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ABSTRACT 

 

This mixed-methods study investigated the use of different types of instructional 

techniques as mediational tools for developing student vocabulary development and retention in 

the Japanese classroom.  The experimental treatment, designed to introduce vocabulary through 

its components in a more interactive, visual manner, was implemented during regular subject-

matter instruction over the course of one semester, covering vocabulary of four chapters from the 

textbook used in the curriculum.  A total of 34 participants were divided into two classes.  One 

class, composed of 19 of the total participants, received three types of explicit instruction using 

mediation through three different experimental treatments. The remaining 15 participants in the 

other class were part of the control, receiving no instruction beyond what is typically found in 

the curriculum.  All participants in the experimental treatment class were also given 

questionnaires for the qualitative portion of the study.   

Analysis of the data revealed that there was no statistical significance between those 

participants who received explicit vocabulary instruction and those in the control group.  Further, 

there was no statistical significance found upon analysis of the students’ grades in the 

experimental treatment group across both the posttest and delayed posttest.  Results suggest that 

the length of time given for each type of mediation was not sufficient for participants in the 

experimental treatment group to focus on the mediational tools being presented to them, whereas 

students in the control group gradually showed improvement possibly due to consistent use of 

the same technique for acquiring the vocabulary throughout the four chapters.  The study then 

makes a number of recommendations for future studies using a similar methodology.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Helping learners of a foreign language create a foundation of vocabulary words using 

instructional methods that do not involve simple drilling and quizzing is one of the most 

challenging tasks facing second-language educators, due to the various experiences and abilities 

of these students (Faulkner, 2010).  In order to assist these educators in this age of national 

standards and testing, the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages’ (ACTFL) 

World-Readiness Standards for Learning Languages (which are comprised of a focus on 

communication, cultures, connections, comparisons, and communities) provides goals for the 

eventual overall real world purposes of language learning, focusing on the learners’ abilities to 

communicate both appropriately and with meaning (“World-readiness standards for learning 

languages,” n.d.).  However, even with these guidelines students and even instructors may be 

confused about the more specific importance of vocabulary development, retention, and 

instruction in the current classroom.   

The ACTFL World-Readiness Standards for Learning Languages places importance in 

vocabulary for communication (“World-readiness standards for learning languages,” n.d., p. 1), 

and its integration in the foreign language classroom, particularly at the Novice levels, but it can 

also be very open about methods of vocabulary instruction.  The purpose of this research is to 

determine the perceptions of a foreign language learner about the effectiveness of explicit 

vocabulary instruction and how different methods of vocabulary instruction have an impact on 

learner vocabulary development and internalization. 
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 Although researchers have explored the introduction of a variety of cognitive strategies to 

language learners and how effective these strategies are in improving learner language ability, 

few studies have been conducted that examine the relationship between vocabulary and social 

interaction (Shintani, 2012; Kormos & Trebits, 2012).  Studies that do have found the presence 

of social interaction to have a positive effect on language and vocabulary development, but these 

studies represent a small portion of the body of research on vocabulary in language learning 

(Sasaki & Takeuchi, 2010; Smotrova & Lantolf, 2013; White, 2012).  More studies in this 

specific area are necessary to determine whether there is a specific cognitive strategy for use in 

instruction that may result in a qualitatively greater form of development in learners of a foreign 

language (Knox & Stevens, 1993). 

 

Background for This Study 

Sociocultural Theory 

 This study used Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (SCT) to examine vocabulary 

development and internalization within the context of using different instructional methods.  

Vygotskyan sociocultural theory initially focused on explaining child development within the 

context of social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978).  This social interaction plays an integral role in 

all learning, and much as physical tools help humans to organize and alter the world around them, 

language is a tool that helps to develop the relationship between this social interaction and 

human mental activity (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994; Appel & Lantolf, 1994; Lantolf, 1994; Sasaki 

& Takeuchi, 2010; White, 2012).  The theory suggests that cognitive development occurs first on 

a social level and then on an individual level; “first, between people…, and then inside the child” 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57).  In terms of learning, it is apparent that key aspects of learning include a 



3 

 

student’s interaction with others in their environment (Beliavsky, 2006) and the student’s use of 

symbolic tools to assist this interaction (Kozulin, 2002; Wertsch, 2007).   

One central tenet of SCT is that mediation is the driving force behind human 

development (Appel & Lantolf, 1994; Lantolf, 1994; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 2007).  

Mediation is categorized as occurring on two planes, either through human behavior in social 

interaction or through some symbolic aspect, whether it be externally oriented tools or internally 

oriented signs (Block, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978).  One role of instruction, then, is to facilitate a 

student’s cognitive development through mediation by providing that student with assistance 

from a more experienced individual, whether that individual is a teacher or a peer.   

Scaffolding is this process, in which a more experienced individual or peer assists the 

learner in accomplishing a task, thus developing their ability to complete any task independently.  

This is done “by co-constructing [new knowledge] with [the learner] through shared activity” 

(Block, 2003, p. 101).  As the learner progresses in their development through scaffolded 

assistance, they become more capable of performing tasks independently. 

The mainspring behind this concept, the zone of proximal development, is the idea that 

“what a child can do with assistance today she will be able to do by herself tomorrow” 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 87).  It is in this developmental zone, between what a student is capable of 

doing on their own and what a student capable of doing with mediation from a more experienced 

individual, that internalization of new information takes place (Block, 2003; Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 

1994; Vygotsky, 1978).  It has been stated that one of the main features of learning is that it 

creates movement within the zone of proximal development (Hedegaard, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978).   
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Traditional Vocabulary Instruction 

 There are many different types of instructional strategies that are used for mediating 

cognitive growth, often called cognitive strategies, that can be used to scaffold learner 

vocabulary development.  Sociocultural theory posits that learners may employ many types of 

cognitive strategies as tools that lead to internalization of language and development of higher 

mental functions (Vygotsky, 1978), but there is also the assumption that mediational means 

which are different qualitatively may have an effect on the development of the forms of higher 

mental functions (Knox & Stevens, 1993).  With this in mind, it may be beneficial to explore 

which cognitive strategies used in a foreign language classroom create greater qualitative forms 

of vocabulary development within the student’s zone of proximal development.  Beck, 

McKeown, and Kucan (2002) provide a small insight into a possible definition of what will be 

referred to as traditional vocabulary instruction by claiming that curricula often use a type of 

instruction in which the emphasis on vocabulary development is minimal.    

 Traditional vocabulary instruction, in the context of foreign language teaching in the 

United States and abroad, is described as a type of classroom instruction that relies on students 

memorization of long decontextualized word lists and tasks students with the chore of looking up 

definitions of those words and copying them down verbatim, drilling vocabulary knowledge in a 

way that has no real world use, such as matching words to definitions or making analogies, and 

weekly vocabulary quizzes that only hold significance for that week and are not connected to 

previous learning (Faulkner, 2010).  Using this type of traditional vocabulary instruction, the 

instructor is using vocabulary lists as a mediator for the students to internalize only that list of 

vocabulary.  However from the viewpoint of sociocultural theory, it is assumed that the 

instructor uses scaffolded vocabulary instruction to go beyond the vocabulary list and introduce 
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learners to a variety of cognitive strategies that they can then use to scaffold their own 

vocabulary development (Echevarria, Short, & Vogt, 2008).   

Balajthy (1988) provides a possible explanation for why this particular type of traditional 

instruction, in which students are left to their own devices to memorize lists, does not work for 

development and, more importantly, internalization of these words.  This is reportedly a result of 

the fact that language students have difficulty monitoring their own learning, particularly in self-

pacing, which may often lead students to leave the learning of the target vocabulary to the last 

minute.  This not only negatively impacts vocabulary development, but also affects student 

language proficiency in general because it often creates a discrepancy between the language 

vocabulary size of both the language learner and their peers, and the language learner and a 

native speaker of the language (Chung, 2012).   

 

Explicit Vocabulary Instruction 

 As stated in the previous section, the traditional method of leaving students responsible 

for their own vocabulary development is not ideal for maintaining a steady pace for learning new 

words and can even remove the student from the learning experience (Balajthy, 1988), as these 

learners are not taught cognitive strategies to be used for vocabulary development.  These 

language learners may benefit more from direct instruction on how to scaffold vocabulary and 

various strategies so that they can mediate their vocabulary development individually.  Explicit 

vocabulary instruction can be defined as instruction that allocates time in the classroom for 

enriching students’ development by providing strategies and techniques that learners can use as 

psychological tools (Kozulin, 2003), thus mediating the internalization of these external 

vocabulary words into mental functions (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994).  To further help with this 
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internalization, explicit vocabulary instruction can be scaffolded as described above to introduce 

the new vocabulary in a simpler manner.   

A body of research has been developed by a number of scholars who have used explicit 

vocabulary instruction, as defined above, to show its effectiveness for vocabulary development 

through such types of activities as explicit task-based lessons (De la Fuente, 2006; Peters, 2012) 

and the use of computers (Yang & Sun, 2013).  The inclusion of explicit vocabulary instruction 

can be employed to make up for the commonly slow pace of vocabulary development (Boers, 

2013).  Further, explicit vocabulary based tasks have been found to lead to greater retention of 

the vocabulary words than the traditional, implicit comprehension based tasks (Laufer, 2006; 

Laufer & Rozovski-Roitblat, 2011; Peters, 2012).   

 

Context of This Study/Problem Statement 

Inclusion of Vocabulary Instruction 

 The articles above provide examples of how explicit vocabulary instruction can be 

effective (Peters, 2012; Yang & Sun, 2013).  However, in many foreign language classes, 

especially at the university level, explicit vocabulary instruction is not something that occurs 

with regularity (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002).  Often students are left to their own devices 

as far as the development of vocabulary is concerned which can lead to a variety of problems in 

both the pacing of development and language proficiency (Balajthy, 1988; Chung, 2012).   

 There is a significant body of research regarding vocabulary development in general (e.g. 

Robinson & Mervis, 1998; Sasaki & Takeuchi, 2010; Sato, Matsunuma, & Suzuki, 2013; Weiss, 

Mangrum II, & Llabre, 1986; White, 2012) and more specifically the importance of vocabulary 

instruction (e.g. Boers, 2013; Chung, 2012; Sykes, 2013; Tsukada, 2012).  These studies all refer 



7 

 

to a variety of ways in which vocabulary knowledge is beneficial, but the general consensus is 

that the size of a language learner’s vocabulary has a large impact on the overall proficiency of 

that student (Boers, 2013).  Vocabulary size has not only been seen to be a predictor of oral 

proficiency (Boers, 2013), but has been shown to share a strong connection with reading 

comprehension (Weiss et al., 1986), reading proficiency (Beck et al., 2002), and grammatical 

growth (Robinson & Mervis, 1998).  Further, errors as a result of a smaller vocabulary size have 

been connected directly to oral comprehension in learners and leads to miscommunication 

(Chung, 2012).  

 

Difficulties for Japanese Language Learners 

 The current study examines the use of explicit vocabulary instructional techniques as 

mediational tools to aid students of Japanese in developing vocabulary.  As this study takes place 

in a U. S. university, the majority of participants were native speakers of English.  Learning 

Japanese can be challenging for English speakers because of the difference in writing systems 

(Tsukada, 2012).  The transition from English, an alphabetic language, to Japanese is made 

difficult because of an inability and delay in recognizing the non-alphabetic, symbolic characters 

used.  Considering the fact that students are already struggling with retention of an entirely 

different writing system, development of new vocabulary presented in this writing system only 

complicates the development of the learner’s cognitive capabilities (Sato, Matsunuma, & Suzuki, 

2013). 

