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1. Introduction

To L2 learners, vocabulary knowledge plays an important role in the success of

communication because lexical items carry the basic information for the communication.

In regard to vocabulary task, Hulstijn and Laufer (2001) proposed involvement load

hypothesis, which is fundamentally affected by the notion of processing hypothesis.

They argued that "the more effective task required a deeper level of processing of the

new words"(p. 542), and the amount of task load is related to learners’ levels of

processing of the unknown words. They had also discussed three components which

could be inherent to the task: need, search, and evaluation. The task with much amount

of load of these components contributes to a deeper level of processing, leading to more

effective vocabulary learning, than the task with the less amount of load of the

components.

In psycholinguistic perspective, it has been found that phonological decoding

process of unknown words contributed to vocabulary learning; Bowey (2001) and

Metsala (1999) for vocabulary learning, and Hamada and Koda (2010) and Hamada and

Park (2011) for word meaning-inferences. Hamada and Koda (2010) reported a

correlation between the efficiency of phonological-decoding of real words and word

meaning inference among the Korean L1 students. However, the effectiveness of

phonological decoding process was not tested yet in the frame of task load involvement.

Phonological decoding process or its awareness was never considered for the component

of task involvement load. In this experiment, it is investigated whether or not the

phonological decoding process in a task would contribute to vocabulary learning and

whether or not the Korean EFL learners’ proficiency levels would affect its

effectiveness.

2. Experiment

2.1 Task Materials

Three groups were assigned to tasks with different involvement load. For the

reading (task 1), the reading text was provided with marginal glosses. Students in this

group were required to read the text and answer the accompanying questions (reading:
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involvement load 1). For the phonology group (task 2), the same task with the reading

comprehension group was provided with one more activity in addition to reading

comprehension questions. They were required to count the number of syllable of each

target word (reading plus decoding process: involvement load 1+&). This activity was

intended for students’ decoding process of target words. For the fill-in group (task 3),

students were required to read the text and answer the accompanying questions. Target

words were deleted from the texts and the students were asked to select the appropriate

one from a list of glosses as they read the text (involvement load 2).

2.3. Vocabulary Test and Procedure

Target vocabulary were protrude, diviner, resurgence, decay, perennial,

insurmountable, descendant, halt, hindrance, and envisage. The experiment was

conducted on two separate days over a week period. First, each group had 10 minutes

for pre-test, then 40 minutes for treatment, and 10 minutes for an immediate test. One

week later, each group had another 10 minutes for the delayed vocabulary test.

3. Results and Discussion

The total participants were 62 Korean EFL students who are currently majoring in

English in an undergraduate degree program. Participants were divided into two groups

based on the mock TOEIC test (50 questions of part 7): 33 students of low-level group

and 29 students of high-level group. The TOEIC mean score of low-level group was

20.00 (SD=3.17), and 33.24 (SD=4.57) for high-level group respectively.

The low-level students were divided into three group based on their TOEIC scores

and the mean scores of each low-level group were 20.39 (SD=2.93), 19.75 (SD=2.83), and

19.88 (SD=4.16) respectively. One-way ANOVA showed the mean differences between

the three low-level groups were not significantly different (p=.931), indicating that the

participants of the three low-level groups can be considered to have the same English

proficiency levels. Each group was given reading task, phonology task, and fill-in task

respectively.

The high-level students were also divided into three groups based on their TOEIC

scores, and the mean scores of each high-level group were 33.02 (SD=5.33), 33.70

(SD=4.19), and 33.00 (SD=4.58) respectively. One-way ANOVA showed the mean

differences between the three low-level groups were not significantly different (p=.916),

indicating that the participants of the three low-level groups can be considered to have

the same English proficiency levels. Each group was given reading task, phonology task,

and fill-in task respectively.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of TOEIC Scores and Pretest

Proficiency

Levels
Groups N

TOEIC

M(50) SD

Low

Reading 11 20.39 2.93

Phonology 13 19.75 2.83

Fill-in 9 19.88 4.16

Total 33 20.00 3.17

High

Reading 10 33.02 5.33

Phonology 9 33.00 4.58

Fill-in 10 33.70 4.19

Total 29 33.24 4.57

Table 2 represents learners’ vocabulary knowledge in each test (pre, immediate,

and delayed). Overall, the participants showed target vocabulary knowledge less than

0.66 out of 10 in each task (pretest), and their vocabulary gains became increased after

treatment in each group.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Pre, Immediate and Delayed

Proficiency

Levels
Groups N

Pre-test (3+) Immediate (3+) Post (3+)

M(10) SD M(50) SD M(10) SD

Low

Reading 11 0.45 0.52 2.27 1.10 0.63 0.92

Phonology 13 0.30 0.48 4.30 1.31 2.61 1.85

Fill-in 9 0.33 0.70 3.77 1.30 1.33 1.58

High

Reading 10 0.50 0.70 3.70 1.05 1.90 1.10

Phonology 9 0.66 1.41 5.32 1.39 2.33 1.00

Fill-in 10 0.50 0.70 5.70 1.82 4.2 1.87

First, in the low-level groups, it showed that phonology group performed much

better than reading group and fill-in group in the immediate and delayed test. More

specifically, the phonology group showed the best performance in both immediate test

(4.3) and delayed test (2.61) among all of the groups. It showed similar results in word

retention (delayed test) in which the phonology group retained the word most (2.61) and

followed by the fill-in group (1.33). These results indicate that word-decoding process

might be effective for vocabulary learning among low-level students. Figure 1 illustrates

mean differences between immediate test and post test in the low-level.
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Figure 1. Comparison of mean differences between immediate and post of low-level

Second, in the high-level groups, it showed that both the fill-in group and the

phonology group performed much better than the reading only group, and there is no

much difference between phonology group and fill-in group in their short-term memory

(mean differences 0.38). However, this difference becomes larger in retention of

vocabulary (delayed test). The fill-in group (4.2) tends to retain much more vocabulary

than the phonology group (2.33) and the reading group (1.9). These results indicate that

word-decoding process might be effective for short-term vocabulary learning among the

high-level students. Figure 2 shows illustrates mean differences between immediate test

and post test in the high-level.

Figure 2. Comparison of mean differences between immediate and post of high-level

4. Conclusion

The purpose of the experiment was to examine whether learners’ phonological

decoding process would contribute to vocabulary learning in the task. Participants were

divided into two groups based on TOEIC scores and three tasks with different

involvement loads (reading, phonology, and fill-in) were given to two different levels.

The results suggested that phonology task was more effective for the both short-term
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word learning and word-retention particularly in the low-level students. It suggests that

the phonological decoding activity for vocabulary leaning task could entail more than one

load. However, in the high-level group, the fill-in group showed much better

performance in both short-term and long-term, indicating that involvement loads in the

fill-in group is still much higher than the phonology task. It seems that phonological

decoding process can be regarded as one of the dimensions of IL only for short-term

memory.

Further studies including various phonological decoding activities and taking

learners’ proficiency levels into consideration are necessary to verify the results. It is

necessary to add more participants with various proficiency levels to obtain more

conclusive results since lots of studies (Kim, 2011; Kim and Na, 2010) had discussed

students’ proficiency as one of the factors affecting vocabulary learning. Particularly,

Korean EFL students’ proficiency levels, should be more practically measured in order to

serve better understanding of involvement load in relation to Korean EFL students.
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