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INTRODUCTION 

In conversation classes which mainly involve meaning-based communication with no 

specific intention to teach vocabulary, previous research would seem to indicate that little 

vocabulary can be learned incidentally. Reviews of vocabulary studies usually indicate that 

incidental vocabulary learning is much rarer than teachers might like to think, and is often 

slower than explicit learning (Horst, 2005; Hulstijn, 2001; Macaro, 2003). This is a 

discouraging fact, given that vocabulary plays such a central role in the ability to 

communicate in a second language and is of critical importance to the language learner 

(Huckin, Haynes and Coady 1993; Coady and Huckin 1997; Huckin and Coady 1999; 

Zimmerman 1997; Nation 2001). Nation (2001), however, maintains that a vocabulary 

learning goal can be integrated into speaking tasks to encourage incidental learning, and it is 

this premise—that incidental vocabulary learning can take place in a conversation class—

that this study explores.  

 My personal experience with teaching conversation classes set the scene for my own 

interest in this topic. While teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students in Egypt, I 

came to realize that vocabulary was not a direct goal of my conversation lessons but I 

noticed students picking up new words and using them later in class. The present study 

investigates and evaluates the opportunities that conversation classes can afford for 

incidental vocabulary development by examining the factors of input and interaction that 

could encourage incidental intake and retention of new words while students are engaged 

in meaning-based interaction and speaking tasks. 

Interaction 

The main route by which students would be able to learn vocabulary incidentally in 

the classroom would be through their interactions with the teacher and other students in 



 

 

the target language. The interaction hypothesis (Long 1985, 1996), cited in Gass and Selinker 

(2008), maintains that input becomes comprehensible through interaction. If there is a 

breakdown in communication, this actually helps learners notice gaps or deficiencies in their 

ability to communicate. They can subsequently try to repair these, and thus the process can 

in the end facilitate language acquisition. Theoretical perspectives on the effects of input 

and interaction on the language learner are elaborated in (Gass, 1997).  Many studies have 

validated this theory and found evidence that interaction can lead learners to notice 

problems in their interlanguage and attain higher skills in the second language (L2) (Pica, 

Young, & Doughty, 1987; Pica, 1994; Gass, & Varonis, 1994; Polio, & Gass, 1998; Swain, & 

Lapkin 1998; Mackey &  Philp 1998; Mackey 1999; and Adams, 2005 ). Gass  and 

Mackey(2006) highlighted the various effects of input, interaction and output on the 

progress of learners.  

Following the assumptions of the interaction hypothesis, a number of studies have 

investigated the question of whether vocabulary acquisition occurs incidentally during 

interaction. However, the majority of these studies have looked at the question not by 

examining actual classroom interaction but through controlled lab experiments. For 

example, Ellis, Tanaka, and Yamazaki (1994) provided input to learners for identifying items 

in a picture of a kitchen. Some of the learners received input that had been gathered by 

having two native speakers perform the task and transcribing the directions that the one 

participant gave the other (this condition was called ‘baseline’ input). The second condition 

was one in which some participants from the actual sample (Japanese high school learners 

of English) heard a native speaker performing the task and were able to ask for clarification. 

The increased repetitions and explanations the native speaker gave in response to the 

clarification requests were then added to the transcription and constituted the directions 



 

 

for the task (this was called the ‘premodified input’ condition). A third condition 

(‘interactional modification’) had students listen to the baseline input but provided the 

students the opportunity to ask the teacher questions regarding the instructions. Ellis et al. 

(1994) found that in all cases the group which was exposed to interaction (the third group 

here) showed the highest comprehension and acquisition scores (another finding of the 

study was that participants in this group did not have to actually actively participate in 

negotiation to learn more words; they could learn just by observing others doing the 

interacting). However, this group spent considerably more time on the task, since asking 

questions took longer than just listening to instructions.  

A similar study by Ellis and He (1999) used a task where participants listened to 

directions to complete a picture of an apartment by pasting pictures of furniture on a card 

board. The conditions were similar to those of Ellis et al. (1994) with a baseline input group 

and interactional modification group, but this study added a condition of pushed output, 

where some students had to explain the task to others. The results showed that the output 

group had higher scores in comprehension, recognition and retention of new lexical items 

than those who received modified input. Overall, negotiated input yielded better results 

than baseline input but the kind of negotiation that allowed students to produce and modify 

their own output yielded the highest scores in comprehension and retention.  

In the same line of argument, LaFuente (2002) set up an information-gap activity 

with participants divided into groups receiving modified input, negotiated input and pushed 

output. Results confirmed the general advantage of negotiation over the modified input in 

the scores for comprehension and receptive acquisition. Negotiation with pushed output 

had the advantage of higher scores for productive acquisition and retention.  

Taken together, the results of these previous studies seem to indicate that through a 



 

 

process of hearing and producing meaningful input and output in tasks where learners need 

to exchange information, vocabulary can be incidentally comprehended and acquired. 

However, if we are to know whether such acquisition can take place in the classroom, we 

have to look at situations that are not limited to negotiation but which involve spontaneous 

interaction, where vocabulary is likely to occur naturally in different instances and contexts.    

One study that closely touched upon spontaneous interaction was Brown, Sagers, 

and LaPorte (1999). The authors investigated natural oral and written journal exchanges 

between a teacher and nine advanced EFL  learners over a whole semester. A comparison 

was made between the nature of input in the oral and the written modes and the nature of 

output produced by students. The new vocabulary items produced and used by the students 

after the teacher had used them were considered possibly acquired because of this 

interaction. The number of words acquired from the oral input was greater than that from 

the written input. There was better acquisition when students recognized their lexical gaps, 

meaning that they indicated that they didn’t know the exact word they wanted to use. 

Several exchanges on a single topic led to better acquisition, and also the topics chosen by 

students yielded better results than those stemming from topics chosen by the teacher. The 

results of this study are interesting and informative; however, the interaction in this study 

took place through audio recordings between the teacher and students. There is still a need 

to investigate similar measures from face-to-face interaction in a real conversation class 

where students discuss different topics and perform different tasks. 

One study that has analyzed real classroom interaction and the acquisition of 

vocabulary was (Dobinson, 2001). In this study four lessons were prepared by teachers who 

carefully planned what target vocabulary they would teach in their English class, and the 

sessions were videotaped. The author collected the lesson plan from the teachers to record 



 

 

the vocabulary items they targeted and compare them to what students actually gained. it 

was found that learners recalled and retained words better when they were mentioned, 

focused on or repeated within class interaction. The study intended to examine intentional 

vocabulary acquisition, but evidence of incidental learning was also found when learners 

recalled words which came up spontaneously in class and were not intended by the teacher. 

This is the only study I know of which has attempted to analyze vocabulary gain from class 

interaction. However, in this classroom teachers were deliberately trying to teach specific 

vocabulary words, and students were actively trying to learn new vocabulary in English.  The 

results from Dobinson (2001) seem to suggest that incidental vocabulary learning can take 

place in the language classroom. Dobinson’s study is therefore valuable in providing 

answers about how well students can learn vocabulary which teachers explicitly try to teach 

their learners in the classroom context, but it cannot answer the question of how well 

vocabulary which is used within the class, but not specifically focused upon by the teacher 

for learning, can be acquired. 

Incidental Acquisition 

 Thus far, I have been using the term ‘incidental’ as if the meaning were clear to the 

reader, but a look at the research which has been done on the topic reveals that there are 

many ways to interpret this term. Wesche and Paribakht (1999) define incidental learning of 

vocabulary as what happens when learners are “focusing on understanding meaning rather 

than on the explicit goal of learning new words.” Similarly, Ellis (1999) argues that the 

distinction between intentional and incidental learning has to do with two types of 

attention. In incidental learning, the learner’s primary attention is placed on meaning while 

allowing secondary attention to be directed to form. Gass (1999) assumes that incidental 

learning suggests less cognitive processing in the sense that the learner does not exert that 



 

 

much energy to commit an item to memory. On the other hand, Schmidt (1990) maintains 

that initial learning or intake takes place only when the learner notices the word and the 

relationship between its form and meaning, and thus attention is involved even if it is only 

in an incidental process.  

Moreover, Hulstijn (2001, 2003) states that we cannot say that incidental learning 

does not involve attention. Instead, it is the amount of attention that distinguishes the two 

conditions. In the intentional condition, attention is deliberately drawn at a particular 

learning goal followed by deliberate retention techniques. In the incidental condition, no 

deliberate retention technique is explicitly performed; i.e., the learner does not intend to 

commit items to the memory. But both conditions must involve attention. Hulstijn adds that 

incidental learning applies best to vocabulary rather than grammar. In this paper I will adopt 

the stance of Hulstijn (2001) and maintain that the difference between intentional and 

incidental learning is one of degree of attention, rather than a lack versus presence of 

attention. 

Extensive research has been done on incidental learning of vocabulary through 

reading, covering factors of exposure, frequency and salience. Watanabe (1997) tested the 

effect of text modification on enhancing the incidental learning of words from reading. The 

results showed that adding synonym glosses to target words in some reading passages 

yielded more significant learning of new words than in reading other passages with no 

glosses. On the other hand, no significant effects were found for embedded appositives or 

multiple-choice glosses within the passages. Watanabe concluded that learning vocabulary 

incidentally through context is “possible but may not be efficient.” Watanabe (1997) and 

Nation (2001) suggest that incidental learning of vocabulary from reading is a gradual 

process, and that the learner has to be exposed repeatedly to the words over time in order 



 

 

to claim that they have been internalized as substantial learning. However, there is a lack of 

research on oral input as a natural source of incidental learning of vocabulary. Ellis (1999) 

calls for more research on oral input, arguing that results would be different from written 

input because the cues in oral input will be richer, since they are aided by gestures, 

intonation and situation. He suggested that learners can incidentally pick up vocabulary 

through their use of contextual cues.  

However, as we have seen above in the interaction review, most of the studies on 

the incidental learning of vocabulary from oral input focus primarily on experimental data 

and cannot necessarily be generalized to the classroom. The present study can help fill this 

gap in our knowledge of whether incidental acquisition is possible from the type of 

classroom interaction that many ESL classrooms now have. The results of this study will be 

valuable for teachers in conversation classes who are considering the factor of incidental 

learning of vocabulary in their lesson plans.  

Factors Affecting Incidental Acquisition 

 Although there are few studies which have looked at incidental vocabulary 

acquisition in the language learning classroom, the studies which have been conducted on 

incidental acquisition can point to several factors that should be taken into account when 

investigating this question. Ellis (1994) posited four factors that influence incidental 

vocabulary acquisition from oral input. These are organized under factors referred to as 

intrinsic word properties, learner factors, input factors and interaction factors. Words 

properties pertain to parts of speech, length and distinctiveness of vocabulary items. 

Learner factors combine the variations that could occur in acquisition due to background 

knowledge, procedural knowledge, second language (L2) vocabulary size, morphological 

knowledge, immediate phonological memory or learner’s first language (L1). Input and 



 

 

interaction factors address the various ways of presenting input to learners through 

frequency, focus, contextual cues or discourse modifications. Ellis suggests that interaction 

affords more input or elaborated input that becomes more salient to learners, and that 

learners can also acquire vocabulary from non-interactional input through the various 

techniques of teacher-discourse which include definition, conjunction, elaboration, 

apposition and parallel structures. However, Ellis concludes this comprehensive account on 

incidental learning by expressing concerns that most of these factors could just be ways that 

guarantee comprehension but not necessarily acquisition. He calls for more research to 

consider personal, affective and psycholinguistic factors in addressing this issue. 

