second language, namely English, has often been
discussed in terms of the leamer's progress from a non-existent knowledge of L2 towards
near native competence. Thus, if language acquisition were to be discussed in terms of
this interlanguage continuum', then lexical acquisition would have to account for the
gradual increase in the learner’s vocabulary size. Investigations in the acquisition of
vocabulary among native English speakers by linguists such as Nagy and Herman in 1987
and Nation in 1990, have revealed that by the last year of high school, the typical student
has leammed 40,000 words, which is an average of 3,000 words per year. Zimmerman
(1997) summarised a number of studies investigating the acquisition of vocabulary among

advanced leamers and estimated that a learner had mastered about 20,000 to 25,000 words

' Moving from a non-existent knowledge of L2 towards native like competence.



upon <ollege entrance (p. 121). By way of comparison, Anderﬁgﬁgwﬁlding

Y S1A
(1997) reported that the average middle class child 1&“%‘5% about |

million words per year in English, both inside and outside of school (cited in Johnson &
Virginia, 1996, p. 348). This would mean that approximately 80,000 to 100,000 words
are becoming part of his latent vocabulary per month, depending on how much reading is
done during vacations (Kyung & Krashen, 1994, p. 665). Thus a logical extrapolation
would be that an ESL upper secondary student would have to learn, on an average, more
words than this if he intends to be equally proficient in the language as the native speaker.
Therefore, the leading questions would be: How do ESL students enrich or expand their

vocabulary effectively, and is it possible to measure their lexical variation?*

Though there is no such thing as uniformity in language, there are some
similarities in the vocabularies of some languages which have a common root such as
those from the Indo-European language families (Meara, 1996, p. 33). It could also be
argued that cognate vocabularies appear relatively easy to leam. Meara also states that a
Dutchman, for example, might find basic English vocabulary relatively easy since many of
the English headwords cognate with items in Dutch. Though he might face problems with
the less frequently used vocabulary, by the time he reaches these low frequency words, he
would probably have reached a high level of independence and autonomy and thus
become fluent in the language. On the other hand, Meara (1996) added that the Arab or
Vietnamese would permanently find the process of acquiring new words never getting any
easier merely because their L1 lexicon are shaped and structured differently from the
English vocabulary (1996, p. 33). However, as stated by Laufer (1994), "longitudinal
studies of the development of the productive lexicon on L2 learners are almost non-
existent” (p. 21). Meara also claims that “we still do not seem to have made any real

advances in the measurement of [L2] vocabulary acquisition” (1996, p. 38). In fact, Meara

? Ratio in % between the different words and total number of running words in a written production.



views current research as being restricted to looking at vocabulary as discrete items which
can be marked correct or otherwise on the basis of simple recognition. Therefore,

“vocabulary expansion should accord well with learners' personal experiences and be
capable of allowing fellow researchers to develop a sensitive model of what learning
words in an L2 situation really involves” (p. 2). Furthermore, he also felt that the
question of how much individual variation there is in vocabulary skills was the issue that

had to be made a top priority in L2 vocabulary acquisition research (p. 36).

Statement of the Problem
One of the prime determinants of quality written production is vocabulary size. In
fact, it is the lexical richness that quantifies the degree to which a wrter is to use his
varied and extensive vocabulary. Lexical richness is important because it can be used to
distinguish some of the factors that affect the quality of writing and it can be used to

examine the relationship between vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary use.

There appear to be no obvious way of describing complexity in the lexicon, or
how a small lexicon differs from a large one (apart from its size). Evidently this is clearly
a problem researchers will have to address if there is to be an understanding of what is
really going on in a developing lexicon. As such, Meara advocates that “more work on
advanced learners need to be carried out to assess how the overall structure of L2 lexicon

develops and how the size of a learner's lexicon affects the way new words are acquired”

. 3).

ESL teachers would acknowledge that little vocabulary building gets done through
direct teaching. Language teaching at the higher level does not necessanly cover a wide
range of words. The teachers discuss neither collocations (arrangement of words) nor

semantic relationships to enable students to gain any in-depth understanding of new



vocabulary. Students are generally told to highlight the difficult words in a passage and
the meanings discussed only if time permits. There is no follow up and the new words are
easily forgotten after the lesson. The general tendency then is to assume that when
students are taught grammar, reading, and writing, they build their vocabulary on their
own as they engage in other activities. The leamning lists, which comprise a number of
words that leamers are required to memorise and recall when necessary, are unsatisfactory
because what may be effective for small numbers of words is much less obviously

effective as ways of learning large vocabularies.