 Japanese is complicated for English speaking students because it utilizes three different 

alphabets that are often found in conjunction with each other (Tsukada, 2012).  Two of the 

alphabets (the kana) are fairly simplistic in that they are considered phonologically shallow 
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writing systems meaning that each character has only one phonetic reading associated with it, so 

the character ま is always read as “ma” (Scheerer, 1986), but are complicated in that each 

phonetic reading is represented by a character from each alphabet.  This means that students 

must learn two different characters for one phonetic sound (as per the character mentioned above, 

“ma” can be written in the hiragana alphabet as ま or in the katakana alphabet as マ).   

The third alphabet, by contrast, is based on Chinese characters and as such is considered 

a phonologically deep writing system, meaning that a single character will have two or more 

phonetic readings associated with it (Scheerer, 1986).  This is found in the case of kanji as 

readings or the single character pronunciations are based on the original Chinese pronunciations 

of the character as well as readings based on the Japanese words associated with those characters 

(Toyoda, 2007).  These alphabets often make the development of new vocabulary words a 

daunting task for many students who are accustomed to a single alphabet (Tsukada, 2012).   

 

Purpose and Research Questions 

 The current study had two overarching purposes:  to investigate (1) whether and how 

different types of vocabulary instruction have an impact on participant vocabulary development 

and retention and (2) the perceptions of learners of Japanese in regards to the effectiveness of 

explicit vocabulary instruction for their development and retention of new vocabulary words.  

Specifically, this study investigated the following research questions: 

1. Does the inclusion of explicit vocabulary instruction have a significant effect on the 

language learner’s development and internalization of new vocabulary words?  

Further, is vocabulary development accomplished with greater effects through the use 

of mediational tools using techniques that focus on: (a) participant noticing of their 
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lack of vocabulary knowledge?, (b) internalization of target vocabulary using form-

meaning connections and a focus on the hiragana parts of the target vocabulary?, or 

(c) the construction of the target vocabulary by physically manipulating cards that 

represent those hiragana parts that comprise them? 

2. Do the learners of Japanese in the experimental treatment section perceive the 

inclusion of explicit vocabulary activities in regular classroom instruction as 

beneficial for their development of the target vocabulary presented throughout the 

four units?  Further, if they perceive no benefits for this type of instruction, how do 

they believe they can best acquire the vocabulary? 

 

Definitions of Key Terms 

Binding – The ability of the learner to associate a new form with a certain meaning (Terrell, 

1986). 

Chunking – A term used to refer to a method of vocabulary instruction in which the components 

of a new word are used to promote character learning (Xu & Padilla, 2013). 

Code-switching – A term referring to the alternation between the native language and second 

language during discourse (Tian & Macaro, 2012). 

Explicit Vocabulary Instruction – Scaffolded instruction that allocates time in the classroom 

for enriching students’ development by providing strategies and techniques that learners can use 

as psychological tools (Kozulin, 2003), thus mediating the internalization of these external 

vocabulary words into mental functions (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994). 
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Hiragana – One of three Japanese alphabets in which one character represents a syllable.  This 

alphabet is considered as having a transparent orthography, as there is only one sound that each 

character makes. 

Kanji – One of three Japanese alphabets composing of mostly characters that originated as 

Chinese characters. 

Katakana – A second of three Japanese alphabets, used mainly for the writing of foreign 

borrowed words, in which one character represents a syllable.  This alphabet is also considered 

as having a transparent orthography, as there is only one sound that each character makes. 

Manipulatives – hands-on supplementary materials that can be used to support abstract concept 

comprehension (Echevarria et al., 2008).  

Noticing – The idea that unless a new item is first noticed by the learner, it cannot be acquired or 

learned (Schmidt, 1990). 

Romaji – a form of writing Japanese text using Romanized spellings. 

Scaffolding – The process in which the more experienced individual assists the learner in 

accomplishing a task, thus developing their ability to complete any task, through shared activity 

(Block, 2001). 

Traditional Vocabulary Instruction – A type of instruction with minimal emphasis on 

vocabulary development, relying on long word lists, tasking students with the chore of looking 

up definitions of those words and copying them down verbatim, drilling vocabulary knowledge 

in a way that has no real world use, such as matching words to definitions or making analogies, 

and weekly vocabulary quizzes that only hold significance for that week and are not connected to 

previous learning (Faulkner, 2010). 
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Zone of Proximal Development – The developmental zone between what a student is capable 

of doing on their own and what a student capable of doing with mediation, in which development 

and internalization of new information takes place. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

 As mentioned in Chapter One, the development of a second language for many students 

is often complicated by a variety of factors.  It has been seen that in the past some of these are a 

result of traditional instructional techniques (Faulkner, 2010).  This study investigated the 

following research questions: (1) Does the inclusion of explicit vocabulary instruction have a 

significant effect on the language learner’s development and internalization of new vocabulary 

words?  If so, is development accomplished with greater effects using one specific type of 

instruction; (2) Do the learners of Japanese in the experimental treatment section perceive the 

inclusion of explicit vocabulary activities in regular classroom instruction as beneficial for their 

development of the target vocabulary presented throughout the four units?  Further, if they 

perceive no benefits for this type of instruction, how do they believe they can best acquire the 

vocabulary?  Chapter One defined two types of vocabulary instruction and discussed how they 

are related to a student’s zone of proximal development, stressing the use of scaffolding in 

instruction.  This chapter contains a discussion of past research that looks deeper at how 

vocabulary instruction can be performed and how that instruction has molded the experimental 

treatments to be performed in the current study. 

In order to determine a direction to take in vocabulary instruction, we must first consider 

some of the theories being presented as affecting student development of new vocabulary.  

Sociocultural Theory has provided the theoretical framework given that instruction needs not 

only to consider a student’s mental capabilities, or zone of proximal development, but should 

also be adjusted, or scaffolded, to improve the development of the language (Beliavsky, 2006; 
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Echvarria et al., 2008).  The first section of this chapter will discuss some important concepts in 

sociocultural theory in order to explain some of the main claims of the theory and how certain 

concepts of Second Language Acquisition research have been adopted from these concepts (Kim, 

2008).  It will further be explained how these concepts will be applied to the current study.   

After considering these applications of the theoretical framework and some techniques 

from Second Language Acquisition which may be used in instruction, the second section of this 

chapter will look more specifically at research studies related to different types of explicit 

vocabulary instruction.  These studies represent different types of instruction that were 

considered or modified to be used for the different instructional experimental treatments found in 

the current study.  It begins by looking at the impact of including technology in vocabulary 

instruction, then moving to the use of self-check strategies, text-based questioning, and the role 

of the L1 in an L2 classroom.  Finally, as this study involves vocabulary instruction specifically 

in a Japanese class, the third section will review current trends in the research of Japanese 

vocabulary instruction. 

 

Sociocultural Theory 

 In order to define the concept of learning adopted in the current study, the researcher 

turned to Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) Sociocultural Theory (SCT).  In this theory there is a large 

focus on the use of social interaction among the students and how this interaction affects the 

internalization of not only the language but also strategies used for learning and developing their 

language ability. More specifically, it is believed that learning is not developed solely through 

internal processes or inside the individual mind, but rather as something that occurs naturally 

through social interaction.  Gutierrez (2006) goes into further detail mentioning that although 
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instruction is only one of three issues that need consideration in terms of learning from the 

sociocultural perspective, the role of instruction is at the core.  It is this core of the SCT that the 

current research targets by looking at how the role of instruction directly affects vocabulary 

development and internalization.  Lev Vygotsky’s SCT has historically been used to categorize 

research across different fields of study, including 1) as a means for interpreting data, 2) as a 

framework for development of the second language in education, and 3) as concerning one of the 

many concepts developed from SCT (Lantolf & Beckett, 2009).  The current study falls under 

the last category, as it is Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) that 

formed the basis for the experimental treatments created for the current study. 

 In response to what he perceived as inadequate theoretical positions on the connection 

between learning and development, Vygotsky proposed a new approach to the source of this 

connection, the zone of proximal development.  Unlike previous approaches, Vygotsky 

considered this connection from two separate angles: “first, the general relation between learning 

and development; and second, the specific features of this relationship when children reach 

school age” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 84).  To further explore how learning is connected to the 

developmental process, Vygotsky identified two developmental levels: a learner’s actual 

developmental level and potential development level.   

As mentioned above, Vygotsky viewed the development of the learner as a result of 

social interaction, and this interaction is present from the start of any learner’s life.  The actual 

developmental level is established as a result of those developmental cycles that have already 

been completed by the learner; it is a level at which the learner is capable of independent 

problem solving.  The potential developmental level, in contrast, is a measure of what a learner is 

capable of doing as a result of guidance from a more capable individual.  The zone of proximal 
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development is the distance between these two levels and “defines those functions that have not 

yet matured but are in the process of maturation, functions that will mature tomorrow but are 

currently in an embryotic state” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).   

It is interaction with peers and the introduction of new knowledge, often in an academic 

setting, that causes the potential developmental level to evolve beyond the actual developmental 

level, thus expanding the zone of proximal development.  Only once the new information has 

been internalized or mastered does the actual developmental level begin to catch up with the 

potential.  Learning is not development, but rather a necessary step in the further development of 

any individual.  In other words, “the developmental process lags behind the learning process” 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 90) and instruction is one of the driving forces behind these processes. 

Further, Vygotsky emphasizes the importance of “systematic instruction” as being 

“beneficial to the development of students’ mental facilities in general” (Beliavsky, 2006, p. 2).  

In this systematic instruction, students are not given seemingly random pieces of information to 

put together but, as also explained by Diaz-Rico (2013), are gradually led toward their language 

goals through a process of instruction based on the students’ current developmental levels as 

compared to their levels of potential development.  This process of instruction was coined as 

scaffolding by Jerome Bruner (1983) and, according to Echevarria et al. (2008), is thought of as 

being closely connected to Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 

1978).  Scaffolding, as mentioned above, gradually introduces new concepts to students by 

providing these students with multiple forms of support in the initial stages of learning and 

includes such methods for making content comprehensible as the use of manipulatives, hands-on 

supplementary materials that can be used to support abstract concept comprehension.  This 

support is slowly taken away, as the content is internalized, until the student is able to perform 
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the task individually.  It is the generation of higher mental processes that helps in the 

development of a learner’s ZPD, and crucial to this is what SCT refers to as mediation. 

 

Mediation 

 The term mediation appears in a number of studies looking at Vygotsky’s Sociocultural 

Theory (e.g. Donato & MacCormick, 1994; Karlstrom, Cerratto-Pargman, Lindstrom, & 

Knutsson, 2007; Kozulin, 2002).  In these studies, mediation is categorized into areas of 

mediation through human behavior in social interaction and through some symbolic aspect, 

whether it be something material (using ones fingers to represent numbers) or more abstract (as 

is the case in the many symbols that compose a language).  More specifically, according to 

Vygotsky, “every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice:  first, on the social 

level, and later, on the individual level” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57).  Human mediation is the link to 

describe “how the activities that start as an interaction between the child and the adult become 

internalized as the child’s own psychological function” (Kozulin, 2002, p. 14).  The symbolic 

aspect of mediation, however, focuses more on how mediational tools introduced to the learner 

affect that learner’s performance.   