 Expanding on Ellis’ (1994) proposed factors; it would seem evident how they could 

apply in a classroom situation. The way learners are exposed to vocabulary would 

presumably affect how well they notice and acquire them. Certain words could be 

intrinsically salient to the learner in the oral input, for example because of being cognates or 

being phonetically similar to cognates. Other words could be made salient within the input 

through frequency of mention, definition or elaboration. Enough contexts can be created 

through oral discourse to allow learners to use context clues within the input. One of the 

interactional factors that could apply to the context of oral input is the task-essentialness of 

the words being used. In the theoretical framework of the Interaction Hypothesis, these 

would be words that are necessary to communicate the meaning that the learner intends to 

communicate. In other words, the learner needs a specific vocabulary word (such as 

‘January’) in order to communicate something about a specific topic (like ‘birthdays’). This 

word would be essential to conveying meaning. Ellis (1999) has referred to this 

phenomenon as the lexical gap that the learners identify, and which constantly motivates 

them to develop their vocabulary. Brown and Sagers(1999) stress this idea of a lexical gap, 



 

 

stating that when learners have a clear concept in mind but no second-language lexical item 

for it, they quickly note the word as it is provided in communication and become most likely 

to acquire it receptively and productively by integrating it in their speech. Gass (1999) 

summarizes some of the more important intrinsic word factors by noting that a word is 

more likely to be learned incidentally if there are cognates between L1 and L2, if a 

considerable number of exposures occur, or if a number of other related L2 words are 

known. If none of these conditions hold, the learner has to use intentional learning 

techniques.  

Individual factors, such as the size of the learner’s vocabulary, learning strategies, 

and background knowledge have all been posited to have an effect on vocabulary 

acquisition (Rott 1999 ; Paripakht and Wesche 1999 ; Fraser 1999; Pulido 2007).  Because I 

could not measure all of these factors in my learners during their intensive program, I 

decided to measure one factor which has been found to have quite a large amount of 

explanatory power in empirical research and that is language learning aptitude (Dornyei, 

2005). In fact, aptitude has been found to explain up to 50% of the variance in the results in 

some studies, which is a very large effect size. Language aptitude is defined by Dornyei 

(2005) as a characteristic of individuals which controls the rate of progress that they will 

make in learning a foreign language. Robinson (2001) refers to aptitude as a “complex and 

dynamic construct” that combines the abilities involved in different learning situations, and 

thus aptitude complexes play different roles under different input conditions: incidental, 

explicit or implicit. Safar and Kormos (2008) examined the concept of aptitude in 

communicative teaching contexts. They concluded that aptitude scores had little predictive 

power for the success of the four language skills, but they did find a correlation with the 

success in the acquisition of grammar and vocabulary.  



 

 

It seems, then, that there is a large variety of factors that have been found to 

influence vocabulary acquisition, but in this study I was not be concerned with vocabulary 

learning per se, since this has been extensively covered in previous research. Rather, the 

focus was on the context of spontaneous interaction and what results it could naturally yield 

concerning vocabulary acquisition. For this purpose, I focused on the intrinsic word 

properties of whether words are essential to the task or not, and cognate status. For input 

and interaction factors, I investigated different types of exposure and how learners perceive 

words-whether they are embedded, explained or elaborated in context.  For the learner 

factors I investigated how language learning aptitude relates to the ability to acquire 

vocabulary incidentally. 

Stimulated Recall Protocol 

 When investigating incidental vocabulary acquisition, a researcher must determine 

which words learners have acquired. Since the crux of incidental acquisition, however, is not 

to draw explicit attention to the fact of vocabulary learning, methodologically it is tricky to 

find an adequate way to measure acquisition while the study is being conducted. Once the 

study is over, of course, one may administer vocabulary tests explicitly and it does not 

matter to the integrity of the study. However, because I wanted to monitor vocabulary 

learning at the same time as I was conducting the study, I decided to use the stimulated 

recall procedure as a way of obtaining information about acquisition while not drawing too 

much attention to the vocabulary itself.  

In fact, stimulated recall is a type of methodological procedure that has been used by 

relatively few researchers, but is advocated by two leading researchers in the field of second 

language research (Gass & Mackey 2000; Mackey & Gass 2005; Gass & Mackey 2007). It is 

described as an introspective method for collecting data. In this method, the participant is 



 

 

given a reminder of a specific situation so that mental processes used during this situation 

are stimulated and recalled. An example of a study using stimulated recall is Mackey, Gass, 

and McDonough (2000). The purpose of the study was to investigate how learners perceive 

interaction and feedback on vocabulary, grammar and phonetics. Participants performed an 

information-exchange task with native speakers, in which they worked to discover 

differences between pictures through interaction. Native speakers provided feedback in the 

form of negotiation or recast when learners made errors in phonetics, vocabulary, grammar 

or semantics. The tasks were videotaped. Immediately after the task, learners watched 

themselves doing the tasks and they were also instructed to stop the video if they needed to 

express their thoughts at a given point within the interaction. Results showed that learners 

were more apt to attend to and notice lexical feedback than syntactic or phonetic feedback. 

This gives a clue for the present study that learners can more easily notice vocabulary in 

meaning-based interaction. The stimulated recall protocol seemed to me to be an excellent 

one to use to discover what words learners were learning during the study without having 

to directly test their knowledge. Thus, an innovative feature of the present study is that it is 

the first to videotape and analyze a real conversation class for tracing the acquisition of 

naturally occurring vocabulary. The stimulated recall protocol that I used was expected to 

give more insight into the process of vocabulary intake.  

Research Questions 

My main research question is the question of whether vocabulary can be acquired 

incidentally in a conversation class. The present study is mainly intended to investigate the 

factors that could arise through the study and which would mostly determine the possibility 

of incidental acquisition and support the general hypothesis that learners would show 

substantial learning both receptively and productively. But because this question was broad 



 

 

and quite general, I decided to break it down into hypotheses based on my conception of 

conversation classes and the types of contexts that are most likely to occur in meaning-

based communication. In the light of previous research on oral input, interaction and 

incidental learning (Ellis 1994; Gass 1999; Dobinson 2001), I planned to target certain 

vocabulary items and present them through specific types of natural exposure through the 

actual procedures of conversation lessons. Following this procedure, I can formulate my 

hypotheses in a way that will be easily observed and measured. 

I hypothesize that when words are used incidentally, learners will notice the words 

as they are mentioned in context without explanation, infer their meanings, convert them 

into intake and show retention of these words in a post test context. Several lines of support 

have been shown in this review for hypothesizing that incidental learning can take place 

naturally in the classroom. Mackey, Gass, and McDonough (2000) found that learners were 

more likely to attend to lexical feedback more than to syntactic or phonetic feedback. In line 

with these results, Gass and Alvarez Torres (2005) investigated the different effects of 

attending to input and interaction on the acquisition of grammar and vocabulary. One 

relevant implication they cited was that vocabulary required less attention and less 

externally-driven focus, because the learner’s internal mechanisms are more helpful in 

attending to vocabulary as ‘non-complex and non-abstract’ area of language.  

Another one of my hypotheses is that students will acquire words used in 

conjunction with or apposition to a synonym more easily than the words encountered 

without explanation.   Support for this hypothesis comes from Watanabe’s (1997) study of 

written input, which found that words provided with synonym glosses or embedded in 

appositives in reading passages were learned better than words which were simply read as 

part of the context of the passage. Of course, these results were found in reading, but the 



 

 

finding can be tested orally by looking at what happens when words are mentioned in 

context only, mentioned with a definition or explanation, in conjunction with or apposition 

to synonyms. This also falls under Ellis’ (1994) proposed factors concerning the variations in 

presenting input and manipulating interaction through definition, elaboration and different 

methods of input modification.  

A further hypothesis is that students will retain task-essential words more often than 

other non-essential words in speaking activities. Task-essentialness has been validated 

through earlier studies on the interaction hypothesis. Several studies on vocabulary 

acquisition have found that when learners produce their own meaningful input and output 

through interaction tasks and engage in negotiation of meaning they retain words better 

than just hearing native speaker input (Ellis, Tanaka, & Yamazaki 1994 ; Ellis & He1999; 

Newton 1995; LaFuente2002). Given that speaking tasks are common practices in second 

language classrooms and particularly in conversation classes , it would be further support 

for this assumption to test it with tasks conducted naturally in the classroom within lesson 

procedures.   

Based on previous research on aptitude as a primary individual factor, I hypothesize 

that students with higher aptitude scores will perform better in post tests and show better 

abilities to learn more words incidentally and retain them productively than students with 

lower aptitude scores. Extensive studies have validated the predictive power of aptitude 

measures. Robinson (2001) assumed that aptitude complexes play different roles in 

different learning situations. I try to test what role could aptitude be playing in incidental 

learning contexts. 

  



 

 

METHOD 

Participants 

The participants for the present study were recruited from a pool of Mexican English 

as a Second Language (ESL) students who were at an intensive summer program at the 

University of North Texas (UNT) for a period of three weeks. Their summer courses 

consisted of classes in Public Speaking and academic writing. These courses were part of 

their continuing program in English and ESL at their home university in Mexico. Eleven 

students (10 females and 1 male) consented to participate in the study, which involved 

attending eight hours of conversation classes as well as spending about 4 hours each doing 

the stimulated recall procedures after each session. All of them were majoring in English 

teaching and translation. Their ages ranged from 19 to 28.  The length of time they had been 

studying English ranged from 7 to 14 years with starting ages ranging from 10 to 17 (see 

Table 1 for the individual data for each participant).  

Table  

Participants' Biodata Outline 

Participant Age Years of  studying English Starting age 

A 20 8 12 

B 19 8 11 

C 23 10 13 

D 22 10 12 

E 23 11 12 

F 21 10 11 

H 28 14 14 

L 23 9 14 

M 24 14 10 

N 23 12 11 

O 24 7 17 



 

 

They were placed as intermediate and upper-intermediate proficiency level in English in 

their program.  All the participants were bilingual with first language (L1) Spanish and 

second language (L2) English in addition to basic French taught in their schools. Most of 

them expressed the concern that they were not ready for teaching and preferred having a 

career in translation.  For all the participants, they had never been to an English-speaking 

country before and this was their first time in the US. 

Procedures 

Vocabulary checklist. As a kind of pilot pre-test, vocabulary items were drawn from 

the most frequent words in the academic word list supplemented with other general use 

words. They were put in a checklist, in which the student only had to check the known 

words and leave the others blank. Students were instructed not to use the dictionary or 

guess at words. The test consisted of about two hundred words. The students received an 

email version of this test and mailed the completed test back to me. After participants 

completed the test, a total of 35 words that had been checked as unknown by all the 

learners were chosen to be embedded into the teaching sessions (of course, these words 

could only be chosen once I had met with the learners after they arrived at UNT and had 

volunteered to participate in the study). The complete pre-test checklist can be found in 

Appendix A. The 35 selected target words are given in Table 2 below. 

Table 2  

The Target Words for the Sessions 

bond comprise notion attain sustain 
ethic assess perspective assign advocate 
bias priority core exceed adequate 
encounter norm deviation devote expand 
confine diminish emerge utilize distort 
isolate assemble vivid ambiguous intervene 
reveal widespread exploit precise anticipate 



 

 

Given that these words had to be integrated into concrete lesson plans, the basic 

idea was to create a main topic for each lesson and distribute the target words throughout 

the lesson using different patterns of exposure and interaction. However, given Brown and 

Sagers’ (1999) research which showed that learners tend to learn more when they were 

interested in the topic of discussion, I  decided that students should choose the topics they 

would like to discuss in class, so I asked them to do this before planning how to use the 

words in the lessons. 

Topic checklist. A checklist was prepared with suggestions of general topics that 

could be the focus of the lessons. The complete checklist can be found in Appendix B. Four 

topics that were checked by all the participants were selected for the lessons. These topics 

were distributed in the sessions in the following order: 

a) Session 1: Culture and concepts from our life  

b) Session 2: Relationships and Gender roles in different cultural views 

c) Session 3: Pollution, weather change and natural disasters 

d) Session 4: Dreams, luck and superstitions 

Material and lesson plans.  Standard ESL textbooks, websites and activities were 

used for the lesson plans. Four two- hour-long meetings were scheduled with the students 

to conduct the lessons after they have signed consent forms. The sessions were videotaped 

using three video cameras, with each camera capturing one group of four or three students 

along with the teacher’s work and talk. Groups were changed every time the class met to 

allow for different patterns of interaction. The sessions were conducted on the typical 

model of a conversation class including warm-up, main activity, group work, listening tasks 

and whole-class discussion. Target words were planned to be embedded in different ways 



 

 

along the sessions to test their effects. An outline of target-vocabulary presentation is 

shown in Table 3 below.  