In Malaysia reading is often perceived as important but not necessarily fun
(Fatimah and Lynne, 1992). As a consequence, there is a general lack of reading interest
among Malaysian students. In fact, an increasing number of students are unable to
understand and react to academic texts since they have a poor command of the language
and little acquaintance with difficult words. Teachers, in their over-zealousness to promote
linguistic proficiency, tend to focus only on the acquisition of the four language slalls --
specifically listening, speaking, reading and writing, propagated by current ESL
methodologies since L2 vocabulary learning at an advanced level is often seen as
incidental (Laufer, 1994, p. 41). With the focus being "on broadening students' language
.. . appropriate to their maturity level," most teachers prefer to use texts according to their
students' proficiency level. This brings about a wide difference in the number of words
that students are exposed to according to background and frequency of access. However,
by the end of the fifth form, all students have to sit for the 1322/1119 Sijil Pelajaran
Malaysia (SPM) English paper which is the near equivalent of the General Certificate
Examination (GCE). Section two of the SPM paper requires learners to produce effective,
critical written production with accurate, precise and varied vocabulary to achieve a

particular effect (Lembaga Peperiksaan®, 1997). Many practising teachers would be able

? The Malaysian Examination Syndicate



to tell that it is in this section that many Malaysian students fail as good writers since they
tend to reach for bombastic words that disregard nuances and fail to convey meanings

effectively. Others overuse certain words throughout the written product, indicating a poor
command of vocabulary or mere inability to use the language appropriately. Though, there
are several factors that contribute towards the making of a good piece of writing, Laufer
(1986) argues that if fluency is understood as "the ability to convey a message with ease
and comprehensibility, then vocabulary adequacy and accuracy matter more than
grammatical correctness” ( cited in Zimmerman, 1997, p. 122). Besides, experienced
readers, writers, and teachers would be able to say that written production need not
necessarily reflect richness in vocabulary, but at the least exhibit careful manipulation of

suitable words that would carry the message across most appropriately and succinctly.

The ultimate goal of language teaching is to bring leamers to the point where they
can use both spoken and written English in an autonomous fashion and for their own
purpose in the world at large. Language enrichment activities and their attendant exercises
in such planned programmes can and must be challenging as well as meaningful for
learners to see the importance of expanding their vocabularies both quantitatively and
qualitatively. However, such activities cannot exist in a vacuum, with vocabulary words
given out of context and learned by rote. Activities must be framed in contexts which are
meaningful because they are interesting to students. Through involvement with
imaginative literature, ESL leamers benefit by reading language rich in concepts and lexis
and by stretching to respond to it with their own discourse. Literature as a rich and widely
appealing source of material for language competence and writing as an autonomous and
individualised activity in language work make for an ideal partnership on which a second
language syllabus can be based (Brumfit & Roberts, 1981, p. 105). However, a brief

retrospective of why this is fraught with considerable difficulties in Malaysia is in order

here.



This "1deal partnership” of literature in English and the teaching of ESL is hardly a

recent concept. But its practice was virtually truncated in Malaysia with the introduction of
the Education Enactment Bill 1971, when by 1975, the emphasis on the teaching and
learning of English was significantly diminished in the interests of the officially
designated national language, Bahasa Melayu (Malay) (Rosli, Ain & Nora, 1996, p. 1). .
Increasing concerns about building a stronger national identity after independence in 1957,
prompted the ever increasing hegemony of the Malay language with class hours in the
public schools committed to the teaching of English being reduced from the primary to the

tertiary level by the mid 70's.

Further erosion of the general study and the use of English occurred when it no
longer was a required subject to pass a major government examination to progress to the
next level of education. As a result, the new generation of Malaysians have little, poor or
no command of English. Along with this general trend was the decline- indeed almost the
total eclipse- of attention to literature in English. It is all too observable today that most of
the population under the age of forty has little or no acquaintance with the world pantheon
of so-called "Great Literature"—pro forma in the secondary schools before the language

mandates.of the 1970's diminished the study and the use of English in favour of Malay.

In recent years however, ESL teaching of English has been given increasingly
more attention. A natural impetus is that Malaysia as a rapidly developing nation is fully
aware of the phenomenon of the world as a "global village” and the incontrovertible fact
that English is the /ingua franca of communication not only in the United Nations and the
diplomatic world, but also in the international business, information technology, and

science.
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With the advent of Vision 2020, Malaysia's clearly articulated dream for becoming
a fully developed nation, Pnme Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad in his working paper

"Malaysia: The Way Forward" summarised the articles of the vision by urging that
Malaysia should not be developed only in the economic sense: It must be a nation
that is fully developed along all the dimensions: economically, politically,
spiritually, psychologically, and culturally.

(Mahathir, 1991).