Although a difference in types of mediation is apparent, it is more the techniques of 

mediation that “promote cognitive strategies that are effective in a wide range of formal learning 

situations” (Kozulin, 2002, pp. 16-17).  It is through mediation, or more specifically mediated 

activity which focuses on a specific goal, that higher mental processes are generated potentially 

advancing the learner’s ZPD.  A part of these higher mental processes can include the “types of 

goal-directed actions commonly labeled as language learning strategies” (Donato & 

MacCormick, 1994, p. 456).    Cognitive change occurs in language learning through mediation 
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as learning actions of the student, which may begin as lacking a point of focus, are adjusted and 

improved. 

 

Mediational Tools 

 In SCT, mediation occurs through either the use of a material tool, a system of symbols, 

or in social interaction with another human being.  The use of mediational tools is illustrated by 

Vygotsky in his references to such acts as counting fingers or tying knots.  It is the tool or device 

(the fingers to represent numbers or the physical knot to represent what needs to be remembered) 

that aids the user who “successfully carries out that function” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 127).  In this 

sense of the importance of tools, mediation “relies on the observation that tools/artifacts, 

concepts and the activity itself always mediate human activity and reality” (Karlstrom et al., 

2007, pp. 40-41). 

As stated above, these mediational tools represent the symbolic aspect of mediation, but 

should not be considered separate from the human aspect of mediation.  Although it may be 

possible to provide students with tools for their own use, particularly in an academic setting 

where classroom activities are often built around learning materials, this does not mean that the 

students don’t require mediation from the teacher.  These tools can be rendered useless if the 

instructor does not show the learners how to use them.  “The mere availability of signs or texts 

does not imply that they will be used by students as psychological tools” (Kozulin, 2002, p. 19).  

Mediation with the use of tools then, similar to the human aspect of mediation, relies highly on 

the techniques used by the teacher to give some purpose to those tools.   

As language learning strategies, techniques adopted from psycholinguistic theories may 

also be used as tools to scaffold student learning and aid students in mediating their own learning.  
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Taken from a developmental perspective, social interaction plays a key part in such Second 

Language Acquisition theories as cognition (Ohta, 2001).  The current study borrowed some of 

these techniques, binding and the noticing theory, as language learning strategies to be used as 

mediational tools. 

 

Binding.  In his article introducing the concept now known as binding, Tracy Terrell 

(1986) analyzed the ability of learners of a second language to acquire a language through a 

Natural Approach designed class.  In a Natural Approach class, a focus is built around the 

acquisition rather than the learning of a language.  This acquisition is again based on one of 

Krashen’s studies in which a strong emphasis on the connection between acquisition of a 

language and the use of comprehensible input is made, which is also similar to the idea of 

making form-meaning connections as described by VanPatten (2002).  In his article, Terrell 

defines the term acquisition as “the process which leads to the ability to understand and produce 

[a] form correctly in a communicative context” (Terrel, 1986, p. 213).  The forms mentioned 

here include all aspects of the language that are monomorphemic, polymorphemic, or 

grammatical.  Terrell further elaborates upon the comprehension of input provided to the 

language learner by breaking it down into two components:  1) the use of strategies based on the 

context of an utterance to think about and interpret the unknown form in the input and 2) the 

ability of the learner to associate the new form with a certain meaning.  It is this second 

component that is now called binding and is the motivation for the procedures developed for the 

current study when trying to mediate the Japanese words through the use of pictures, as will be 

described in Chapter Three. 
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  Terrell clarifies that binding is “what language teachers refer to when they insist that a 

new word ultimately be associated directly with its meaning and not with a translation” (Terrell, 

1986, p. 214).  This binding occurs naturally in a learner’s first language through 

experimentation.  The most common examples of this are given when a child sees a new object 

and their parent provides input not only in terms of what the object is, but the culturally 

acceptable rules that are tied to it (e.g., a father telling his child about a baseball and telling that 

child such information as the fact that it is thrown, can be hit with a bat, and is not edible).  The 

binding occurring at this stage of development in the first language is most effective because the 

learner is using all of their senses to create a connection between the physical object and the 

concept being provided by parental input.  It is the goal of Natural Approach classes that 

activities (especially at the beginning levels) facilitate the binding of the target language in a 

similar manner.  Terrell further explains that there are three stages associated with the binding 

process.   

 The first characteristic of the binding process is that language acquisition occurs in stages 

through which learners in a Natural Approach class are expected to go.  These stages are defined 

as:  comprehension, early speech, and speech emergence.  It is interesting to note, particularly for 

the purposes of the procedures designed for the current study, that beginning classes start in this 

“pre-speech” stage in which added pressures are kept to a minimum.  In order to maximize the 

opportunity for acquisition of the target language, Terrell states that learners at this stage should 

be encouraged not to make complicated attempts at language production and should limit 

themselves to one-word responses. 

 The second characteristic mentioned is that activities, particularly those for beginning 

level learners, should “always include the possibility of making concrete association within a 
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meaningful context” (Terrell, 1986, p. 214).  Suggested activities include Total Physical 

Response activities (such as those that will be prepared and performed by the third experimental 

section of classes below), input focused around visuals (such as those that will be found in the 

activity prepared for the second experimental section of classes), and input that focuses on the 

abilities of the learners themselves (experimental section one will be exposed to an activity that 

will pull on the abilities of the students without relying on teacher assistance).  The details of the 

activities to be done in the current study, which reflect some aspects of the need for connection 

building to a meaningful context, will be provided in the Procedures section of Chapter Three 

Methods. 

 The third characteristic defined by Terrell, Speech Techniques, focuses on the need to 

draw learners’ attention to the key words, often by means of such techniques as pronouncing 

words slowly.  One important aspect of the binding process itself is that “binding of form to 

meaning is not equivalent to listening comprehension, but rather is a building block of it” 

(Terrell, 1986, p. 214).  Therefore, binding would seem to be most effective in the much more 

simplistic areas of language learning, such as the goal of instruction for the current study, 

vocabulary acquisition.  This concept of binding is explained as being vital to acquisition, 

because access to acquired material is controlled by the strength of the binding process, among 

others, and is described by Terrell (1986) as being “the basic building blocks of acquisition” (p. 

219). 

 

Noticing Theory.  Another group of thought in second language acquisition studies takes 

language learning from a cognitivist perspective, often comparing the mind to the files and 

storage system found in a computer (Schmidt, 2001).  Supporters of this cognitivist perspective 
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state that the brain contains a language specific module and the act of acquisition is a distinct 

mental process.  It is because of these processes that a learner of a second language is incapable 

of or finds it difficult to use spontaneously everything they know about that language.  

Automaticity (or the ability to produce language without the extra burden of processing that 

language) is a result of the development of these mental processes.  Learners proficient in a 

language are capable of recognizing the meaning of a word, even after only a short utterance of 

that word, as the required amount of mental capacity is considerably lowered, due to their highly 

developed automaticity (Schmidt, 1990).  One theory inspired by this cognitivist perspective that 

may be used as a means of mediation for language learners is referred to as the Noticing Theory. 

 This theory, initially proposed by Richard Schmidt (1990, 2001), suggests that unless a 

new item is first noticed by the learner, it cannot be acquired or learned.  Further, it is often 

stressed that “noticing itself does not result in acquisition, but it is the essential starting point” 

(Lightbown & Spada, 2006, p. 44).  The noticing of new information requires that the 

information is first provided through input.  Although the issue of the importance of awareness 

and attention are still debated across differing perspectives, researchers such as Merrill Swain 

and Sharon Lapkin (1998) and Ron Leow (1997) have made it “possible to identify some things 

that learners showed they were aware of and to compare these to performance on measures of 

their language knowledge” (Lightbown & Spada, 2006, p. 45). 

   

Research in L2 Vocabulary Learning 

Looking at the importance of vocabulary learning, Chung (2012) goes into great detail 

about the necessity for including vocabulary instruction in a second language curriculum.  She 

explains that vocabulary errors are one of the most common errors for learners of a second 
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language, outnumbering grammatical errors by three times, and often lead to semantic 

interference, which results in instances of miscommunication.  She also points out that 

knowledge of vocabulary goes beyond affecting reading comprehension, as the ability to 

recognize individual words and decipher their meaning while listening to a conversation directly 

affects a listener’s oral comprehension (Chung, 2012).  What then can be done in the foreign 

language classroom to minimize these breakdowns in communication? 

When designing the methodology for the current study, a number of research methods 

were considered as a basis for the activities used as mediational tools that participants will be 

introduced to during the study.  A large majority of the literature is based on building vocabulary 

specifically for English Language Learners (such as Celik, 2003; Mizumoto & Takeuchi, 2009; 

White, 2011), and as such the review will begin with some vocabulary activities designed for 

these learners.  As these data and research are reviewed, a rationale from a SCT perspective will 

also be presented based on the potential use of the activity or technique as a mediational tool in a 

Japanese language learning setting.  The explored research includes the use of technology for 

vocabulary instruction, self-check strategies, text-based questioning, the use of code switching, 

and explicit vocabulary instruction. 

 

Technology and Vocabulary Instruction 

With the increase of technology found in the classroom, it is understandable that a look 

into different vocabulary instructional methods should consider some of these technological 

methods that are comparatively new to the field.  Many authors have tried to design methods of 

language instruction that utilize computers and the internet to their full potential (Hirotani & 

Lyddon, 2013; Samur, 2012; Sato, Matsunuma, & Suzuki, 2013).  These methods look at having 
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the student be more interactive with their learning, and go beyond the textbook.  The use of 

computers in instruction and the possibility of benefits from vocabulary instruction via such 

outlets as video games will help to answer the question of how technology may be used as 

mediational tools to help students develop their vocabulary.  Ohtsuki et al. (1999) took into 

consideration some of the reading strategies being used in a Japanese language classroom and 

created an approach to vocabulary development that focuses more on the use of social language 

found in everyday situations.   

In their study, Ohtsuki et al. utilized the use of mediational tools to develop a listening 

exercise designed to put students in a more realistic learning situation, pulling examples from 

authentic newspaper articles and news reports.  While they had begun with newspapers, the 

authors felt that “transcribing read newspaper speech recorded under controlled conditions [did] 

not reflect realistic tasks.”  It was this idea that directed their attention to broadcast news.  

“Broadcast news provides speech from various environments…in a variety of speaking styles…. 

It also contains spontaneous speech phenomena such as interjections or correction of slips which 

do not occur in read newspaper speech” (Ohtsuki et al., 1999, p. 156).  

 After editing both the read newspaper and broadcasts as an accommodation for the 

participants, Ohtsuki gave students either a newspaper reading task using a seven thousand word 

vocabulary to learn from or a broadcast-news task using a twenty thousand word vocabulary.  