Table  

Type of Exposure to Target Words 

Lessons 
Words 

Task-essential  Text-based Defined With a synonym Without explanation 

Session 1 
bond attain 

sustain 
ethic 

 assess comprise 
notion 

perspective 

Session 2 

priority adequate 
devote 

bias norm 
deviation 
advocate 

core 

assign 
exceed 

encounter 

Session 3 

 utilize 
exploit 

 expand 
confine 

disrupt 
diminish 
emerge 
distort 
isolate 

widespread 

Session 4 
vivid 

ambiguous 
   

precise 
assemble 
Intervene 

reveal 
 
In Table 3, the task-essential words are those which students would have to use to 

complete the task if comprehension were not to be hindered. For example, in one task 

students had to use the word priority several times as they discussed certain jobs and 

whether men or women would more likely to take these jobs. On the other hand, the word 

‘attain’ was embedded in another task in which students discussed different concepts of 

‘success’ and they had to choose the statements which they preferred. The word appeared 

in the text in one of the statements for discussion: 

Successful persons attain the respect of people. 

 
Thus, students might have noticed this word but it was not essential for completing the task 



 

 

and would not greatly hinder comprehension if they did not know the meaning of the word. 

These words are referred to as text-based or non-task essential in my treatment. 

From the previous table, the reader can also see that few words were intended to be 

explicitly defined or elaborated. The words mentioned with a synonym implied those which 

were said in conjunction with or apposition to a synonym. Examples of contexts in which a 

word is said in conjunction with a synonym can be drawn from the transcript of sessions: 

Today I want to expand or extend this a little bit by talking about our relation to… 

 
An example of a word said in apposition to a synonym or explanation is the following: 

Yes, which means they could utilize, make good use of their own resources for… 

 
The rest of the target words, and actually most of them, were intended to be just 

mentioned in context without further explanation. This is due to the typical nature of a 

conversation class, where vocabulary does not usually show up as the focus of instruction. 

Beside the target words, other words occurred naturally without being planned. 

Most of these words occurred within group work, in listening or video tasks, or were just 

mentioned in context. All the tasks contributed to the main topic of lessons. Some listening 

and video tasks required gap-filling or putting information into a given table. Others were 

just starters for discussion or helped for brainstorming related ideas. The sessions usually 

started and ended with a free exchange of ideas between the teacher and students on the 

main topic of the day. A summary of all the lesson plans is given in detail in Appendix C. 

They include the material used and the procedures that occurred in class. 

Complete classroom transcripts. Since it was almost impossible to plan and control 

everything that happened in class, video sessions had to be transcribed to investigate types 



 

 

of exposure and frequencies of target words, and relate them to recall and retention results. 

A complete chart was designed containing the target words and describing their 

occurrences, frequencies and how they were presented in class. Samples from class 

transcripts are given in Appendix D. This chart, which also contains recall and retention 

results for each word, is presented in Table 7 below. 

Testing 

The first vocabulary knowledge checklist was conducted before the students began 

their classes at UNT. Further testing procedures took place between the teaching sessions of 

the experimental conversation class. After the first session, individual meetings were 

scheduled with each participant, in order to conduct a short aptitude test. This was 

conducted once and lasted about 10 minutes. In addition to this initial test, individual 

interviews were arranged with each participant after each teaching session to conduct 

stimulated recall sessions for each lesson. Details of these procedures are given below. 

Aptitude test. A non-word repetition task was used for testing the working memory 

of students.  This test was designed by French (2003) as a measure of phonological working 

memory. It consisted of 40 Arabic words recorded by a proficient non-native speaker of 

Arabic. The words gradually increased in length from two to five syllables and they were 

played on the computer. Participants controlled the computer interface that played the 

words. The participants repeated each word after hearing it ; their responses were then 

recorded. This test was scored according to French’s (2003) criteria, with points taken off 

only for changing, adding or deleting phonemes but not for accent.  

Stimulated recall protocol (SRP). The present study is the first study to use this 

method in the context of a real conversation class. The method was expected to provide 

useful insights into the opportunities that conversation classes afford for immediate intake 



 

 

of vocabulary. For the purpose of testing immediate recall of vocabulary, video recordings of 

the sessions were essential material for investigation. SRP sessions were held individually in 

the Linguistic Lab. In each interview, the participant generally watched the video recording 

of a given session on the day following the conversation class . The participant would watch 

the video segment of their group. The participants watched the videos on a 17-inch laptop 

with headphones on. They were given the following instructions with enough distractors to 

ensure they did not pay too much attention to vocabulary: 

 You are about to watch a video of our last class meeting.  Whenever you remember 
that you noticed a word new to you, or a new way of pronunciation, or a grammar 
structure you did not recognize before, you just have to stop the video and report it 
with any comments you would like to share. You can report both points you learned 
or those you did not understand. It is OK to remain silent if you do not have any 
comments. 

 
Each session lasted between 45 minutes and one hour with a focus only on the parts 

considered most important in each lesson. No attempt was made to interrupt the silence of 

students while watching. When a student gave a response, the usual questions asked were 

things like ‘Is this the first time you heard this word?’, ‘Did you guess that was the meaning 

of the word?’ or ‘Did you know this meaning before?’ These questions were asked only if it 

was considered necessary to stimulate more comments. The students’ comments were 

written down along with the words they recalled for qualitative investigation. 

 These recall sessions provided data that would account for what learners had 

learned immediately following their classes. However, I also needed to investigate the 

vocabulary acquisition of learners over a longer run. For this reason, a post test was 

scheduled to be conducted one week after the last teaching session. It consisted of 

productive and receptive sections. Details of these tests are given below.   

Productive vocabulary test. This test was intended to find evidence of productive use 



 

 

of the target vocabulary items. Learners were asked to think of the intended target word. 

This test was given before the receptive part, to avoid any test effect. The test targeted the 

thirty five words listed for the study along with five additional words. These were words 

which came up in class and which recall sessions showed to be unknown to all the 

participants. The additional five words are chores, errand, conscript, strive and anticipate. 

They naturally occurred in class in different types of exposure that were designated for the 

study. The test consisted of fill-in-the-gap sentences. In order to avoid any ambiguity in 

picking the intended target word, the first two letters-or sometimes three letters- of each 

target word were provided in each sentence. The complete productive test is given in 

Appendix E.     

 An example for the target word ‘encounter’ is the following sentence: 

To put their hands on individual differences, psychiatrists would ask people how they 
generally cope when they enc……………………a difficult or stressful situation. 
 
Receptive vocabulary test. This post-test measure was similar to the pre-test 

vocabulary checklist. Besides being used as a regular checklist for retained words, however, 

this test was also intended to get more self-reports from the participants about their own 

learning of the target words. The test included check boxes that required the students to tell 

if they learned the word in class, before class, had never heard the word, had written it 

down, had checked it in a dictionary, or if  they were not sure. They were also required to 

write the translation of the word in their L1 if they were sure. They were instructed not to 

use the dictionary or guess at a word during the test. While the pretest contained two 

hundred words, the receptive post test only contained the forty target words, and was 

conducted right after the productive section. Both the productive and receptive tests were 

conducted in a meeting one week after the last teaching session. The format of the test was 



 

 

a table in which each word had options that described degree of knowledge. Students were 

instructed to check all the boxes that applied. A sample page of the receptive post test is 

given in Appendix F.   The options were the following: 

a) I never heard it 

b) I learned it or guessed it in class 

c) I knew it before class 

d) I wrote it down or checked it in a dictionary 

e) I remembered it in class 

f) I think I heard it in class but I did not understand it 

g) Translate into your language if you are very sure 

h) It has something to do with... 

i)  I am not sure 

  



 

 

RESULTS 

The stimulated recall sessions provided an initial view on immediate vocabulary 

intake after each class.  Results varied by individual and Table 4 contains one box for each 

participant that lists the vocabulary he/she recalled in all four of the stimulated recall 

sessions. Usually, the participants added comments after they mentioned a word, and if 

they did, their comments are included in the table. They would say how or why they learned 

a given word. In making generalizations from this data, I first looked at how many target 

vocabulary words the learners recalled (these words are marked in bold in Table 4). On the 

average, learners recalled 11 words from the target vocabulary over the course of the four 

sessions.  

Looking at the type of exposure, I noticed that the words recalled by the most 

participants were those words that had been made task-essential within the session. These 

are marked as underlined in Table 4. Examples are words like bond, chores, errand, vivid and 

ambiguous.  From the naturally-occurring non-target words, students also recalled words 

that were task-essential in different activities. Examples were words like surgeon, 

newscaster, flatter and bargain. Students recalled words from the listening and video tasks 

that required filling information into a table or taking notes for discussion. Examples of 

these words were chipped, unfold, storage, conservation, and tremendous. On the other 

hand, no words were recalled or comments made on the listening and video tasks that were 

presented in line with discussion or for brainstorming ideas. For other text-based words that 

were less essential to meaning, students reported that they either consulted a dictionary or 

asked their classmates for a quick translation or explanation.  Examples of these words were 

cashier, threat, measure, and efficient. 

On the other hand, some students reported that they encountered unknown words 



 

 

but they did not have to use the dictionary because they understood the whole meaning 

from context. 

Students also seemed to recall words that were explicitly defined, explained and 

elaborated in class.  An example of this is the word bias which was recalled by eight 

participants (about 73 % of the participants). An example of its occurrence in class is the 

following extract:  

T:  So the question again, do we assign roles and responsibilities based on gender? 
Are we gender-biased? Do we have a bias to gender? Do you understand bias? 

 Ss: No 

 T:  Um, it is kind of you have preference to someone or something based on your 
own view, um, you do not care about what is fair, you only prefer… it is a kind of 
attitude… um , it is kind of related to the word (prejudice) [writing two words on 
board]…we can say that bias is a preference of something and prejudice is more to 
be a dislike against … 
  
From the previous example, we can see that the students’ attention is drawn by the 

teacher using the word twice and questioning its meaning. It is then defined and written on 

the board. Although it was recalled by most of the participants, it was less recalled than the 

task-essential words above. From non-target words, students also recalled words that were 

explicitly defined, elaborated or written on the board. Examples of these words were 

altruism, punctuality, breakthrough and conquer.  

The least recalled words were the words that were just mentioned in context or in 

conjunction with a synonym. From these, only four words were recalled by any participant 

as newly-learned words in the stimulated recall sessions. These words were assess, assign, 

conscript and intervene.  However, students recalled words mentioned in context more 

easily if they were cognates, a fact that was explicitly pointed out by some of the students. 

Examples were words like essence, decade, and inevitable. These words, however, were not 



 

 

targeted for the treatment but they occurred naturally in teacher’s talk, speaking tasks or 

class discussion. 

Generally, target words accounted for less than half of the recalled words for each 

participant in the stimulated recall sessions. Other words which were not targeted but 

which occurred naturally in the course of the lessons also showed up in students’ reports. 

These were also words that were learned incidentally, which thus makes them of interest 

for the study. I was interested in exploring what could be the factors involved when some 

words seem to call attention to themselves in the process of being mentioned in context. 

Students reported learning new words as a result of realizing their morphological relations 

to already known words. Some examples are like the following: perceiving the word distant 

to be related to the word distance, the word costly to be related to the known word cost 

and the word pollutant to be related to pollution.  