Indeed, the leaders of the nation have consistently been aware of the fact that English is

essential not only on the practical arenas of national life as the nation interacts with the

global village, but also in the realm of spiritual development. In concert with this
advocacy of literature as the humane science, Anwar Ibrahim, in his book The Asian

Renaissance, (1996) wams that Malaysians, currently given to an overwhelmingly

materialistic outlook, are being swallowed by what he calls "the rising tide of

philistinism,” a phenomenon which seriously compromises the nation's potential for
fulfilling its goals for the country's holistic development (p. 30). He urges virtually
immediate rectification of the situation by reinstating literature in society and by teaching
literature to children as early as possible. Waming that "even as we are becoming richer
economically, we are becoming poorer culturally,” he is adamant in declaring that:
The pressing concern of our society today is to arrest the waning interest in
literature itself . . . Apart form religion, it is literature that will enable us to regain
the fullness of humanity . . . given the right attitude and the requisite
commitment, the possibilities for cultural enrichment through literature are indeed
limitless. In the realm of education, measures should be taken to enable students
to be exposed to the great works of world literature as early as possible (p. 86).
Clearly, along with the pragmatic reasons for the revival of emphasis on ESL in Malaysia,
there comes once again to the fore among the leaders and educators of the nation the
recognition that the universality of literature helps leamers deal with all experiences —
worldly or spiritual. In tandem with the ideological aspect of the argument in favour of
literature in the English Language curriculum, is the pedagogical reality that the context
within which imaginative literature operates --apart from being experientially enriching --

exposes learners to a wide and "rich” variety of linguistic corpus.
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In response to the campaign for cultural literacy in Malaysia, the Language Unit of

the Ministry of Education has been continuously promoting literature within the public
education system. Working with scholars and academicians, it has funded and promoted
the development of the English Language Reader Programme and the Class Reader
Programme (CRP). The CRP involves consortia of educator teams which debate about
and select classics of world literature, edit them for adaptation according to learner levels,
and create carefully designed teaching files to assist teachers in using literature in the
English Language classrooms. Still, much work remains to be done. The advocacy of
cultural literacy is continually undermined by several factors operating in the Malaysian
society in general and in the school system in particular. A cogent feature article in the
Education Section of the newspaper by Ganakumaran Subramaniam entitled "Clearing the
Literature Haze" (NST, 1997) provided considerable insight into the problems with which
the well-intentioned effort is fraught. He points out that "the first problem contributing to
the perpetuation of the literature "haze" concerns perceptions, fallacies and apprehensions
about the learning and teachings of literature. Ganakumaran (1997) notes such persistent
misunderstandings about who can "leamn it" the perils of "taking it" and even about what
literature is by offering the following examples:"

'The stories in literature are not real, so why read them?'

"Literature is too difficult; your English must be really good to do literature,"

"You only study Chaucer and Shakespeare when you do literature.'
The second problem is especially trenchant; it can be heard among the teachers
themselves: "I never did literature myself. How do you expect me to teach it at all, let
alone well?" Indeed, in spite of efforts and good intentions of those involved in the CRP,
the teaching files were often consigned to school libraries or take up space locked in
school textbook cases ironically kept "under wraps" to prolong their life-span but instead

perpetuating the "haze."
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The dismal outcome is that literature in English as a subject is referred to
colloquially in Malaysia as "Literature with the Big L", prompting further laments on the
part of the intelligentsia and the educational practitioners about the waning or non-existent
interests in books in general and literature in particular. In spite of the good intentions of
the various programmes to promote literature in English in the schools, the language and

literature teachers' ability to use the programmes already developed remains for the most

part unnutured and a consequence largely untapped.

Concluding his analysis of the literature haze in Malaysia, Ganakumaran (1997)
summarises the advocacy of literature in English in the classrooms by the country's leaders

and educators as well as his own maintaining that:

To instil a sense of morality in our students and to allow them to empathise with
others through the understanding and appreciation of life as depicted in [great]
literary works seems reason enough to study literature. How much closer would
one work towards achieving the aspirations of the National Education Policy in
developing holistic individuals? (p. 23).
In fact, the advocacy for literature will continue to exist in a vacuum and with faint
credibility if administrators and educators fail to address the problems discussed above. It
is important that they give due attention to pedagogical theories and practices that are
sufficiently sensible and yet engaging to diffuse the current mistaken perception that
"literature with the Big L" is an esoteric discipline to be undertaken only by advanced
students with high levels of English language competence. By further disregarding the
problem, the authorities are only contributing towards the perpetual haze whereby,
teachers would continually fear to teach the subject, with students and parents who

persist in their self perpetuating fallacies about who can "learn it," and scepticism rules

the day.