The sheer amount of difference between these two tasks, as far as the amount of vocabulary 

words is concerned, raises some questions about the reliability of the data collected, but Ohtsuki 

was able to produce some interesting conclusions.  Similar to what is found in later research, 

which will be discussed below in the Segmentation of Vocabulary section, looking into 

deconstructing vocabulary into components (Kato, 2005; Toyoda, 2007; Okuyama, 2007), the 
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inclusion of morpheme-based units in the Japanese language was found to aid students in 

maintaining vocabulary used in both cases, and it also aided these students in distinguishing new 

vocabulary from old.  “Although the Japanese language has many compound words and many 

inflections of words…morpheme-based units prevent the vocabulary size from becoming 

excessive and can keep the lexical coverage high” (Ohtsuki et al., 1999, p. 165).  Ohtsuki does 

mention a number of problems that need to be addressed with these results, including the 

translation from spoken Japanese to written Japanese and the high rate of failure in recognition 

of some of the shorter morphemes.  In a classroom setting, this type of real world vocabulary 

instruction may be effective in higher levels of learning where students can further their 

development through discussions of what they had learned, but for the purpose of the current 

study this type of instruction would most likely not be effective for a large majority of students, 

especially those at the lower levels of language development. 

Ohtsuki was able to provide some interesting insights into a more authentic version of 

vocabulary teaching, but John Paul Loucky (2005) takes another direction in modern language 

instruction by considering a style of vocabulary instruction that uses electronic dictionaries and 

websites, all of which are becoming increasingly accessible to the average university level 

student.  Although the idea of using a dictionary while working on vocabulary development has 

been discussed by such researchers as Prichard (2008), Loucky’s inclusion of a website database 

takes the simple study of physical dictionary use to a virtual source of information for 

researchers and learners of a second language alike.  Loucky expresses a need to track this 

learning well, stating that “since patterns of individual use of portable language learning devices 

or software are much harder to monitor or track, better online feedback surveys and 
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tracking/monitoring systems are needed to most effectively guide vocabulary learning online” 

(Loucky, 2005, p. 390).   

In this research, Loucky assigned the participants to read articles found online in a 

developed database.  The website was one of “two versions of a collection of CALL web sites 

containing thousands of links for reading, vocabulary, online dictionary tools and general 

language learning at all levels” (Loucky, 2005, p. 391).  The students were then given instruction 

on the usage of the online dictionary, and asked to read articles both selected by their instructors 

and chosen on their own, then answering comprehension questions as a posttest.  The 

participants in the research were studying at the graduate level, but due to their language 

proficiency, they were given articles that were appropriate for an undergraduate freshman 

student.  The study showed that the students were not only enjoying the work assigned to them, 

but there was a positive effect on the growth of their vocabulary development as well.  “A 

majority of students reported that using the teacher’s web site…made the course ‘very enjoyable 

and efficient for them’” (Loucky, 2005, p. 394).  Vocabulary development was judged by 

comprehension scores, as often the comprehension questions were linked to rewriting definitions 

of the words used and providing other examples of vocabulary usage.  By the end of the study, 

“both objective and subjective assessments showed that a large majority of these students 

improved markedly…” (Loucky, 2005, p. 394). 

Although this research does show some strong potential for connecting course content 

and more specifically working on vocabulary through web site databases, one possible 

complication is immediately evident that even Loucky touches upon in his article.  It is 

mentioned that while this manner of instruction seems to be effective, the lack of appropriate 

material for a variety of levels at this point keeps it from being practical.  Most material online is 
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presented in native English and the types of articles used in this research still do not have a 

Japanese equivalent, making completing this task extremely difficult for beginning learners of 

the language.  Loucky states that “it is unrealistic, unreasonable or unhelpful to ask or expect 

students to read native level materials in a fluent and extensive way if it is too difficult for them” 

(Loucky, 2005, p. 409).  This type of instruction may be appropriate for students who have 

already internalized a number of mediational strategies from previous Japanese instruction, but 

the lack of level-appropriate Japanese writing at this time makes this type of instruction 

extremely limited and not yet appropriate for the common Japanese language classroom.  The 

information from Loucky’s study did lead the current study to take advantage of the course 

website, providing students with the vocabulary information and activities in a much simpler 

picture and vocabulary word format to help them with their internalization of the new 

information. 

The final type of technologically-based vocabulary instruction that was considered to be 

adapted as a mediational tool in the current study explored the idea of using video games as a 

mediational tool for developing students’ vocabulary.  Jonathan deHaan worked with W. 

Michael Reed and Katsuko Kuwada (2010) to study whether or not a video game is a potential 

source for, from a SCT viewpoint, scaffolding a learner’s vocabulary development.  They believe 

that “effective second language teaching and learning with games is more likely to occur if 

practical conclusions can be drawn from empirical evidence” (deHaan et al., 2010, p. 74).  This 

topic of the use of video games in language instruction has seen a strong rise in popularity over 

the recent years, with other researchers adding to the knowledge base of the field (Verhallen & 

Bus, 2010; Sykes, 2013).  Although the effect of gaming on language learning has been studied 

in a variety of genres, from online games to console multiplayer games, deHaan observes that 
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these variations in types of the media are constantly adapting and changing, thus making 

investigating the effects of these games problematic.  As a result, deHaan felt that the study 

should begin with “a focus on what constitutes a game rather than what can be added to a game 

to make it more enjoyable or educational” (deHaan et al., 2010, p. 75). 

DeHaan decided to focus on whether the interactive nature of playing a game would have 

a positive effect on language development, or more specifically, if a student playing a game was 

able to better internalize the presented vocabulary than one merely watching the game being 

played.  The idea behind using these games as a scaffold for mediating vocabulary development 

is that “players of a video game in their second language must perform additional playful and 

spontaneous tasks…while simultaneously attending to aural and textual language” (deHaan et al., 

2010, p. 76).  This statement seems to give a strong supporting idea for the use of video games in 

vocabulary development, but the research actually revealed only a minor increase in player 

vocabulary retention.  Even though the “players and watchers invested comparable mental effort 

on media and language they perceived to be of different difficulties…the players’ poorer recall 

of vocabulary seems to be attributable to the interactivity of the video game” (deHaan et al., 

2010, p. 84).   

Even if the study showed a positive effect of interaction with the video game on new 

vocabulary retention, the practicality of such a system in the regular classroom would be difficult 

to implement.  Further challenges for the use of video games in the classroom have been 

presented by Anne Cummings Hlas and Jessica Sertling Miller (2013).  These challenges include 

the fact that most games are designed for only two to four players, and engagement of the entire 

class becomes difficult.  The authors also bring up the point that many students do not feel 

comfortable playing a video game with as large an audience as a language class may provide.  
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Similar to the results of the online database created by Loucky (2005), the idea may have 

potential, but the actual implementation of these strategies would not work in the current age of 

classroom vocabulary instruction.  These studies did, however, show some benefits of including 

a type of social team turn-based vocabulary activity in the current study, which may help to 

explore whether or not a less digital version would have a different result on students’ 

vocabulary development. 

 

Self-Check Strategies 

 Atsushi Mizumoto and Osamu Takeuchi (2009) designed a study to discover whether or 

not providing explicit instruction of vocabulary learning techniques would help a student to build 

their vocabulary independently.  The benefit of providing these techniques as mediational tools 

for scaffolding instruction in this manner is that “teaching students learning strategies, if 

effectively done, increases not only their knowledge of strategies but also their motivation and 

performance” (Mizumoto & Takeuchi, 2009, p. 426).  The researchers created a schedule to span 

ten weeks, during which they would cover such vocabulary strategies as use of collocations or 

phrases, writing and oral rehearsal, grouping of semantically related words, mnemonics, and use 

of prefixes and suffixes.  These “target strategies were chosen based on the findings of previous 

[Vocabulary Learning Strategies] research and on the vocabulary that was to be taught in each 

lesson” (Mizumoto & Takeuchi, 2009, p. 434).   

 The results of the study showed that the group that was taught explicitly different 

vocabulary learning strategies not only “led to greater strategy use, higher self-efficacy, 

increased motivation, wider strategy knowledge, and more positive attitudes,” but also showed 

that providing mediation through “strategy instruction is more beneficial to less effective 
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learners” (Mizumoto & Takeuchi, 2009, p. 443).  Although this article provided strong evidence 

that taking time to teach strategies that may be used as mediational tools would help students to 

learn, it leaves a few questionable problems when considering actual class instruction.  One 

problem that may arise is the constant issue of time, in that this explicit instruction of strategies 

would take a lot of class time to teach.  Further, although this article mentioned the types of 

strategies and presented the importance of providing students with the means to use the 

strategies, it did not go into great detail about the execution of the strategies used in the study.   

 Also looking at the initial stages of language learning, research has been done on 

providing students with self-checking strategies for their vocabulary development.  Barrow, 

Nakanishi, and Ishino (1999) “investigated the relationship between familiarity and L2 to L1 

recall in order to more precisely judge the amount of students [who] over-estimate their 

vocabulary knowledge when using a self-checking familiarity survey” (p. 224).  The study hoped 

to create a database of English words that were unknown to the participants in order to determine 

a general vocabulary size of English language learners.  It was shown that students in general 

have a tendency to over-estimate their own vocabulary knowledge.  

 Although this research did not really show a way to provide vocabulary instruction, it did 

bring up some interesting results in terms of student awareness of vocabulary and its usage.  

Barrow sums up his research by stating that “teachers can expect students … to over-estimate 

their familiarity of basic words by about 17%, depending on the frequency” (Barrow et al., 1999, 

p. 238).  These findings are supported by Carpenter and Olson (2011), who found in their 

research on vocabulary instruction utilizing pictures that students who did not receive repeated 

scaffolded instruction became overconfident in their internalization of the vocabulary using the 

pictures as mediational tools.  With this knowledge, teachers are alerted to the fact that frequent 
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review of even basic words may be required to keep student perceptions of their learning 

equivalent to their actual level of internalization.  As the current study looked to not only the 

development of the vocabulary but also to the internalization of that vocabulary, a need to 

provide students with this type of review or to keep students aware of their actual vocabulary 

ability was considered in the experimental treatments developed in Chapter Three. 

 

Text-Based Questioning 

 One method of vocabulary instruction that seems to appear in many different articles is 

instruction through reading (Ohtsuki, Matsuoka, Mori, Yoshida, Taguchi, Furui, & Shirai, 1999; 

Waring & Takaki, 2003; Prichard, 2008; Prince, 2012).  Many of those who have researched the 

use of reading in building student vocabulary share Rob Waring and Misako Takaki’s (2003) 

idea that “reading is seen to be beneficial for foreign language learning and especially 

vocabulary building.”  Waring and Takaki took a closer look at much of this research and found 

that often “the general picture that emerges from these studies is that learners do learn 

vocabulary from their reading but not very much.”  They go on to state that “most studies are 

rather short and the text was often quite difficult” (Waring & Takaki, 2003, p.131).  Waring and 

Takaki designed their research to try and find in more detail:  1) whether using graded reading 

over a longer length of time aids vocabulary retention, 2) whether the frequency of appearance of 

those words used in the text affect retention, 3) how quickly vocabulary words are forgotten, and 

4) whether or not different forms of reading assessment will yield different gain scores. 

 The participants of the research were given a full text of a leveled reader and told that 

they would be tested on the material in the book after reading, but not the fact that there would 

be unknown vocabulary in the text.  The participants were then given the tests a second time 
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about a week after the first test, and a third time three months later.  This was done to “determine 

the rate of forgetting that had occurred from the learning from context” (Waring & Takaki, 2003, 

p. 140).   