By interaction and exposure to vocabulary, students were aided to remember words, 

to access new meanings, to confirm their knowledge of partially known words and recognize 

meanings for words they had heard before but had never realized their meanings. I would 

interpret these events as arising from the stimulating of access to passive vocabulary in the 

learner’s potential lexicon. Examples of students’ comments were statements like: “I 

remembered I studied this word long ago.”, “I remembered it in class.”, “I think I heard this 

word before but I did not learn it.”, or “I only know one meaning of this word but I learnt it 

can have another meaning in a different topic.” Students also recalled noticing certain 

phrases and expressions for the first time. They reported they knew the words but that it 

was the first time that they had heard them within a certain expression. Examples of these 

were expression like culture shock or extended family and phrases like it has to do with, 

which a student reported to have guessed from context.   



 

 

The following table provides lists of all the words that were recalled by each 

participant. Students’ comments are given as appropriate beside the reported words. Most 

of these comments were initiated by the participant and few were triggered by follow-up 

questions. One row is left blank as the participant did not report any word during the recall 

sessions. The reported words that were targeted for the treatment are listed in bold; words 

that were task-essential are underlined.  

Overall, the recall sessions introduced initial insights into the factors involved in 

incidental learning of vocabulary. But it was expected that the post tests would provide 

more evidence as to which words were ultimately recalled long-term.  As was perhaps to be 

expected, students did not retain on the post-test all the words they recalled in the 

immediate stimulated recall sessions. On the other hand, perhaps surprisingly, the post 

tests showed that students learned certain target words from class, even though they did 

not recall them in the individual sessions.  

Thus, the relation between immediate recall and retention did not seem to be as 

close as might have been expected, although we can say that the results from the recall 

sessions were predictive, in the sense that they showed strong support for long-term 

learning of task-essential words and cognates. The differences and similarities between the 

immediate recall session and the longer-term post-test are evident in Table 5, which shows 

target words that were recalled in SRP sessions alongside target words receptively retained 

or produced by each participant on the post-test. The task-essential words are marked in 

bold and Spanish translation of all words is provided to identify cognates. Looking at Table 5, 

we can see that most words which were acquired receptively or productively (as shown in 

the post-test) are either task-essential, close cognates or both.  



 

 

Table 4 

Stimulated Recall Results 

Participant Words recalled and participant’s comments 

A 
 

1-bond: new word for me. I guessed it from 
the discussion. 
2-essence: I understood it because it is similar 
to Spanish.  
3-bargain: my friends explained it to me. 4-
flattered: I remembered it when we discussed 
it in the group. 

5-conquer: my classmates translated it into 
Spanish. 
6-altruism: I think I saw it before but I did 
not know the meaning before class.  
7-commitment: I guessed it means 
‘obligation’. 
8-bias  

9-chores  
10-errand 
11-newscaster 
12-surgeon 
13-chipped: from the listening exercise. 
14-conservation: I heard it in the video. 
15-vivid 

16-ambiguous 
17-irony: I remembered I studied this word 
long ago. 

B No comments were provided by the student. 

C 

1-independence: I only know one meaning of 
independence but I learnt it can have another 
meaning in a different topic. 
2-conquer: I learnt this word when I asked you 
about the meaning. 
3-we found some new words in the exercise 
but we did not want to use the dictionary. 

4-flattered: I remember I saw this word 
before and when we started the task I 
remembered its meaning. 
5-chores 
6-punctuality 
7-errand 
8-bias  

9-overpacked: I learnt this from context 
when we were doing the exercise. 
10-energy-efficient  
11-intervene 
12-vivid  
13-ambiguous: I did not remember its 
meaning until we used it in class. 

14-assess 
15-inevitable: similar to Spanish 
16-priority 
17-sacred 
18-decade: similar to Spanish 

D 

1-honesty: when I started to explain this word 
I was not sure of its meaning until I got the 
explanation from you and classmates’ 
discussion. 
2-altruism: I think I heard this word before but 
I did not know its meaning. I learn it in class. 

3-bias 
4-chores 
5-errand 
6-firefighter 
7-greenhouse effect 
8-light bulbs 

9-vivid 
10-ambiguous 
11-priority 
12-assess 
13-assign : I guessed the meaning but I am 
not sure. 

14-the noun of ‘hot’= ‘heat’ 
15-consensus: I guessed it. 

E 

1-bonds: new word. 
2-experience: related to Spanish. 
3-altruism: I did not understand it very well 
before.  
4-bargain  
5-flattered 
6-conquer 

7-assess: I understand you give a synonym. 
8-gathering  
9-newscaster 
10-surgeon 
11-chore 
12-bias 
13-dormant 

14-pleasure 
15-threats 
16-decade 
17-greenhouse effect  
18-pollutant: I know the word ‘pollution’ 
19-conservation-tremendous 
 

20-storage-freeze-chipped-unfold  
21-intervene: I guessed it.  
22-vivid 
23-ambiguous 
24-priority 

 
(table continues) 

 



 

 

Table 4 (continues). 

Participant Words recalled and participant’s comments 

F 

1-divorce: I remembered it in class. 
2-distant: I know the word ‘distance’ 
3-the phrase: ‘It has to do with’: I guessed it 
from context. 
4-bond: new word. 

5-bargain: my classmates translated it to 
Spanish for me. 
6-conquer: I knew it but was not sure. 
7-chores 
8-cashier 

9-irony 
10-relieve 
11-chipped 
12-energy-efficient 
13-vivid 

14-ambiguous 
15-priority 

H 

1-perspective: I did not get this word. 
2-bonds: I did not catch it. 
3-flattrered: we did not understand the word 
but we did the task. 
4-conquer: I related this to Spanish.  
5-comprise: I did not get what you said. 

6-newscaster: I just remembered it when 
you explained. 
7-Surgeon: I related it to Spanish. 
8-chores 
9-errand 
10-vivid 

11-ambiguous 
12-assemble: I did not get it.  
13-confine, escalate, accumulate: I did not 
get these words.  
14-irony: I remembered it.   
15-priority 

16-spoiled: I remembered it when we 
heard the listening. 

L 

1-bias 
2-chores 
3-cashier 
4-surgeon 

5-irony  
6-extinct 
7-impact: I remembered it. 
8-accumulate: I did not get it. 

9-chipped, unfold 
10-conservation 
11-vivid 
12-ambiguous 

13-lantern 
14-priority 
15-scramble:  I guessed it from context.  
16-ultimate: similar to Spanish. 

M 

1-commitment: first time I hear this word but I 
understand it from context. 
2-arranged marriage: first time I hear this 
expression. 
3-bond: I guessed it from context. 
4-applicant: I know the word ‘apply’ so I 
related it to the meaning.  
 

5-tag: I guessed it as we were doing the 
exercise in group. 
6-flattered: my classmates explained it to 
me but I did not get it. 
7-purpose, measure, conquer: I asked my 
friend and they translated to Spanish.  
8-entails: we could not understand this 
word in the exercise. 

9-gathering: from context 
10-costly: I know the word ‘cost’ so I 
related it to the meaning. 
11-newscaster 
12-surgeon 
13-bias 
14-chores 
15-errand 

16-threat: I remember I heard this word 
before but I only remembered it from 
context. 
17-vivid 
18-ambiguous 

N 

1-bond: I guessed it from the discussion. 
2-ties: I guessed it is a synonym of Bonds. 
3-extended Family: First time I hear this 
expression. 
4-bargain: I have seen this word before but 
never got its meaning. 

5-flattered: I think I knew it before but 
when we discussed it I remembered. 
6-beholder: I related it to my cultural 
background as you said this proverb. 
7-assess: I guessed it from you speak and 
give a synonym. 
 

8-consensus: I did not understand this 
word. 
9-gathering: I guessed it from context. 
10-bias 
11-chores 
12-errand 
13-vivid 

14-ambiguous 
15-intervene: I guessed it from context. 
16-sustain 
17-assign: I do not know the exact meaning 
but I understand the sentence you said. 
18-priority 

   
(table continues)    

     



 

 

Table 4 (continued). 

Participant Words recalled and participant’s comments 

O 

1-essence: I figured this out because of the 
similarity to Spanish. 
2-independence: I know this word before but I 
learnt it can be used in other topics. 
3-breakthrough: when you explained it. 
4-altruism: first time I hear this word. 

5-culture shock: I know each word but it is 
the first time I hear this expression. 
6-bias 
7-cashier: from my friends.  
8-conscripted: I guessed it from context. 
9-chores 

10-sweep: I learnt it from the context of 
the exercise. 
11-priority 
12-vivid 
13-ambiguous 
14-lantern 

15-chipped  
16-accumulate: similar to Spanish. 
17-favor: I was not sure what it means until 
we speak. 
18-conservation 

 

 

 



 

 

In looking for reasons as to why certain target words were acquired and others were 

not, Table 5 shows that cognate status or task-essentialness was important but did not 

assure receptive or productive acquisition in the long run. There are still cognates that were 

never or rarely acquired, such as ethics, precise, confine and emerge. There were also task-

essential words that were never or rarely acquired, two examples are bond and errand. 

Moreover, the results for words mentioned with synonyms or mentioned without 

explanations seem to be varied a fact that requires interpretation. Another way of analyzing 

this information derives from Table 6, which gives an inventory of the words acquired by the 

largest number of participants and those acquired by the least number of participants. The 

table reinforces my assertion that some task-essential words and cognates rank at the top 

of the list, while there are other cognates and task-essential words at the bottom of the list 

and others not listed at all.  

Starting with Table 5 below, we can see an overview of each participant’s results in 

the vocabulary post tests. ‘Recall’ indicates words which were mentioned by a participant in 

the stimulated recall session; ‘Receptive’ indicates that the participant indicated they knew 

the word in the receptive post-test; ‘Productive’ indicates that the participant was able to 

produce the correct word in a sentence context in the productive post-test. Task-essential 

words are marked in bold in the English word; words considered to be cognates are marked 

in bold in the Spanish translation column. 

Drawing on data from the previous table, I looked at the pattern of learning words 

and organized the acquired words from those learned by all the participants to those which 

were acquired by at least one participant. This information is provided in Table 6 below. 

 

 



 

 

Table 5 

Vocabulary Acquisition Results by Participant 

Participants/ 
Words 

Acquisition A B C D E F H L M N O 
Spanish 

Translation 

notion 
Recall            

noción Receptive  * * * *  *  * * * 
Productive            

bond 
Recall *    * * *  * *  

conexión Receptive            
Productive            

ethics 
Recall            

etica Receptive            
Productive            

attain 
Recall            

alcanzar 
 

Receptive            
Productive            

sustain 
Recall          *  

sostener Receptive         * * * 
Productive            

assess 
Recall   * * *     *  

evaluar 
 

Receptive   * * * *    *  
Productive   * * *     *  

assign 
Recall    *      *  

asignar 
 

Receptive    *     * * * 
Productive          *  

advocate 
Recall            

defensor Receptive            
Productive            

bias 
Recall *  * * *   * * * * 

sesgo 
 

Receptive * * *      * * * 
Productive            

core 
Recall     *       

núcleo 
 

Receptive            
Productive            

disrupt 
Recall            

perturbar Receptive            
Productive            

priority 
Recall   * * * * * *  * * 

prioridad Receptive * * * * * * * * * * * 
Productive * *    *    *  

strive 
Recall            

esforzarse Receptive            
Productive            

             (table continues) 



 

 

Table 5 (continued) 

Participants/ 
Words 

Acquisition A B C D E F H L M N O 
Spanish 

Translation 

exceed 
Recall            

exceder Receptive * *  *     * *  
Productive * *  *        

adequate 
Recall            

adecuada Receptive   * * *    * * * 
Productive          *  

conscript 
Recall           * 

recluta Receptive   *         
Productive            

encounter 
Recall            

encuentro Receptive    *        
Productive            

norm 
Recall            

norma Receptive  * * * * * *  * * * 
Productive            

deviation 
Recall            

desviación Receptive     *       
Productive            

chores 
Recall *  * * * * * * * * * 

tareas 
domésticas 

Receptive *   * * *   * * * 
Productive *         *  

errand 
Recall *  * *  * *   *  

recado Receptive *   *        
Productive            

devoted 
Recall            

dedicado Receptive          *  
Productive            

expand 
Recall            

ampliar Receptive            
Productive            

confine 
Recall            

confinar Receptive    *        
Productive            

emerge 
Recall            

emerger Receptive  *  *       * 
Productive            

utilize 
Recall            

utilizar Receptive *  * * * *   *   
Productive    *  *      

             (table continues) 
 