 Through the study, it was determined that although “subjects were able to learn some 

new words from their reading…the vast majority of the new words were not learned.”  Further, 

“the subjects forgot the vast majority of their words they read and learned… [learning] one new 

word from one hour of reading” (Waring & Takaki, 2003, p. 148).  The research also showed 

that while the subjects were able to learn new vocabulary from context, it was more effective for 

them to have repeated exposure to the word in the text.  Although much of the data collected 

from this research was unfortunately negative in terms of the effectiveness of this form of 

mediation, the information collected on the effectiveness of different types of assessment used 

showed that multiple-choice tests do not necessarily reflect how a student has learned a word, but 

rather how that student has learned to recognize a memorized fact.  The tests given that were 

focused more on translation and meaning of the vocabulary proved to be a more accurate test of 

vocabulary development.  The authors continue to state that “recognition of the meaning when 

prompted on the multiple-choice recognition test is not considered to be ‘learning a new word’ in 

this sense either, but is a demonstration of simple prompted recognition which does not occur in 

natural reading” (Waring & Takaki, 2003, p. 149).  This data holds some interesting implications 

for the use of vocabulary assessment in the classroom and influenced the choice of assessment 

given during the current study.   

Even though Waring and Takaki’s (2003) article provided some interesting evidence, it 

still left many questions unanswered as far as whether or not a reading prompt strategy is truly 

effective for students struggling to remember the vocabulary presented in a lesson.  In an effort 
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to gain more details on reading strategies, the research article by Caleb Prichard (2008) was 

taken into consideration.  Prichard believes that “vocabulary knowledge is the most important 

component of second language (L2) reading comprehension, even more so than background 

knowledge and syntax” (Prichard, 2008, p. 216).  Prichard argues that due to a lack of 

vocabulary knowledge, expecting a language learner to learn the meaning of a new word through 

context only is a mistake, and that the learner can learn the accurate meaning best by consulting a 

dictionary.  Prichard makes note that many teachers have moved away from the use of a 

dictionary in the classroom during reading because they have found that stopping to look up a 

word in the dictionary “interferes with readers’ short-term memory and prevents them from 

focusing on the text as a whole” (Prichard, 2008, p. 217). 

The research from this article was designed to demonstrate that while it has been shown 

that the use of dictionaries could be a hindrance to reading fluency and comprehension of the big 

picture, often the studies done to prove this do not consider that the students were not trained in 

the proper use of their dictionaries.  Prichard remarks that, were students properly trained in the 

use of dictionaries during reading activities, their vocabulary development would also show great 

improvement.  From a SCT perspective, Prichard was trying to show that scaffolding student 

vocabulary development with proper use of dictionaries as mediational tools would greatly aid 

those students’ vocabulary development.  Prichard goes on to state that “[t]here was a significant 

correlation between the number of words looked up and the comprehension scores of less 

proficient learners in [these other research articles], suggesting that dictionary use helped these 

learners reach the comprehension threshold” (Prichard, 2008, p. 218).   

 For the methodology of the study, Prichard asked university students to read and 

summarize three texts of various genres, allowing them to use an online dictionary.  Through the 
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research, they were hoping to find how those words were looked up related to word use 

frequency and their relevance to the main points of the text.  They were also looking to see if the 

students developed a reliance on the dictionary instead of using other vocabulary comprehension 

strategies and if the words being looked up had value as high frequency words or not.  For the 

most part, Prichard found that “many participants with a lower vocabulary used the dictionary to 

increase their coverage, while many of the participants with a higher vocabulary utilized the 

dictionary link less often” (Prichard, 2008, p. 224).  Prichard found that 1 in 3 students used the 

dictionary to an excessive degree, rather than using other known comprehension strategies. 

Further, he states that “participants who relied on the dictionary could have finished the 

task much more quickly and efficiently had they more often used other reading strategies such as 

guessing vocabulary from context or ignoring technical words not essential to the main points of 

the passages” (Prichard, 2008, p. 226).  It is also stated that some of these students even had 

difficulty finishing these tasks on time.  For this strategy to work in a classroom setting, much 

instruction time would be lost, and wouldn’t seem to benefit the students in a significant way.  

Instruction time would also be required to teach students how to use their dictionaries, and as 

such this strategy would seem to be more useful in a supportive role.  While these two studies do 

not represent all of the research on using reading as a major source of vocabulary instruction, 

they do show support for using readers as another form of mediational tool for vocabulary 

development and perhaps most beneficial in language classes taught at a higher level of language 

proficiency.  This type of result supports the current research in using mediational activities that 

looked to provide definitions of the target vocabulary more through context. 
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Code-Switching 

It has been suggested that instruction in a second language should be based off of the idea 

that the best way for a student to learn a language is for them to be exposed to it as much as 

possible in as comprehensible a way as possible (Lee & VanPatten, 2003).  This thought can be 

connected to the connectionist model of second language acquisition in which maximum 

exposure to the L2 is recommended due to its help in speeding up the process of making neural 

connections to the L1, in turn making that L2 develop its own independent network (Lin, 2012).  

While this idea is not necessarily flawed, it did lead to many instructors interpreting this as 

meaning that class should be completely directed in the foreign language (L2), and that use of 

the first language (L1) should be prohibited (Edstrom, 2006; McMillan & Rivers, 2011).   

This idea led to the creation of a variety of useful teaching strategies, such as total 

physical response (TPR), but did not take advantage of the learner’s already developed first 

language knowledge, stated in a number of studies as one of the greatest mediational tools that a 

second language learner has at their disposal (Kutz, 1998; White, 2011).  By opting to teach only 

in the second language and by forbidding first language usage, these instructors base L2 

instruction on the way that students developed their first language; the way of a native child 

beginning to learn their language (McMillan & Rivers, 2011).  Is this manner of instruction as 

beneficial for adult learners or even learners who have already developed a high level of 

proficiency in their first language? 

Lili Tian and Ernesto Macaro (2012) questioned whether the use of code-switching, or 

scaffolding instruction with explanations in the L1, would have a positive or negative effect on 

student learning of explicitly taught vocabulary.  It is believed by some that code-switching in 

the classroom does not represent a “natural” form of speaking the language, and as a result, 
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hinders “the tradition of ‘direct’ or ‘natural’ teaching methods” (McMillan & Rivers, 2011).  

Tian and Macaro counter this belief by stating that the classroom itself is a social situation where 

language knowledge is shared and further state that “discourse does not need to simulate 

naturalistic discourse in order for it to be authentic but is ‘authenticated’ by the participants in 

the discourse” (Tian & Macaro, 2012, p. 369). 

 Their research revealed more information than just talk of the usage of code-switching 

and presented positive evidence for a technique that may be used as a mediational tool.  It was 

found that “vocabulary learning appears to require attention to its form-meaning connections 

rather than only the general ideas contained in a text” (Tian & Macaro, 2012, p. 381).  The 

findings on code-switching between the L1 and L2 show that there is some advantage to 

including the L1 in classroom instruction.  Tian and Macaro do stress that any code-switching in 

the classroom should respect “the constraints to be found in naturalistic code-switching by 

limiting itself almost entirely to brief switches for content words, maintaining [the L2] as the 

predominant language…, and by not violating the grammars of either language” (Tian & 

Macaro, 2012, p. 381).  The use of the L1 should not replace chances for students to experience 

the L2 in a natural state. 

 These findings are echoed by the findings of some research performed by Mehmet Celik 

(2003).  Celik was also interested in finding whether the use of code-switching, which he calls 

“code-mixing,” in the classroom would aid students, particularly in vocabulary development.  He 

provides an insight into the usefulness of code-mixing by mentioning that it is “free from the 

formality, the direct attention, and the extra work of [direct vocabulary teaching]” (Celik, 2003, 

p. 361).   
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 In his article, Celik takes a large shift from traditional language instruction by suggesting 

that presenting the target information (in this case new vocabulary words) via storytelling 

provides a stronger connection in student schemata, as that new word is also presented in a 

context for reference.  From a SCT viewpoint, student vocabulary development in this case is 

scaffolded through examples of the vocabulary in a sentence and the students are provided with 

the mediational tool of using context clues to determine the meaning of new vocabulary.  Using 

this storytelling method, Celik talked with the students about a certain subject in the L1 while 

replacing the key vocabulary by using the L2 in positions where they would be used.  These 

vocabulary words were always followed up by a reiteration of the word in the L1, providing 

students with an immediate translation of the unknown word.  After the “storytelling,” students 

were tasked first with an oral task where they were to talk about the story in pairs, without 

explicit instructions to use the new vocabulary.  Celik did, however, observe that even without 

being told to do so, the target vocabulary was being used by the students in their social 

interactions.  The students were then expected to write down what they had discussed as a 

second writing task and for further development using the target vocabulary.   

The results of the study showed that many students were using the vocabulary even 

though they were not required to do so, and for the most part the usage of the vocabulary was 

accurate.  Celik concludes with a statement that the use of code-mixing in instruction did not 

seem to have any negative effects on student vocabulary development, and while not all students 

used the new vocabulary in the tasks, those that did showed only gains in their understanding of 

the words.  With his innovative use of storytelling to introduce new vocabulary, Celik has 

provided evidence of some more focused uses of code-switching that would help students in the 

current study with their vocabulary development.   
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Vocabulary Learning and Japanese Instruction 

Not only have the vocabulary studies targeted toward English language learners above 

have shown some potential for application in a Japanese language classroom setting, but there 

are also studies being performed specifically in the field of Japanese language instruction.  The 

following studies present some mediational strategies and activities being used as a form of 

mediation for student Japanese language vocabulary development and internalization and have 

strong implications for the current study.  In particular, as the Japanese alphabet and writing 

structures are drastically different from English (in that it uses characters instead of Roman-

based letters), a closer look into techniques designed to overcome this difference is warranted.   

The above observation is echoed by Heath Rose and Lesley Harbon, who report that it is 

“widely documented that Japanese foreign language learners struggle with the master of kanji, 

particularly if their first language’s script is alphabetic” (Rose & Harbon, 2013, p. 97).  The 

importance and effect of this difference is stressed further by such researchers as Kimiko 

Tsukada (2012), who has based many of her mediational activities on the different characters and 

alphabets alone.  As a means for considering the types of vocabulary building activities that were 

used in the current study, such things as the use of romaji, the breaking down of kanji 

components, comparison of kanji to known words from the first language (L1), and requiring 

students to use vocabulary in social settings as opposed to respond to prompted vocabulary 

questions were explored in the following sections. 

 

Segmentation of Vocabulary 

When considering different methods or tools for developing student vocabulary, it 

sometimes helps to consider methods developed from a different cultural point of view.  
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Toshihito Kato (2005) considers how Chinese learners of Japanese use their own knowledge 

base of Chinese characters, on which the kanji alphabet is originally based, as a mediational tool 

to help scaffold their own vocabulary development.  Although this type of learner is presented as 

having certain advantages over learners from an alphabetic background, as “they have already 

acquired the ability to recognize kanji as characters, and the characters have a semantic 

similarity” (Kato, 2005, p. 271), considering a mediational strategy of connecting the characters 

to the readings may make learning the vocabulary easier for some learners.  Kato explored 

whether or not this ability to make these connections proved beneficial to these Chinese learners 

of Japanese, a concept fairly new to research on Japanese language learning as most previous 

research explored learning from the perspective of those alphabetic backgrounds.   

It is interesting to note that during the course of his research, Kato found that many of the 

Chinese students who were involved were “referencing the kanji words either intentionally or 

incidentally through some other source of Japanese language” (Kato, 2005, p. 274) for many 

vocabulary words that were not explicitly taught.  This suggests that were students from an 

alphabetic background to also mediate their learning through exposure to such sources as manga 

or TV dramas, they could have an easier time recognizing many “new” vocabulary words.  

Among his findings, Kato states that a difficulty arises in just recognizing the characters, as the 

“difficulty of memorizing and guessing Japanese kanji words varies depending the degree of 

orthographic and semantic similarity to Chinese correspondences” (Kato, 2005, p. 283).  This 

does raise a possible complication for even alphabetic background learners, as the kanji 

characters’ pronunciation is not always going to be the same, often depending on other 

characters they are connected to (Tamaoka & Taft, 2010).  Considering this connection and the 

lack of background knowledge for most students in an American classroom, connecting the new 
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vocabulary words to their pictorial kanji representations may prove to be difficult for most 

students.  Because of this, the current study decided to move toward other forms of presenting 

and introducing the new vocabulary words. 

 Even with an awareness of these difficulties for those students with an alphabetic 

background, Etsuko Toyoda (2007) insists that the use of what she calls kango, or those Chinese 

based pronunciations of the kanji characters, can be an effective tool for vocabulary 

development.  Such use of components to promote character learning is similar to methods found 

in such studies of other Asian languages as Xu and Padilla’s (2013) chunking (the term the 

authors of this article created to refer to this use of components).  Toyoda expresses, however, 

that explicit instruction on the use of those intra-word clues found in the kanji parts of the whole 

word makes the difference between effective vocabulary development and meaningless 

instruction.  Toyoda stresses that while “a shift from the conventional whole-word approach to 

the componential approach has taken place, the focus is still on memorization and retention” 

(Toyoda, 2007, p. 14).  She continues to express the importance of scaffolding vocabulary 

instruction through the use of the kango (Chinese-based) pronunciation, as it has been found that 

about seventy percent of Japanese dictionary words are two-kanji words which are mostly 

pronounced using that kango pronunciation.   

 In her article, Toyoda seems to mirror those observations made above by stating that 

“vocabulary learning in Japanese may not be easy, as the unfamiliar script, complex features of 

constituent characters, non-transparent word construction and non-apparent usage of kango place 

burdens on L2 learners of Japanese” (Toyoda, 2007, p. 17).  In a response to these questions that 

were also asked after the previous article, Toyoda describes a type of explicit instruction that, 

when observed from a SCT perspective, utilizes these kango as mediational tools for vocabulary 
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learning through kanji characters.  This process involves teaching students to become familiar 

with the non-alphabetic script, identify a semantic indicator in the characters of a word, how to 

make use of morphemic and phonetic clues and the information conveyed by combined kanji 

characters, and how to analyze syntactic and semantic information outside of the words.  This 

process includes some interesting ideas that would seem to make learning vocabulary based off 

of the parts of kanji not only easier for the student, but also provide them with a technique that 

may be used as a mediational tool for students to become more self-reliant in developing their 

vocabulary.   

The statement “becoming aware that the majority of kanji characters can act as a 

morpheme in a word is indeed critical for autonomous learning” (Toyoda, 2007, p. 23) is just one 

area in the article that brings to the front a concept that is often overlooked in the regular 

Japanese classroom.  This article approaches vocabulary instruction from a bottom-up approach, 

which is quite contrary to the norm set by such researchers as Krashen (1989) who state that 

vocabulary should be developed through reading as a part of discourse.  Toyoda states that this 

only holds true when the learners have the ability to extract that critical information, which is 

often not the case for Japanese learners with an alphabetic background.  Students of Japanese 

“need to be trained to process unfamiliar words analytically in order to be able to recognize 

words and integrate them into phrase and clause structures skillfully in texts, and acquire 

vocabulary through repeated successful processing experience” (Toyoda, 2007, p. 26).  In other 

words, scaffolding needs to occur through repeated exposure to mediational strategies that, once 

internalized, will allow them to analyze text and develop their vocabulary on their own. 

Considering the information in the previous two pieces of research, both make a strong 

suggestion that moving from an alphabetic background to Japanese use of characters for 
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pronunciation is one of the most difficult parts for students learning Japanese as a second 

language.  This observation may lead many to ask why the use of Romanized Japanese words 

would not be more beneficial to aiding students in their vocabulary development, rather than the 

use of those characters and their pronunciation.  Yoshiko Okuyama (2007) based her article and 

research off of the idea that students would be better able to use these romaji, or Romanized 

spellings, as mediational tools for scaffolding their vocabulary development. 

Okuyama used a CALL (Computer-Assisted Language Learning) resource to try and 

answer the question of “if the vocabulary is written in a nonalphabetic L2 script, such as 

Japanese, is it more efficient to learn the words with the assistance of more familiar Roman-

alphabetic symbols” (Okuyama, 2007, p. 355).  Romaji is used in a variety of ways in Japan, and 

as such is not a system that was designed solely for the purpose of assisting foreign language 

learners, but there are also times that romaji does not necessarily represent the correct 

pronunciation of a word (Okuyama, 2007).  Further, the fact that “when it comes to CALL 

software, existing programs lack consistency in spelling Japanese materials” (Okuyama, 2007, p. 

357) raises a variety of concerns about Okuyama’s research, as she used this CALL software as a 

means of tracking student vocabulary development.   

For the research, Okuyama created two different CALL programs, one with romaji for 

vocabulary and one without, to see whether the inclusion of that romaji would have an effect on 

student vocabulary development.  The results of the research determined that “the opportunity to 

view Japanese vocabulary in romaji had no effect on the number of words correctly identified by 

the students in the first-semester Japanese classes” (Okuyama, 2007, p. 371), as there was no 

distinguishable difference in the scores of those students who did and those who did not have 

romaji included in their study resources.  As a result, the consideration of using romaji as a key 
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vocabulary instructional strategy would appear to be less effective than those strategies presented 

by Kato (2005) and Toyoda (2007).  It is with this information that the current study created its 

experimental treatments to focus on the use of hiragana, Japanese characters that are used to 

compose the pronunciation of the parts of kanji characters. 

 

Stress of Language Usage 

Ryu Kitajima (2001) goes beyond considering the smaller aspects of vocabulary 

instruction and looks from an overall position of how vocabulary is introduced and taught in a 

class.  He feels that “the complex process of vocabulary learning involves encoding not only the 

words themselves but also the various types of information surrounding the words into memory” 

(Kitajima, 2001, p. 470).  Often in a traditional foreign language class, vocabulary is introduced 

and learned with a focus on input learning, where the student is only expected to memorize the 

meaning of the new word without taking that word and using it in a variety of contexts (Faulkner, 

2010).  Kitajima hoped in his study to show that shifting oral vocabulary instruction to focus on 

output learning is the best way to quickly and effectively improve student vocabulary.  He 

wanted to show “whether or not an ‘output condition’ that forces students to talk about video 

scenes using target words…facilitates the retention of those words in memory, in comparison 

with an ‘input-dominant condition,’ in which the same students are asked comprehension 

questions, using target words, about video scenes” (Kitajima, 2001, p. 472). 

For the input-dominant instructional technique, the study tried to resemble instruction 

where students are merely asked to memorize the meaning of the word, but not expected to use it.  

This type of technique is no different from having students read a list of words to study and then 

translate on a written test, providing no further mediation between the vocabulary and its usage.  
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As has been mentioned above, this is often how vocabulary is introduced and taught: from a list 

in a textbook, or by simply asking students to repeat pronunciation (Faulkner, 2010).  For the 

output-based technique, students were not only required to recognize the meaning of the word, 

but were expected to use that word in context at least once.  This form of instruction is developed 

around the idea that not only phonology but morphology are important in maintaining a full 

understanding of Japanese vocabulary.  Kitajima states that “if students do not retain accurate 

morphological features of target words, they may experience communication breakdowns when 

using the forms that they erroneously believe convey particular meanings” (Kitajima, 2001, p. 

480).   

His research showed that students internalized significantly more words using the output 

style of instruction than those using the input-dominant style.  Further, retention of those 

vocabulary words remained steady at 79% for the output style of instruction, while the input-

dominant style’s retention dropped to 40% over the same amount of time.  “These results suggest 

that the output condition helps students encode the surface-level forms into their memory better 

than the input-dominant condition” (Kitajima, 2001, p. 480).  This study shows that for input 

focused instruction, often the student remembers the vocabulary only long enough to repeat the 

meaning and then their attention shifts to something else, while output centered instruction 

requires the students to go beyond the meaning and keep their full attention on the correct usage 

of the words.  In other words, the technique of having the students mediate their vocabulary 

development by using their already internalized understanding of the words, was found to be 

more effective than simply repeating the words. 
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Synthesis of Literature Review 

 The preceding literature review for the present study is composed of sections covering 

previous research on general vocabulary development, previous research on vocabulary 

development specific to the instruction of the Japanese language, and the use of technology to 

aid in vocabulary instruction and student vocabulary development.  As the focus of the study was 

on mediation for vocabulary development and internalization, key concepts and techniques that 

have been used in Second Language Acquisition studies were analyzed from a SCT perspective 

and included as a basis for some of the mediational tools to be used in the research.  In particular, 

the idea of the importance of creating form-meaning connections, dubbed binding, was explored.  

Further, a method of bringing student attention to their attainment or lack thereof of these 

connections, a technique drawing from Noticing Theory, was presented as another type of 

mediational tool to be used in the current study.   

 In order to provide background on the study of vocabulary development in general, 

various research articles were discussed with varying results.  These articles did not focus on any 

language in particular, but rather the use of the strategies as mediational tools was the focus.  The 

section began with a discussion of the rising importance of the inclusion of technology in second 

language instruction.  Research showing methods for increasing this technology use was 

explored and the benefits and limitations of these methods were discussed.  This use of 

technology was also a consideration for part of the current research and was explored alongside 

the use of activities that may not necessarily require the technology.  This was followed by an 

analysis of strategies and techniques that may be used as mediational tools, including instruction 

in and the use of student self-check strategies, the use of text-based questioning, and an 
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exploration of the benefits of code-switching with the first language in a second language 

learning environment.   

 The literature review concluded with further background on the study of vocabulary 

development in the specific setting of Japanese language classes, as the current experimental 

treatment was performed in this setting.  The strategies presented in this section of the literature 

review included the benefits of segmentation of the vocabulary words as a means for mediating 

vocabulary internalization for the students, and the importance or stress of language use or 

production in the second language classroom. 