 

 

Table 5 (continued) 

Participants/ 
Words 

Acquisition A B C D E F H L M N O 
Spanish 

Translation 

distort 
Recall            

falsear Receptive            
Productive            

exploit 
Recall            

explotar Receptive            
Productive            

diminish 
Recall            

disminuir Receptive            
Productive            

isolate 
Recall            

aislar Receptive            
Productive            

widespread 
Recall            

generalizada Receptive     *       
Productive            

intervene 
Recall   *  *     *  

intervenir Receptive *  * *      *  
Productive    *        

assemble 
Recall            

reunir 
 

Receptive            
Productive            

vivid 
Recall *  * * * * * * * * * 

vivo Receptive *  * * * * * * * * * 
Productive *  * * *  * * * * * 

ambiguous 
Recall *  * * * * * * * *  

ambiguo Receptive * * * * * * * * * * * 
Productive * *  * * * *   * * 

reveal 
Recall            

revelar Receptive    *  *    *  
Productive            

anticipate 
Recall            

anticipar Receptive            
productive            

perspective 
Recall       *     

perspectiva Receptive * * * * * * *  * * * 
Productive    *        

precise 
Recall            

precisa Receptive            
Productive            

comprise 
Recall            

comprender Receptive            
Productive            



 

 

Table 6 

Ranked Vocabulary Acquisition  

Number of Participants Words Recognized Words Produced 

All 
priority 

ambiguous 
 

10 
vivid 

perspective 
 

9 norm vivid 
8 notion ambiguous 
7 chores  

6 
bias 

adequate 
utilize 

 

5 
assess 
exceed 

 

4 
assign 

intervene 
assess 

priority 

3 
sustain 
emerge 
reveal 

exceed 

2 
errand chores 

utilize 

1 

core 
conscript 

encounter 
deviation 
devoted 
confine 

widespread 

perspective 
assign 

adequate 
intervene 

 
It seems, then, that there are other factors involved in the recall, retention and 

production of the target words presented in the treatment aside from those that I 

hypothesized in the research questions. For example, the factor of cognates played a role in 

the equation and showed a noticeable effect. Thus it was essential to include it in the 

analysis. Although the first look at words which were recalled indicated that task-

essentialness and cognate status were important, a more thorough analysis required 

examining class transcripts in order to find out whether there were any relations between 

the type of exposure to target words and their retention and production. In the light of the 



 

 

given data that I have, I can postulate that frequency of occurrence and type of context in 

which the words were presented would play a role in explaining why some words were 

recalled and others not. Records from the complete class transcripts were put into a chart 

along with results from the post tests. This chart appears in Table 7 where words are listed 

in descending order from the most frequently acquired to the least frequently acquired. It 

also includes the frequency counts, type of exposure, stimulated recall results, and the 

number of students who checked the different options in the post test. The number of 

students who acquired the given words receptively and productively is given in bold. 

The kind of data that appeared in Table 7 made it interesting to look at the 

relationship between frequency and receptive gain. Using the non-parametric spearman’s 

method, a statistical correlation was found between frequency of exposure and receptive 

gain with a very large effect size (rho = 0.57, p < 0.005, n = 40). A robust correlation found a 

more modest correlation (r = .27). A statistical correlation was also found between 

frequency and productive gain (rho = 0.46, p = 0.003, n = 40) (a robust correlation could not 

be calculated due to a lack of convergence in the covariance matrix; this is due to the fact 

that participants actually gained very little productively). Both of the Spearman correlations 

show a large effect size, accounting for between 20-30% of the variance in scores. 

In order to test whether the cognate status and type of exposure affected how well 

participants gained vocabulary receptively, a two-way ANOVA was used, with cognate status 

(2 levels) and type of exposure (3 levels) as the independent variables. However, I also 

suspected that frequency of mention would affect how often words were acquired, so the 

effect of Frequency was controlled for by entering Frequency as a covariate. With these 

parameters fixed, I performed a two-way ANCOVA test. A statistical main effect was found 

for cognates (F1, 33 = 18.6, p < .005, partial eta-squared = 0.36) and for type of exposure  



 

 

Table 7 

Amount and Type of Exposure vs. Acquisition 
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Type of Exposure 

Fr
eq
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Word 

0 0 0 8 11 9 Task-essential 3 ambiguous 
0 0 0 4 11 8 Task-essential 3 priority 
0 1 0 9 10 10 Task-essential 4 vivid 
1 0 0 1 10 1 Mentioned in context 9 perspective 
2 0 0 0 9 0 In conjunction with a synonym 3 norm 
3 0 0 0 8 0 In apposition with a synonym 3 notion 
0 2 2 2 7 10 Task-essential+ class discussion 12 chores 
1 1 3 0 6 8 Defined and elaborated 9 bias 
3 2 0 2 6 0 Mentioned in context 4 utilize 
3 0 2 1 6 0 Mentioned in context 3 adequate 
1 2 3 4 5 4 In conjunction with a synonym 3 assess 
2 3 1 3 5 0 Mentioned in context 3 exceed 
1 4 2 1 4 3 Mentioned in context 4 intervene 
4 2 1 1 4 2 Mentioned in context 4 assign 
5 2 1 0 3 1 Text-based/ not task-essential+ mention 4 sustain 
5 1 2 0 3 0 In conjunction with a synonym 1 emerge 
4 4 0 0 3 0 Mentioned in context 1 reveal 
3 4 2 0 2 6 Task-essential+ class discussion 9 errand 
4 3 3 0 1 0 in conjunction with a synonym 2 core 
4 3 3 0 1 1 Mentioned in context 4 conscript 
3 3 4 0 1 0 Mentioned in context 3 encounter 
4 5 1 0 1 0 Mentioned in context 1 deviation 
5 2 2 0 1 0 Mentioned in context 3 devoted 
2 5 3 0 1 0 Mentioned in context 3 confine 
5 3 2 0 1 0 Mentioned in context 2 widespread 
4 3 4 0 0 6 Task-essential  5 bond 
1 9 1 0 0 0 Mentioned in context 1 precise 
2 7 2 0 0 0 Mentioned in context 3 comprise 
0 9 2 0 0 0 Text-based/not task-essential 1 ethics 
1 7 3 0 0 0 Text-based/not task-essential+ mentioned 3 attain 
6 2 3 0 0 0 In apposition with a synonym 2 advocate 
1 8 2 0 0 0 Mentioned in context 2 disrupt 
2 8 1 0 0 0 Mentioned in context 3 strive 
2 7 2 0 0 0 In conjunction with a synonym 1 expand 
1 10 0 0 0 0 Mentioned in context 1 distort 
3 6 2 0 0 0 Text-based/ not task-essential 1 exploit 
1 7 3 0 0 0 In  conjunction with a synonym 2 diminish 
5 0 6 0 0 0 Mentioned in context 2 isolate 
4 6 1 0 0 0 Mentioned in context 1 assemble 
2 7 2 0 0 0 Mentioned in context 1 anticipate 



 

 

(F2, 33 = 4.2, p = .02, partial eta-squared = 0.20) (the effect size of partial eta-squared can 

be interpreted in much the same way as the R2 in correlation studies, indicating how much 

of the variance is accounted for; 36% and 20% are fairly large effect sizes). In addition, the 

interaction between cognates and type of exposure was statistically significant (F2, 33 = 9.0, 

p = 0.001, partial eta-squared = 0.35) and had a large effect size. The effect of the covariate 

of frequency was also statistical (F1, 33 = 30.3, p < .005, partial eta-squared = 0.5), with a 

large effect size.  For the two-level main effect of cognates, descriptive statistics showed 

that students performed better in the receptive section when words were cognates (χ = 5.7, 

SD = 0.6) than non-cognates (χ = 0.3, SD = 0.8).  

For type of exposure, the mean scores showed that words mentioned with a 

synonym were learned most often (χ = 4.0, SD = 0.8), followed by task-essential words (χ = 

2.8, SD = 1.0) and last those mentioned with no explanation (χ = 2.2, SD = 0.5). However, 

because the interaction between cognate status and type of exposure was statistical, we are 

more concerned with how these two factors acted in concert. 

For the interaction, post-hoc tests found a statistical difference only between 

cognates and non-cognates in the task-essential type of exposure (p < .05), although the p-

values in the comparison between cognates and non-cognates for those mentioned with a 

synonym (p = .08) and those mentioned but with no explanation (p = .09) were not high and 

might have showed a statistical difference with larger numbers of participants. A means plot 

for the number of words gained receptively with the various types of exposure is shown in 

Figure 1, which indicates that cognates accounted for improved receptive performance in all 

three types of exposure and the most significant effect appeared also with task-essential 

words. On the other hand, the non-cognates showed the least acquisition with task-

essential words and highest with words mentioned with synonyms.  



 

 

Figure 1. Means plot for receptive gain. 
 

The same type of two-way ANCOVA with cognate status and type of exposure as 

independent variables and frequency as a covariate was also performed on the dependent 

variable of productive gain. This analysis also found a statistical effect for the interaction 

between cognate status and type of exposure, when frequency was controlled for (F1, 33 = 

8.7, p = .001, partial eta-squared = .34). The main effect of cognate had a p-value above .05 

(F 1, 33 = 3.5, p = .069, partial eta-squared = .10), but the power was low (power = .45) as 

was the effect size. The main effect of type of exposure was statistical (F 2, 33 = 10.0, p < 

.005, partial eta-squared = .38). The effect of frequency was not statistical (F 1, 33 = 2.0, p = 

.17, partial eta-squared = .05). Post-hoc tests conducted on the interaction found statistical 

differences between cognates and non-cognates on task-essential items (p < .005) but no 

other statistical differences. A means plot for productive gain is given in Figure 2 below.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 2. Means plot for productive gain. 

 

From Figure 2, it seems that the cognate status did not affect so much how the 

students performed in the productive section. The post-hoc test for production shows us 

that they did really perform the same way on words mentioned with synonyms and words 

mentioned without explanation, but the difference came when the word was task-essential. 

This shows that students were more able to produce task-essential words that were 

cognates more than non-cognates.  

To test if aptitude scores had an effect on how much vocabulary each participant 

gained receptively and productively, aptitude scores and vocabulary gains for each 

participant were recorded for analysis. The previous tables showed that a total 25 words out 

of the 40 target words were retained by at least one participant in the receptive test and a 

total of 11 words appeared in productive post-test of at least one participant. Table 8 below 

records the aptitude scores of each participant along with the numbers of words retained 

receptively and produced by each participant.  Aptitude scores are organized in descending 



 

 

order from highest to lowest to allow for initial comparison. Aptitude scores were correlated 

with the receptive and productive gains for each participant. A statistical correlation was 

found between receptive and productive gains. Using classical correlation, the Pearson’s 

coefficient was strong and positive (r = 0.67, p = 0.03, n = 11). No statistical correlation was 

found between aptitude scores and receptive gains(r = 0.28, p = 0.41, n = 11) or aptitude 

scores and productive gains using classical correlation(r = 0.19, p = 0.57, n = 11), but robust 

correlations emerged, indicating a strong correlation between aptitude and productive gains 

(r = .45); see Figure 3. 

One observation about aptitude scores is that all students scored almost in the same 

range and no noticeable differences were found in this test. The number of participants as 

well as their differences could have been very small so as to show clear variations. 

Table 8 

Aptitude and Vocabulary Gain 

Participant Aptitude Receptive gain Productive gain 
B 38 9 3 
C 38 12 2 
E 38 13 3 
N 38 16 7 
A 36 10 5 
O 35 12 2 
L 32 3 1 
M 32 13 1 
F 32 9 3 
D 31 18 7 
H 30 6 2 

 



 

 

 

Figure 3. Aptitude and productive gain correlation. 
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DISCUSSION 

The main question of the study concerned the assumption that a conversation class 

would afford opportunities for incidental vocabulary acquisition in a variety of different 

contexts, subject to a number of factors. Naturally occurring class interaction provided 

opportunities to explore factors like focus, salience, frequency, word properties and type of 

exposure. The results confirmed the significance of the type of exposure and word 

properties through cognate status, which was not included in the research questions before 

the experiment was conducted. The factor of frequency as well was not a target variable but 

the data that the study provided indicated that it was important to test it. No minimum or 

maximum frequency was controlled within the treatment, but statistical measures 

confirmed a significant effect of frequency for both receptive and productive gains.  

An important concern, however, was the possibility of having productive gains in 

vocabulary from a conversation class and the factors that could determine the feasibility of 

this finding. Overall, receptive gains were considerably higher than productive gains. This is 

explainable in terms of immediate intake as opposed to substantial learning. The learner can 

recognize words receptively but these words may not be sufficiently internalized in the 

learner’s lexicon to show up productively. The results from the productive test support the 

conclusions of the earlier studies on interaction and vocabulary acquisition, since most of 

the produced words were task-essential cognates. This implies that the words that the 

learners actually used in class and were more intrinsically salient, as cognates were the 

more likely to move from the level of recognition to the level of production. Given that 

written tests were used for the present study, it would be interesting for future research to 

test incidental vocabulary acquisition through oral production. 



 

 

One specific hypothesis of the study was that students in a conversation class can 

notice new words as they are mentioned in context without explanation, infer their 

meanings and convert them into immediate intake then retain them in a post test as 

substantial learning. This hypothesis was not confirmed. The least frequently acquired 

words were the ones mentioned in context without explanation. This could imply that 

students did not notice these words because they did not hinder comprehension, and thus 

learners  did not need to pay attention to these new words,  or that there was not enough 

context to guess the meanings of words.  Although Ellis (1999) posited that incidental 

learning is possible from oral input through the use of context cues and that oral input is 

likely to be richer in context than written input, the results of the present study could imply 

that students did not go beyond the level of comprehension, and they were not urged to 

attend to certain new words in context as long as they were able to understand the whole 

message. This is in line with what Huckin & Coady (1999) suggested about learning new 

words from context. They argued that learners are less likely to learn new words when they 

can guess their meanings from context. By guessing the meanings of words, learners are 

naturally trying to understand the meaning of the whole message rather than the specific 

newly-encountered word. I would explain this in terms of attention which, in this case, is 

focused on meaning as a priority in the context of interaction. Little or no attention is drawn 

to the form of the word. In Schmidt’s (1990) terms, intake takes place only when the learner 

notices the word and the relationship between its form and meaning. Students may have 

recognized a new word orally but were unable to relate it to its written form in the post 

test. Future research needs to explore the mechanisms of attention that are engaged when 

the learner is exposed to new words in context within meaning-based oral interaction.  



 

 

Evidence from class transcripts can show that students were naturally responding to 

the teacher in statements that embedded the target words: 

Teacher: So, by the way, can you intervene in the incidents and events of the 
dream? Can you intervene and change what you dream? 

Student O: My brother said he can manipulate what he is dreaming, change the 
places, I do not know, it is weird, but I cannot, I just dream. 

Student A: I can manipulate my dream, but nightmares, no, I only dream, um, but 
nightmare, I think I have nightmares, when I eat a lot. 

In the previous sample, we can see that students are exposed to the target word 

intervene, but that they respond using the word manipulate. This could suggest that they 

understood the meaning of the target word. However, the word intervene was not shown to 

be significantly acquired .Other samples from class transcripts are found in Appendix D. 

An insignificant exception within the results for the ‘mentioned in context’ type of 

exposure came from individual learners when some of these words were shown to have 

been learned by one or two participants. These students reported having written down the 

words and checked them in a dictionary. This suggested individual vocabulary learning 

motivation on the part of these learners. In this sense, it seems that this does not fit into the 

conception of incidental learning. By noticing the word, writing it down and checking it in a 

dictionary, the learner is intentionally trying to add a new vocabulary item into his/her 

lexicon. The amount of deliberate attention and intentional focus does not seem to be 

classified as incidental learning. Incidental learning of vocabulary, as I have reviewed above, 

has to take place while students are engaged in meaning-based interaction, but if a learner 

devoted specific attention to a word form, it would be considered intentional learning.   

Another hypothesis of the study was that students can notice words mentioned in 

conjunction with or apposition to synonyms, recognize their meanings and show retention 

of these words in a post test. This hypothesis was significantly confirmed. The ‘mentioned 



 

 

with synonyms’ type of exposure yielded a significantly increased rate of acquisition. These 

words were shown to be more salient for the students and yielded better vocabulary gains 

than those for the words mentioned in context.  This could make sense, because some 

students were able to realize the relationship between words and their synonyms. This was 

mostly in line with what Watanabe’s (1997) results suggested.  He found significant learning 

from written input for the words that were introduced with synonym glosses but less 

significant learning of words introduced in apposition to synonyms, because students were 

unable to realize the connection between the two words. Either they did not recognize 

synonyms as synonyms or just comprehended the intended meaning from context and did 

not have to pay attention to the other synonym. In the present study, the words mentioned 

in apposition or conjunction with synonyms were not treated separately because they were 

too few to be examined statistically. More studies are required to investigate whether oral 

input could be more or less supportive of incidental learning of vocabulary in different 

contexts and with different proficiency levels. 

  A further hypothesis was that students will retain task-essential words better than 

other words. This hypothesis was confirmed, but ranked in second to the ‘mentioned with 

synonym’ type of exposure. Task-essential words, target or naturally-occurring ones, yielded 

significant vocabulary recall and retention rates within the treatment. This can be explained 

in terms of salience. When students had to use the words for the completion of tasks, the 

words became salient to them and were more likely to be retained. The set for learning was 

further facilitated when these task-essential words were cognates. Although gains in 

production were generally not significant, these task-essential words along with cognates 

were in fact the most likely to be produced by some students. Task-based interaction was 

validated here as a factor related to vocabulary gain, as has been found in experimental 



 

 

studies (Ellis, Tanaka, & Yamazaki 1994; Ellis & He1999; Newton 1995; LaFuente2002). The 

more students had to use the words, the more they were likely to retain and produce them 

in a later test. 

 Concerning word properties, cognate status was a significant factor in both for 

reception and for production. This implies that cognates in this study actually facilitated 

learners’ access to new words and improved performance. For reception, better 

performance was shown in all types of exposures when words were cognates. In production, 

learners did almost the same on words mentioned with synonyms and words mentioned 

without explanation, but a difference emerged when the word was task-essential. Thus, the 

most significant effect appeared with task-essential words in both the receptive and 

productive parts.  This could also be explained in terms of salience which is achieved 

through intrinsic word properties (being cognates) and focused attention (by being essential 

to the completion of tasks).  On the other hand, there were a lot of other cognates that 

were not recognized or acquired. We can say that cognates in this study facilitated 

recognition and acquisition of new words rather than being the sole determiner of the 

quantity and quality of learning. Further studies need to address the factors that encourage 

noticing and recognition of cognates which could involve frequency of mention, closeness of 

cognate, proficiency, aptitude, phonological awareness or meta-cognitive language skills. 

Ellis (1999) referred to cognates as the learner’s potential vocabulary but research needs to 

explore how they are perceived in different contexts from oral input as well as written 

input.  

Qualitative results from the stimulated recall sessions provided further support for 

factors of incidental learning and introduced additional factors that need to be explored in 

later research. Students recalled and retained words that occurred naturally within 



 

 

classroom interaction without being targeted for the treatment. Learners recalled words 

that were close cognates in addition to being task-essential, as well as the words that were 

explicitly explained. The listening tasks that required focus or filling of gaps yielded recall 

results for newly-learned words. Students also recognized words that were morphologically 

related to already known words. They were aided by interaction in class to remember 

meanings of words, to access new meanings, and to confirm their knowledge of partially 

known words. I would explain this in terms of access to the learner’s passive vocabulary, 

which would include those words that the learner has already encountered but were not 

internalized as part of his/her active or productive lexicon. Most of these results are in line 

with what Gass (1999) proposed about the factors that encourage incidental learning: 1) 

Frequency of exposure, 2) Cognates and 3) Knowledge of related words. I assume that all 

these factors facilitate the process of making certain words salient to learners so that the 

minimum amount of attention required for incidental learning takes place (Ellis, 1994; Gass, 

1999; Hulstijn, 2001). 

In sum, the implications provided by both qualitative and quantitative measures can 

be explained in terms of salience.  Following the concept of input enhancement which was 

introduced by Sharwood Smith (1991), I assume that certain words were made salient by 

being embedded into tasks, mentioned with synonym, or highlighted in listening tasks. 

These were better noticed when they were cognates. The words mentioned without 

explanation were not salient enough for the students’ attention except for individual 

learners who had the intent to check the noticed words. Thus, attention is shown to be 

prerequisite for incidental learning of vocabulary, a fact that is established for any learning 

situation (Shmidt, 1990). However, in this case it is not the primary attention that is 

activated, since attention is primarily devoted to meaning-based interaction in the context 



 

 

of the conversation class. In some cases, the set of intentional learning was individually 

activated by some learners, which could be assumed to involve primary attention to the 

form of the words. Evidence of this kind of practice was found in cases where learners 

reported checking words in a dictionary.  

For individual factors, the expectation was that students with higher aptitude scores 

would perform better in post tests and show better abilities to learn more words 

incidentally and retain them productively. Individual factors , as measured by aptitude 

scores did not significantly produce gains in reception, although robust correlation showed 

that aptitude weakly influenced production. One explanation could be that the participants 

were quite advanced learners and their aptitude scores were almost in the same range.  

Future studies can explore this issue through larger samples in order to arrive at conclusive 

answers for individual factors in the context of a conversation class.  

The present study has provided initial conclusions about the nature of incidental 

vocabulary learning within a real conversation class situation. It has introduced a primary 

idea that incidental learning in conversation classes is possible to a certain extent under 

certain conditions. ESL teachers can consider this factor as they prepare their lesson plans 

for conversation sessions under the assumption that these lessons can be both used for 

practicing speaking and communication and providing opportunities for new learning. The 

teacher should also consider the possibility that surfaced in the study that students can be 

aided by interaction to access their passive vocabulary, remember meanings of words or 

discover new meanings, which in turn would gradually enhance the spoken proficiency of 

learners by moving passive vocabulary items from perception to the realm of production 

through the teacher’s incidental revisiting of partially known words on the part of the 

learners. The teacher, while speaking with students in conversation classes, can intend to 



 

 

link words to tasks or expose students to rich lexical input through his/her own use of 

language rather than just rehearsing general use words all over their conversational turns.  

However, the implications provided by the study do not undermine or ignore the 

importance and efficiency of intentional learning of vocabulary since it was not 

hypothesized that the participants in this study will necessarily retain the acquired words 

over longer periods.  As Nation (2001) posited, productive learning of vocabulary has to do 

with repeated exposure and practice. Schmidt (2008) maintains that incidental and 

intentional learning approaches are complementary, and that they require each other.  

Accordingly, I assume from my practical experience that conversation classes can be 

effectively used to reinforce partial learning of lexical items as well as afford opportunities 

for initial exposure to new words. A question not answered yet is what is the ordering 

effects of incidental exposure and explicit focus on the quality of vocabulary acquisition.    