 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 To investigate whether and how different types of instructional techniques introduced as 

mediational tools have an impact on participant vocabulary development and internalization, and 

the perceptions of learners of Japanese in regards to the effectiveness of explicit vocabulary 

instruction, a mixed-methods approach was used.  This approach was used in particular with 

students enrolled in an introductory Japanese language class at the university level.  This study 

investigated two research questions associated with four specific hypotheses.  The research 

questions and related hypotheses are described below: 

 

Research Question 1 

 Does the inclusion of explicit vocabulary instruction have a significant effect on the 

language learner’s development and retention of new vocabulary words?  If so, is development 

accomplished with greater effects using activities that focus on: (a) participant noticing of their 

lack of vocabulary knowledge?, (b) internalization of target vocabulary using form-meaning 
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connections and a focus on the hiragana parts of the target vocabulary?, or (c) the construction of 

the target vocabulary by physically manipulating cards that represent those hiragana parts that 

comprise them? 

 

Hypotheses.  The following hypotheses were proposed: 

H1a:  Participant scores from the group exposed to explicit vocabulary instruction will 

show a greater gain in vocabulary development and internalization than those scores from 

the control group in which participants receive no explicit instruction. 

H1b:  Scores for chapters where participants are instructed using mediational activities 

that require physical movement (experimental treatment 3) and promote binding of target 

vocabulary (experimental treatment 2) will show greater gains in vocabulary 

development than those scores where participants are instructed using only the noticing 

method as a mediational tool (experimental treatment 1). 

 

Research Question 2 

 Do the learners of Japanese in the experimental treatment section perceive the inclusion 

throughout the three chapters of explicit vocabulary activities in regular classroom instruction as 

beneficial for their vocabulary development?  Further, if they perceive no benefits for this type of 

instruction, how do they believe they can best internalize the vocabulary? 

 

Hypotheses.  The following hypotheses were proposed: 

H2a:  The majority of participants will report that the inclusion of these explicit 

vocabulary activities was beneficial for their vocabulary development and internalization. 
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H2b:  Those participants who perceive no benefits for this type of vocabulary instruction 

will state that more real world usage of the target language would aid them more in 

development of the vocabulary. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 

This study investigated students who were enrolled in Japanese language classes located 

in a university in northern Florida.  The focus of this study was to determine whether explicit 

vocabulary instruction would produce greater results in vocabulary development and retention 

than traditional vocabulary instruction (in which students are given a list of word translations to 

acquire on their own using their own methods of development).  In particular, this study 

investigated differences in vocabulary development of students of the Japanese language based 

on the type of mediation used during instruction, including one chapter of traditional instruction 

and three chapters using vocabulary activities to introduce strategies for vocabulary development 

that could be used as meditational tools, each focusing on different approaches to instruction.  

Another purpose of the study was to explore student perceptions of the effects of the inclusion or 

lack thereof of these activities during instruction.  This was accomplished by investigating the 

following research questions: 

1. Does the inclusion of explicit vocabulary instruction have a significant effect on the 

language learner’s development and retention of new vocabulary words?  If so, is 

development accomplished with greater effects using activities that focus on: (a) 

participant noticing of their lack of vocabulary knowledge?, (b) binding of target 

vocabulary using form-meaning connections and a focus on the hiragana parts of the 

target vocabulary?, or (c) the construction of the target vocabulary by physically 

manipulating cards that represent those hiragana parts that comprise them? 
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2. Do the learners of Japanese in the experimental treatment section perceive the 

inclusion of explicit vocabulary activities in regular classroom instruction as 

beneficial for their development of the target vocabulary presented throughout the 

four units?  Further, if they perceive no benefits for this type of instruction, how do 

they believe they can best acquire the vocabulary? 

 

Research Design 

In order to gather data required for all aspects of the study, a mixed-methods approach 

consisting of quasi-experimental and survey was selected (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2002).  In this 

study, quantitative data were collected in order to determine the effectiveness of the different 

vocabulary instruction strategies for vocabulary development (through immediate posttests) and 

retention (through delayed posttests).  In addition, further data were collected from the 

participants based on a second set of control vocabulary assessments given before experimental 

treatment.  Collection of quantitative data began the second week of classes and continued for 

the first four chapters of the class, lasting nine weeks. 

Once all data were collected, at the end of the experimental treatment chapters, students 

in the section receiving the experimental treatments were asked to provide responses to a survey.  

The survey included questions designed as distractors as well as questions to collect data relevant 

to the study.  Survey data were used to explore how students:  1) perceived the experimental 

vocabulary activities used in their section and 2) perceptions regarding how the inclusion of 

explicit vocabulary instruction assisted or impeded their development and retention of the 

required vocabulary words. 
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Participants 

 

Sample 

The study focused only on the vocabulary development and retention of Japanese foreign 

language learners.  The classes that these participants were enrolled in were designed specifically 

for foreign language learners.  As the university does not restrict enrollment in Japanese classes 

based on personal background and previous experience, a variety of students were found who 

agreed to participate in the study.  Participants enrolled themselves in Japanese classes designed 

for beginning Japanese language learning, which was offered as the introductory level of 

Japanese at the university.  Maximum enrollment per course section was set at 25 students by the 

university, but the total number of students initially enrolled in both sections of the class did not 

reach this maximum (n=41).  Only two sections were offered for this course during the term the 

study was conducted, and students were divided between the control group and the group 

receiving the experimental treatment based on which of these sections they registered for and 

attended.  After giving students the consent form in the second week of classes and removing 

students from the study who dropped the class in the middle of the semester, the total number of 

participants (n=34) was unevenly distributed between the control group (n=15) and experimental 

treatment group (n=19).  The general structure of the materials used in both of these sections was 

the same, and students all experienced the same type of vocabulary assessment regardless of 

their existing class placement. 

As there were no specific demographic restrictions for registering for and attending these 

classes, a large variety of demographic were represented in the results of the study.  When 

registering for classes, participants decided which section they would like to be in, and therefore 
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the participants in each section are completely random from the perspective of the researcher.  

Participants were all traditional adult learners, in the age range of 18 to 23.  Due to institutional 

review board approval, students in either section who were younger than 18 years of age were 

not eligible to participate in the study.  Participants came from a variety of ethnic, economic, and 

cultural backgrounds.  Additionally, participants were completing the first levels of Japanese for 

a variety of reasons, including but not limited to:  1) the fulfillment of a university language 

requirement, 2) the acquisition of a foreign language degree, 3) the acquisition of a Japanese 

minor, or 4) anticipation of a move to Japan after obtaining a degree. 

 

Instructors 

 The instructors who participated in the study were assigned the classes by the university 

and their levels of proficiency in Japanese were high enough that they could teach any level 

offered by the university.  The instructor of the control group was directed to teach the group in a 

traditional manner, not providing any vocabulary instruction beyond the introduction of the list.  

The researcher worked closely with the instructor of the experimental group, providing him with 

the materials needed for each chapter of the textbook involved in the study.  The researcher met 

with this instructor before each chapter began to explain the procedures for the activities to be 

used for the experimental group and to provide examples of the execution of the activities.  The 

researcher also worked closely with both instructors in the collection of data to make sure that all 

data remained confidential, as required by the institutional review board.  Both instructors were 

also given contact information for the researcher in the case that they had difficulty or further 

questions. 

 



52 

 

Quantitative Data 

The focus of the study was not only on vocabulary development of the participants, but 

also vocabulary retention.  Although the data were collected from one section as a control and 

another section with experimental treatments occurring in three different chapters, the method of 

gathering the data was uniform in all sections and chapters.  Further, each chapter presented 

during the time of the experiment contained two different assessments of two groups of 

vocabulary words.  The rationale for this second set of assessments will be explained in the 

section below titled Trustworthiness of the Data.  The types of vocabulary activities that were 

given during each of the separate chapters to participants will be further explained in the section 

below titled Procedures. 

 

Data Collection Techniques 

 As mentioned, while the types of vocabulary activities performed in each experimental 

treatment were different, the collection of the data was uniform in both the immediate posttest 

given in a lesson and the delayed posttest given at the end of each chapter.  These two 

assessments were created as performance-based assessments, as this type of testing “corresponds 

directly to what is taught in the classroom and can easily be incorporated into classroom routines 

and learning activities” (Diaz-Rico, 2013, p. 199).  In this study, the target vocabulary words to 

be explicitly taught were determined by the researcher.   

To maintain a constant form of assessment throughout the experiment, a simple 

translation type assessment was given to students twice in each unit of instruction (see Appendix 

E).  This translation type of assessment was composed of ten vocabulary words introduced in the 

unit (and for the experimental treatments, explicitly covered through each individual activity), in 
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which the students must provide the English equivalent for five Japanese words and the Japanese 

equivalent for the five remaining English words.  Having worked with the Japanese program for 

four years, the researcher has observed that this type of assessment has been established as the 

norm for the curriculum of the university Japanese language class where the current study took 

place, and therefore the control section was required to be assessed in this manner.   

 This translation type assessment was given to the participants who first received no 

explicit instruction or experimental treatment, and then again for a different set of vocabulary 

words after three days of the experimental treatment.  The rationale for this second assessment is 

provided in the section below, Trustworthiness of the Data.  Scores for this assessment were 

given out of ten points total, and partial credit was given only in the instance of a single incorrect 

character usage (as in the use of the hiragana character ‘ra’ ら instead of the correct character ‘ru’ 

る in the word ‘kuruma’ くるま).  Partial credit was not given in the case when the incorrect 

character created an entirely different vocabulary word presented in the unit (i.e., writing ‘kuru’ 

くる meaning ‘to come’ instead of the correct word ‘kuruma’ くるま meaning ‘car’), as this 

type of error may have been a result of a lack of development of the correct or target vocabulary 

word. 

 In order to gain information about participants’ vocabulary retention, a final assessment 

was given at the end of each unit of instruction.  As part of the class curriculum, students are 

given a chapter exam based mostly on the grammar presented during that chapter.  The delayed 

posttest focusing on the retention of the same target vocabulary words presented in that chapter 

was added at the end of these chapter tests as extra credit questions.  These tests were given one 

and a half to two weeks after the first vocabulary quiz, and the questions created for these tests 

were similar to those given in the initial vocabulary quizzes (as in, they either requested students 
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to write the English meanings of words given in Japanese or to write the Japanese meaning of the 

word provided in English).  Although all subjects were given the same amount of assessments, as 

Table 1 shows, data was only collected for analysis in 7 instances for each subject in the control 

group and in 10 instances for each subject in the experimental group. 

 

 

Table 1 

Assessments Given to Control and Experimental Groups for Data Collection 
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Control O O X O O X O O X O 

Experimental O O O O O O O O O O 

*O=Test Data collected for analysis     X=Data not collected for analysis 

 

 

Analysis of Data 

 In order to analyze the quantitative data found during the experimental treatment period 

and after the last unit, the researcher used a combination of two different non-parametric tests, 

the Mann-Whitney U test and Wilcoxon signed rank test.  Data fell on a simple ratio scale (with 

the scores laying anywhere between 0 and 10 points total with no chance of scoring outside of 

this range) and were collected from two independent groups of differing sizes.  The Mann-

Whitney U test was used to find any significance between the experimental and control groups.  

More specifically, this test was performed to analyze the treatment of control condition as 

indicated by the variable group (two different sections).   
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For the second variable of those different measurements as indicated by the variable 

component (students within groups both with and without experimental treatment conditions), 

the second non-parametric test was used.  Data from this group were based on the same sample 

of students from the experimental group, and therefore Wilcoxon’s signed rank test was used.  

This test helped to find significance in differences above or below the grand median between test 

scores with and without the experimental treatments.   