The study has raised a number of questions which should be investigated in later 

research. For example, “What would be the results expected in the context of EFL where 

students have limited access to the foreign language from natural sources and where the 

teacher usually has a common first language with his/her students?” or “What measures 

could be made for  oral production to test  learners’ incidental acquisition of vocabulary?” 

This also calls on future research to investigate a similar treatment with learners of different 

language backgrounds to exclude the effect of cognates. On the other hand, further 

investigation is required for more insight into the factors involved in the recognition and 

acquisition of cognates from oral interaction. It would be also interesting to extend the 

investigation of oral interaction to cover for aspects in grammatical knowledge. Since the 

results of this study showed that oral interaction reinforced learning for partially known 

words, it can be hypothesized that some patterns of imperfect or less activated grammar 



 

 

knowledge on the part of the learner can be incidentally supported or activated through 

exposure to authentic oral interaction in natural contexts. Future research can provide 

answers for such questions.   

The present study did not measure levels of proficiency, since students were placed 

at intermediate level in their program. The question arises whether there is a threshold of 

proficiency that qualifies a learner to notice and acquire new words in conversation classes 

and thus be privileged to boost his/her lexicon from natural sources. The fact that students 

incidentally acquired words that were related to words they already know raises a question 

whether L2 vocabulary size and quality can be related to this ability on the part of the 

learner. Aptitude measures were not validated for the purpose of the present study and 

further studies are required to consider this issue along with proficiency and other 

individual factors.  



 

 

APPENDIX A 

PRETEST



 

 

   

ethic terminate transfer violate visible      

    

brief available boat anticipate  benefit      

 

reinforce    phase portion precede precise            

 

science vivid great  decade persist   

      

  display        bond                 distinct  expand          sustain 

      

encounter   comprise assess distribute      impact 

       

  unique        imply incentive temporary    valid    

 

assemble visit vehicle            game             core 

               

  pray disrupt study adequate international  

 

factory control  confuse ambiguous damage  

      

reduce diminish  accommodate illustrate     norm    

  



 

 

exceed        crucial deviation  infrastructure   

 

utilize  innovate  intense intervene emerge 

 

isolate domain hence instance theory        

  

resolve scope secure  welfare  prospect  

   

psychology  mutual identical  reveal inevitable     

   

labor   confine  constitute  temporary maintain  

  

enhance cease   accumulate  bond  clarify  

 

distort attain circumstance confine           assign 

 

bulk              diverse  advocate civil                 depress    

 

coherent enforce             consult collapse confirm  

 

enormous   crucial discriminate compensate concurrent  

 

convert deny deviate emerge emphasis 



 

 

 

enable equip equivalent ethnic eventual  

 

evident evolve exclude exhibit expand 

 

explicit exploit expose external extract 

 

foundation furthermore gender generate guideline 

 

ignorance inspect internal interpret intervene 

 

intrinsic invest invoke label locate 

 

manipulate mechanism maximize mature mutual 

 

modify motive monitor nevertheless nuclear 

 

occur priority prohibit revenue specific 

 

survey widespread thank bias perspective 

 

implement albeit infer analogy amend 

 



 

 

inhibit integrity discrete legal trend 

 

trigger insert rigid undergo obtain 

 

substitute supplement obvious orient subsidy 

 

equip parameter paradigm mode medium 

 

unique sole seek   

   

  

 



 

 

APPENDIX B 

TOPICS FOR CLASS



 

 

TV shows, films and favorite movies. What is your favorite show? Journals, 

magazines and the media in the new world. 

 

Life, study and work in the US. What do you expect from your experience? 

 

American culture and your culture: what to do and what not to do?  

 

Relationships: love, marriage and family. Male and female roles in society. 

Relationships between parents and sons: different generations. 

 

Friendship: who is your best friend? What dos it mean to have a close friend? 

 

Talking about jobs: what the best and worst job for you? 

 

Hobbies and interests: sports, recreation and entertainment (Daily fun stuff): 

shopping, gym, music and other activities. 

 

Health and fitness: common health habits. What do you do to stay healthy? Food 

habits, exercise, sleep habits. 

 

Fashion and style. Do you wear what you like or what other people like? 

 

Technology in your hands: advantage and disadvantages. Old days and modern 



 

 

days. Inventions that changed the world. 

 

Go green: climate change, pollution, natural disasters and energy resources. 

 

Food and cooking around the world. Your favorite food. What do recommend for 

people visiting your country? What do you eat at different social events? 

 

Tell me about yourself: What are you afraid of? What makes you sad? Happy? 

What makes you cry?  

Do you believe in luck? Are you lucky? Do you believe that dreams can come 

true? Do you believe in ghosts and the unseen? 

 

Social and religious celebrations around the world. 

 

You have only three wishes to change your life: what would you choose? 

 

If you were a millionaire!! 

 

Who is a role model for you in life? What is (success) in your opinion? 

 

 



 

 

APPENDIX C  

LESSON PLANS



 

 

Session 1 

Objectives: 

1. Students discuss different cultural perspectives and share their US experiences. 

2. Students exchange views on certain concepts from life. 

Material: 

1. Handouts from the Speaking Series ‘Let’s Talk’. 

2. Activity cards and text-based tasks from ESL websites. 

3. Audio material from the Online English Lab: www.elllo.org and ‘Let’s Talk’ CD. 

4.Video material from: www.youtube.com  

Main Topic: 

American culture and your culture/ concepts from life. 

Target Vocabulary: 

Bond-Attain-Sustain-Ethic-Assess-Comprise-Notion-Perspective 

Procedures: 

1. Warm-up activity: card activity in which each student will pick a card. Each card 

contains one concept for discussion. Each student picks a card and starts talking 

about the concept. One of the target words is embedded in this activity. 

2. Free whole-class discussion on the concepts on the card. The teacher will embed 

other target words in his speech, elaborate on some and just mention others. 

3. Listening task: an audio file with two people talking about visiting two different 

cultures and comparing their cultural issues. The main idea is the concept of ‘culture 

shock’.  

Students are not instructed to take notes or pay attention to specific information in 



 

 

the listening. 

4. Group work: students get in groups and exchange views on a given questionnaire 

with the title ‘What would you do in these situations in your country?’ Most of the 

situations occur in daily life, shopping, transportation and relationships. Students are 

instructed to talk together, go through the options and try to reach an agreement on 

their answers. Later, the whole class comes together with each group sharing 

interesting disagreements they had.  

5. Video task: a video file featuring international students talking about their US 

experiences. It will be presented only as a warm-up for discussing international 

education. Students will not be instructed to take notes or pay attention to specific 

information. 

6. Whole-class discussion on the concept of success and what it implies. 

7. Group work: A handout for discussing different definitions of ‘Success’. Students 

get together and vote on the statements they prefer.  

8. Summing up: After students share their ideas on the task, a whole-class discussion 

on the meaning of success, its relation to happiness and how we can say we are 

happy or successful. A final idea about the relativity of the concept as related to 

different cultural perspectives.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Session 2 

Objectives: 

1. Students discuss relationships, friendship and responsibilities. 

2. Students exchange views on gender roles and chores from different perspectives. 

Material: 

1. Handouts from the Speaking Series ‘Let’s Talk’. 

2. Text-based tasks from ESL websites. 

3.Audio material from the Online English Lab : www.elllo.org  

4.Video material from: www.youtube.com  

Main Topic: 

Gender roles and responsibilities from different cultural perspectives. 

Target Vocabulary: 

Priority-Chores-Errand-Adequate-Devote-Bias-Norm-Deviation-Advocate-Core-

Assign-Exceed-Encounter-Strive-Conscript 

Procedures: 

1. Warm-up video: Two videos featuring commercials in which men are doing some 

chores in the house.  

2. Free whole-class discussion on the concept of gender bias. The main question to 

be discussed: ‘Do we assign roles and responsibilities based on gender?’ The 

discussion will digress to typical and modern rights and duties of men and women in 

different cultures. 

3. Group work: Students get together to work on deciding on a number of given jobs 



 

 

and who is typically doing these jobs.  

4. Follow-up discussion: Students share their ideas and exchange views on who is 

supposed to do certain jobs. Discussion progresses in various ways to talk about 

details of these jobs and the reasons of their choices, and the modern way of life. 

The idea of ‘chores’ is brought up in connection with who is supposed to do certain 

chores. 

5. Group Work: Students work on a list of chores and errands and answer questions 

together on which chores and errands they do, which they hate or never do. 

6. Whole-class discussion on chores and the relationship between couples in modern 

days. Target words will be embedded in tasks and in teacher’s speech in different 

ways. 

7. Follow-up listening task: Two people talking about what chores they hate and 

never do. Students are not instructed to take notes or attend to information.  

8. Summing up: The idea of relationships is extended to friendship. Whole-class 

discussion of the perfect qualities of a friend.  

9. Funny Video: To finish up, a funny commercial is shown featuring the relationship 

with animals. The commercial is showing animals working as office assistants. 

Whole-class discussion will be triggered about what animals they would choose as 

their assistants. This closes the session on roles and relationships. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Session 3 

Objectives: 

1.Students discuss natural disasters and man-made pollution 

2. Students exchange views on the culture of going green and the idea of saving the 

environment. 

Material: 

1. Handouts from the Speaking Series ‘Let’s Talk’. 

2. Activity cards and text-based tasks from ESL websites. 

3. Audio material from the Online English Lab : www.elllo.org and ‘Let’s Talk’ CD. 

4.Video material from: www.youtube.com  

Main Topic: 

Threats to our environment and going green. 

Target Vocabulary: 

Utilize-Exploit-Expand-Confine-Exceed-Disrupt-Diminish-Emerge-Distort-Isolate- 

widespread-intervene 

Procedures: 

1. Warm-up video: video featuring community efforts in blocking the upcoming flood 

in Fargo 2009. 

2. Free whole-class discussion on what is shown in the video. Discussions on different 

natural disasters like: earthquakes, volcanoes and floods. 

4. Follow-up Listening Task: Students listen to two parts of a scientific lecture on 

volcanoes. In the first part, students fill in the gaps with missing words.  

 



 

 

In the second part, students correct words in the script which do not match what 

they hear in the lecture. 

5. Group Work: Students discuss together from a given ranking activity the factors of 

pollutants that they think are most dangerous. Later they share with the whole class. 

6. Whole-class discussion on the culture of recycling, going green and saving the 

environment. 

7. Video Task: In this task, the video shows a strategic plan to go green. Students are 

instructed to take notes of important points in order to discuss them in the whole 

class. The video should be shown twice.  

8. Whole class discussion: on the points that were triggered on the video. The 

teacher embeds some of the words that were first introduced in the video. 

9. Listening Task: As a follow-up to the discussion on recycling, this audio features 

people talking ways of using things again. Students are instructed to fill in 

information in a given table using the items mentioned and ways of recycling them. 

Pictures were also given in the text-based script. 

10. Summing Up: Final discussion putting it all together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Session 4 

Objectives: 

1. Students discuss dreams, including kinds of dreams and their interpretations, and  

the sleep habits of the students. 

2. Students exchange views on luck and superstitions.  

Material: 

1. Handouts from the Speaking Series ‘Let’s Talk’. 

2. Text-based tasks from ESL websites. 

3.Audio material from the Online English Lab : www.elllo.org  

4.Video material from: www.youtube.com  

Main Topic: 

Dreams and Superstitions.  

Target Vocabulary: 

Vivid – Ambiguous-Precise-Anticipate-Assemble- Reveal 

Procedures: 

1. Warm-up handout: a page from ‘Let’s Talk’ featuring pictures of dreams, insomnia, 

nightmares. This is presented for free whole-class discussion on these ideas. 

2. Group Work: Students get together and work on a short true/false quiz on facts 

about sleep and dreams.   

4. Follow-up listening: Students listen to a lecture on sleep and dream facts. They will 

pay attention to discover which facts about dreams they got wrong , which will open 

a class discussion. 

 



 

 

5. Whole class discussion: Speaking about dreams and types of dreams then moving 

on to superstition and luck. 

6. Brainstorming Group Activity: Students work together to come up with as many 

superstitions as they can remember from their traditions. Then a discussion for the 

whole class occurs. 

7. Game: Groups form and come up with dream scenarios. Then  members of groups 

are switched so as each group gets its dream interpreted by another group. The 

dreams will be judged and interpretations will be rated. Target words are embedded 

to be task-essential. 

8. Summing up: putting it all together with a final listening about wishes. The teacher 

presents the idea to the whole class to imagine they have the magic lamp. Then 

everyone gets to express three wishes that would change his/her life. This concludes 

the session with funny ideas and wishes from the students. 

 

 

 



 

 

APPENDIX D 

SAMPLE TRANSCRIPTS



 

 

T: a concept, a concept from our life, a notion we have and we see 
everyday 

T: That is it; this is the notion of friendship. 

notion 

T: Do you see it from a cultural perspective different from that of the 
American? 

T: Do you find a different perspective of friendship in the American 
culture as opposed to your culture? 

T: From my cultural perspective, a friend is just like a brother or even 
more.  

perspective 

T: ok , family bonds , family relationships, family ties 

T: yeah we talked today about family bonds and I am going to conclude 
now. Family bonds, you said you have some sort of family connections. 
What is your family perspective? 

bond 

T: but the concept of close friends is sometimes not precise.    precise 

T: but in our cultures or even yours you could find the extended family 
that comprises your family and your partner’s family and so on.  it could 
combine the husbands family and the wife family , all this makes the 
extended family that comprises all these members. 

comprise 

(In text) success entails being able to socialize and sustain good 
manners and ethics. 

ethics 

(In text)Success is attaining the respect of other people. 

T: has been a subject to fighting and striving on the part of women until 
they managed to attain their legal and social rights.  

attain 

(In text) success entails being able to socialize and sustain good 
manners and ethics. 

T: If I talk about my culture, it has to do with respect, it is usually to 
attain the respect of people and sustaining this respect is the main way, 
um, measure of success. 

sustain 

T: Or let’s say can you assess or evaluate your happiness? Can you put it 
on a scale and assess it? To assess something like put it on a scale and 
see how it counts? 

assess 

T: ok, this is the controversy I am starting today. Do we assign roles and 
responsibilities based on gender? 

assign 



 

 

T: yes, you are the only man here (laughs), you are the only one who 
can advocate men, who can defend men today. 

advocate 

T: Are we gender-biased? Do we have a bias towards one gender or 
another? Do you understand bias? 

T:  um, it is kind of you have preference to someone or something 
based on your own view, um, you do not care about what is fair, you 
only prefer.  

bias 

T: to fulfill certain jobs and duties, um, based on the core or the basic 
assumption that he is the stronger and the one who can support a 
family. This was the case, and the core or the basic assumption for this 
controversy  has been a subject to fighting and striving on the part of 
women. 

core 

T: It seems that we would disrupt the natural system this way. disrupt 

T: It could be both, but you should decide who is given the priority, 
which gender is preferred to have these jobs.  

priority 

T: I was telling you that women were striving until they were believed 
to exceed the limit. 

strive 

T:I was telling you that women were striving until they were believed to 
exceed the limit. 

T: um, in our country, they were believed that they have exceeded the 
limits, they have gone too far. 

exceed 

T: so, on what grounds did you feel it is not adequate to have a woman 
as a company president? 

T: Why do you think it is adequate to have certain jobs for men and for 
women to have other jobs? 

adequate 

T: Really, yeah? Somehow? Um, in because, in our country only men are 
conscripted in the army, who can be recruited in the army, in some 
other countries, you would find every citizen is conscripted into the 
army.  

Well, generally conscription in the army is optional as I know from the 
US, but in our country, it is obligatory for all men to be conscripted in 
the army, it is not a voluntary thing, it is a patriotic thing you have to do.  

conscript 

T: Ok, what about the firefighter? Have you ever encountered a woman 
firefighter? 

encounter 

T: So it is the norm in your country to have women stay at home? norm 



 

 

S: No. 

T: Yeah, I am talking about the norm or the standard thing, nowadays.  

T: And the deviation or exception is to have women work outside? 

S: No, it is common for a woman to be housewife or a business woman, 
both are common.  

deviation 

T: As you see in the activity, the things you do at your house are called 
chores, [writing on the board], the chores you do at your house.  

chores 

T: errand is something you have to do outside the house, for example 
you pick up the grocery it is an errand, you pick up the child from 
school, and this is errand. Chores are some stuff you do in the house. 
Think about what chores you usually do, what chores you hate the 
most. 

errand 

T: yeah, actually to be sincere is to be serious, to be devoted to you. 
Actually these words are related together. To be sincere is to  be 
devoted to you. He is devoted to you, he is committed to you. He would 
not give up friendship for anything. Do you have other things to share? 

devoted 

T: Yesterday, we talked about our relationships with others, roles and 
relationships. Today I want to expand or extend this a little bit by 
talking about our relation to our environment. 

expand 

T: As you have seen in the video there were people gathering around 
holding sandbags to block the flood or to confine it to a certain area. 

confine 

T: Do you know the saying, that, um, heroism actually emerge or appear 
in time of crisis or disaster, that the actual nature of people appear in 
time of danger.  

emerge 

(In text) The energy from volcanoes can be utilized efficiently. 

T: But some volcanoes are totally extinct and this could be utilized as 
you can see for some benefits for tourist attraction. They can utilize and 
make good use of that for the advantage of tourism. 

T: yes, which means they could utilize their own resources in the most 
efficient way. 

utilize 

T: Um, around us, we have seen that man has distorted the beauty of a 
lot of things, we tend , um, to exploit natural resources in very bad way, 
not utilize it rationally  

distort 

(In text) Man tends to exploit natural resources. 

T: Um, around us, we have seen that man has distorted the beauty of a 

exploit 



 

 

lot of things, we tend , um, to exploit natural resources in very bad way, 
not utilize it rationally  

T: They were trying to diminish or reduce its impact. diminish 

T: because we cannot isolate ourselves from our environment, we have 
to think of ways to diminish that or to avoid that. 

isolate 

T: so you agreed that air is the most paramount or most widespread 
pollutant that contributes to the escalation or accumulation of 
problems.  

widespread 

T: Teacher: so, by the way, can you intervene in the incidents and 
events of the dream? Can you intervene and change what your dream? 

Student O: my brother said he can manipulate what he is dreaming, 
change the places, I do not know, it is weird, but I cannot, I just dream. 

Student A: I can manipulate my dream , but nightmares, no, I only 
dream , um, but nightmare, I think I have nightmares, when I eat a lot  

intervene 

T: yeah, simply a dream is recollection of the experiences we encounter 
every day, but they are scrambled around, um, it is like having a video 
film of your day, and then you scramble them around, and , um, when 
you try to assemble them together, you cannot figure it out.  

assemble 

T: yeah, it could be, yeah, sometimes dreams are vivid and clear, other 
times, they are mysterious and ambiguous, and cannot explain it. Can 
you recall such a dream? 

vivid 

T: yeah, it could be, yeah, sometimes dreams are vivid and clear, other 
times, they are mysterious and ambiguous, and cannot explain it . Can 
you recall such a dream? 

ambiguous 

T: And we cannot interpret that, but , actually, dreams have a lot to 
reveal about us 

reveal 

T: yes? I mean when you see a happy dream, do you usually anticipate 
that something good will happen to you. 

anticipate 

 



 

 

APPENDIX E 

POST TEST 1



 

 

1-Many observers reject the no……………that the peace process in the Middle-East can be re-

launched. 

2- In contemporary society, the adoption of white infants is no longer the no…………….; older 

children are increasingly being adopted out of foster care. 

3-The CDC is launching a national surveillance effort to gather more pre……… data about the 

prevalence of C. 

4-The president raised his concerns that he would stand against those who 

exp…………………..the weak and the poor for their material interests. 

5-Hollywood producers were criticized for presenting material that is likely to 

dis……………..the image of America. 

6-Members of the community collaborated to con…………….and cure the damage caused by 

the last serious flood in the city. 

7-Evaluating written applications as a committee has reduced the likelihood of individual 

bi……………..or preference and has improved consistency in the application. 

8-social workers must ad………………….. for the rights of vulnerable people and minorities,  

and work to eliminate practices that put their lives under risk. 

9-The code of et…………….. states that the school counselor " keeps information confidential 

unless disclosure is required. 

10-For an efficient use of human resources, we should ass…………….jobs and tasks to people 

who really deserve them and can really contribute their part . 

11-Several programs have been implemented to ass……………..students’ learning and make 

immediate changes in their curriculum or teaching style. 

12-The students in the classroom were given an activity in which they would have to follow 



 

 

instructions to ass…………………….the parts of a car together as quickly as possible. 

13- After almost 50 years, he still has a vi………….memory of the accident he had at school. 

14-At the outbreak of any infectious disease, it becomes a standard procedure to 

is……………….sick people away until they recover. 

15-To put their hands on individual differences, psychiatrists would ask people how they 

generally cope when they enc……………………a difficult or stressful situation. 

16-Social Health investigators are concerned with how children perceive gender stereotypes 

in regards to activities, household ch…………….and leisure pursuits.  

17-One hundred and twenty countries have signed on to the UN Global Compact, a 

framework of ten co…………….. principles to guide business behavior in areas such as human 

rights, the environment  and mutual understanding. 

18-The principles state: Fresh water is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to 

su………………… life, development and the environment. 

19-The study reviewed past and present archives, expressed values, and underlying 

assumptions to rev…………………. a true picture of what the school was and how it should be.  

20- This competitiveness on the part of students reflects a desire to enter an activity and 

str………… for success, regardless of who wins.  

21-Egypt expects that hydropower can help Sudan to ut………………….. its groundwater 

resources to meet the country's increasing water needs. 

22- Parents are more willing to ask students about suicide, whereas teachers may feel that 

such questions ex……………….. the limits of their role with students. 

23-Students not making ad……………….. reading progress were provided additional 

instructional support beyond the 90 min reading block . 



 

 

24-Hispanics now com……………….. 14% of the U.S. population, and they have become the 

largest minority group in the country. 

25-Social movements are more likely to em………………under political and social stress and 

general unrest.  

26-The Court decided that the power of Congress to classify and con………………. manpower 

for military service was an important governmental interest.  

27-In current educational research there is a wid……………………….. acceptance that critical 

thinking development is an important dimension of education. 

28- A lot of work has been written about globalization from a social, economic, political, and 

cultural per………………………., but little has come from the field of Christian theology. 

29-In addressing the country’s economic issues, President Obama gave pr……………………to 

health insurance problems. 

30-He quit his job and dev…………………..himself full-time to school in order to get the best 

grades. 

31-The United Nations were called upon to int……………………..between the two parties as a 

mediator and stop the continuous struggle in the Middle-East.  

32-In our modern world, the tendency to deprive women from equal rights in some 

communities shows a clear dev………………………..from the standard norm around the world.  

33-My daughter nicely agreed to drive the few blocks to the store to run my 

er……………………..  

34-In grammatical analysis, a sentence is said to be am…………………………when it is 

incomprehensible, vague or implies more than one meaning.  

35-In human relationships, the mother-child bo………………is believed to be the strongest.  



 

 

36-The president of Barclays worked hard to at…………………. his longtime goal of expanding 

his bank's reach in the United States. 

37-When students practice in a defensive frame of mind, it may be because they 

ant…………………… that they will hear criticism, no matter what they accomplish. 

38-Under a binding agreement with Congo, it was  prohibited to start any construction that 

would dim…………………………. the flow of the White Nile water reaching Sudan. 

39-Despite producing clean renewable energy, wind farms, according to critics, dis………… 

the environment, alter habitat, and affect where some wildlife can live.  

40-My project, by contrast, is to deepen and exp……………… our understanding of historical 

trauma in southern Africa. 
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