 

Procedures 

 Prior to data collection, receipt of approval from the Institutional Review Board from the 

participating university was received.  Beyond this, prospective student participants were given a 

survey and use of data consent form during class hours briefly explaining the purpose of the 

study and how the data would be used.  Participants not present on the day of receiving this 

consent form were given the chance to give their consent via email correspondence.  Information 

about the end of the research anonymous survey was also given to inform the participants of both 

aspects of the study. 

 The experimental vocabulary instruction treatments were given during independent 

chapters from the Japanese textbook used in the university curriculum, the second edition of 

Genki:  An Integrated Course in Elementary Japanese published in 2011, with the first chapter 

being assigned as a control chapter and each of the succeeding three chapters being assigned to 

one of the three experimental vocabulary activity treatments.  During the experimental treatment 

chapters, students in only one group participated in vocabulary activities created using 

instruction based on the Noticing Theory, creation of form-meaning connections, and the use of 

manipulatives; all three activities introducing strategies to be used by students as meditational 
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tools.  The treatment occurred over the three days of class between the two vocabulary 

assessments, and the time it to perform these activities never exceeded ten minutes of class time.  

The total amount of time spent on each of the three types of activities never exceeded 30 minutes 

per chapter.  During the first control chapter, students received a more traditional approach to 

vocabulary instruction in the form of lists of the vocabulary words found in the text to study on 

their own using any strategy they believed works for them.  Students in the control section 

received this type of instruction throughout all four chapters. 

 

 

Table 2 

Type of Instruction Given in Each Chapter 

Chapter Control Group Experimental Group 

1 Traditional Traditional 

2 Traditional Noticing Strategy 

3 Traditional Form-Meaning Strategy 

4 Traditional Manipulatives Strategy 

 

 

Experimental Treatment 1 

 The first chapter utilizing explicit vocabulary instruction took advantage of a traditional 

Japanese word game (shiritori) to initiate the participants’ noticing function as a form of 

mediation.  This word game is a production-based activity requiring students to come up with 

vocabulary words they have learned or recently been introduced to in the new unit.  The idea 

behind this activity was twofold:  1) participants were actively involved in the production of 
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vocabulary words increasing the likeliness of retention of these words, and 2) participants were 

led to notice a gap in their personal vocabulary development either when they encountered a 

word they could not remember or when they were not able to produce a word themselves. 

 

 

Table 3 

Example Sequence of Shiritori Words 

In English In Japanese 

car 

rabbit 

telephone 

elevator 

r… 

くるま (ku ru ma) 

ま  (ma do) 

ろぼう(do ro bo u) 

うま (u ma) 

 

 

 The Japanese word game, originally done orally, was done on the whiteboard in the class 

to increase the variety of exposures to the vocabulary words as well as provide the participants 

with a reference point.  As a result, there was minimal preparation required on the part of the 

instructor beyond bringing student attention to the new unit vocabulary, bringing markers, and 

initiating the activity.  The activity started with the teacher writing a new vocabulary word on the 

board, for example, the Japanese word for car.  The students were then asked to produce a 

Japanese vocabulary word that begins with the final character of the previous word.  In the case 

of the example word, the student would have to produce a vocabulary word that begins with the 

last character in ‘car’ (ku-ru-ma), that character being ‘ma’ ま.  Participants took turns writing 

new words on the board until they could no longer produce vocabulary words, a previously used 

vocabulary word was repeated, or a vocabulary word that ends in the character ‘n’ ん was 
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produced (this ends the activity because there are no Japanese words that begin with the 

character ‘n’).  Again, the words were left on the board for participants so they had an 

opportunity to review words they had forgotten or those that they did not know.  Table 3 shows 

some sample sequences of words that may happen during this activity. 

 

Experimental Treatment 2 

 The second experimental treatment utilizing explicit vocabulary instruction mediated 

students who participate in a vocabulary building activity designed to strengthen form-meaning 

connections between the often abstract new vocabulary words and their more concrete visual 

representations.  The activity, created from results of studies examined in Chapter 2 (e.g. Celik, 

2003; Kato, 2005; Kitajima, 2001; Terrel, 1986; Tian & Maraco, 2012; Toyoda, 2007), was a 

reading/recall activity that draws student attention to the components of the vocabulary words.  

By breaking down the words into their components and having students focus on reconstructing 

the word in the presence of a visual representation of that word, it was conjectured by the 

researcher that retention of the new words would increase.  This task required the instructor was 

prepared with a series of PowerPoint slides containing all of the target vocabulary for the day.  

See Appendix B for sample slides of the activity. 

 For this task, students were asked to pay attention to the screen where the vocabulary 

words appeared.  The vocabulary words were divided by their characters, appeared on the screen 

from different initial locations (i.e., the top, bottom, left, or right), and followed different, 

random paths while travelling across the screen at a steady rate.  For example, the word for car is 

composed of three characters (くるま).  The first character ‘ku’ appeared from the bottom of the 

screen and traveled to the top of the screen before disappearing.  This was followed by the ‘ru’ 
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character, which appeared from the left side of the screen and followed a path to the bottom of 

the screen before disappearing.  This pattern continued until all three characters were presented.  

The instructor then asked the students to reproduce the word they had read before presenting the 

word in its complete state with a picture designed to assist with understanding of the meaning.  

For each day of this experimental treatment 6-8 new vocabulary words were presented and 

concluded with a list of the words presented alongside their English translation for reinforcement 

of comprehension.  For those characters that have a “blended” sound (i.e. ‘sho’), the blended 

characters would travel together, appearing at the same time and following the same path across 

the screen.   

 

Experimental Treatment 3 

 In the third chapter utilizing explicit vocabulary instruction students participated in a 

vocabulary building activity that focused on the parts of each new word.  The difference between 

this experimental treatment and the second was that this activity relied on hands-on materials to 

lead participants toward production of the vocabulary words.  This activity required the students 

to participate actively by getting them out of their seat and moving to find the correct 

manipulative.  Retention and development were supported not only through the physical 

requirements of the activity, but also through the requirement to reconstruct vocabulary words 

using manipulatives.   

 Before the activity began, the instructor explicitly introduced the target vocabulary using 

visual flash cards providing participants with the opportunity to make form-meaning connections.  

Following introduction of the words, participants were divided into smaller groups or teams.  

The manipulative cards with various hiragana characters written on them were then placed in the 
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front of the class for students to search through.  One set of cards was made for each team to 

avoid complications (either as a result of participant contact or uneven distribution of certain 

hiragana characters).  The teacher then presented a picture of the English word for the target 

vocabulary word and one member from each group searched for the correct hiragana needed to 

compose the full Japanese word.  For example, using car (‘kuruma’) as the word presented by the 

instructor, students would search their manipulative cards for the three characters ‘ku,’ ‘ru,’ and 

‘ma.’  Once the word had been composed it was placed on the board or table for a check of 

accuracy.  Placing these words in a location where all participants could see allowed students 

who did not remember the word to again be exposed to the correct spelling.   

 

Student Perceptions 

 Another focus of the study was on student perceptions of their vocabulary development 

and how the different experimental vocabulary treatments were perceived, as either beneficial or 

detrimental.  Only the experimental treatment section of Japanese students was given the survey.  

As mentioned above, the survey contained questions specific to the purpose of the study as well 

as a question included for general feedback. 

 

Data Collection Techniques 

For the qualitative aspect of the study, students were given a questionnaire at the end of 

the experimental treatment (see Appendix A).  This questionnaire asked students the degree to 

which they found the vocabulary activities helped with remembering the vocabulary words for 

the quizzes and also if they felt it helped them retain the words for their language use.  The 

questionnaire also asked students what they felt could be improved in the course, but this 
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question was provided as more for general feedback and responses to this question had no impact 

on the current study.  The questionnaire was done in an anonymous manner to minimize any 

concern regarding impact on student grades or instructor opinion.  An announcement to this 

effect was also given before the distribution of the questionnaire.   

 

Data Analysis 

 Questionnaires designed for the current study relied on student short-answer responses to 

the questions.  To assist in the data analysis, the researcher utilized some aspects of the NVivo 

software.  The second question on the survey was divided into two separate categories for 

analysis: whether the participants perceived benefits from the vocabulary activities and what they 

felt would have made the vocabulary activities better. 

 For the first category of whether the participants perceived benefits from the vocabulary 

activities, responses were coded into one of three options: yes, no, or other.  Those responses 

coded as a yes response were ones that had a definitive yes and, likewise, those coded as a no 

response had a definitive no in the response.  For the third option of “other,” responses were 

either nonexistent or some combination of a yes and no answer, often stating their preference but 

at the same time mentioning some negative points of the activities.   

 For the second category of what the participants felt would have made the activities better, 

responses were coded as to the type of response given discussing either the  length of exposure, 

activity preferences, or generic responses.  Responses coded as “length of exposure” referred to 

those that talk about how much or little exposure the participant had to the vocabulary activities.  

Responses coded as “activity preference” referred to those that point out one or more of the 

activities performed during the research that they perceived were personally more effective than 
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the others.  Responses coded as “generic responses” referred to those responses that had nothing 

to do with specific strategies used in the study, instead offering praise or showing dislike; such as 

“It was fun!” 

 

Trustworthiness of the Data 

 In order for a study to be considered appropriate and valuable as a part of the larger pool 

of research on the same topic, there is a general understanding that the study, similar to any 

assessment, be reliable, valid, and true for learners outside of the subject pool.  A variety of 

methods have been included to maintain these standards.  These methods include the use of a 

control group as well as an experimental group and further, for the experimental group, the 

inclusion of a control chapter receiving no experimental treatment as well as pretests given in 

each chapter to serve as a control for each of the three treatments.   

 To summarize, the study covered language instruction across four chapters where for one 

group of students (experimental group) three chapters included some type of explicit vocabulary 

instruction.  To compare the scores from the inclusion of one of these experimental treatments to 

those scores from a chapter without any of the experimental treatments, the first chapter of the 

introductory class was used as a control and both groups (control and experimental) received lists 

of vocabulary words to have memorized by the time of the vocabulary quizzes.  However, to 

further ensure that the scores of students in the experimental group were not greatly influenced 

by external factors such as student motivation, self-studying, or development of personal 

strategies, a second level of control was used.  This occurred through the distribution of the first 

(pre-treatment) vocabulary quiz during the same chapter as the second (posttest) vocabulary quiz.   
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 Students in the experimental group were expected to take a vocabulary quiz first on half 

of the vocabulary words presented in the textbook.  These words were provided to the students 

with no explicit instruction, in exactly the same manner as done with the control group.  The 

second half of the vocabulary words, however, were the target words presented using one of the 

treatments and were used to provide the researcher with data for how these participants acquired 

the new vocabulary with an explicit vocabulary activity.  The first vocabulary quiz, covering 

completely different vocabulary words, was given to determine whether or not the absence of the 

experimental treatment had an impact on participant vocabulary development.  By comparing the 

scores from the first vocabulary quiz (without experimental treatment) to the scores from the 

second vocabulary quiz (with the experimental treatment), the study produced valid data.   

Further, the same vocabulary quizzes were given to both sections of the beginning 

Japanese class for every unit of the study.  Similarly, the same system of grading of the quizzes 

was used in both sections.  The system was simple, in that a correct answer provided the 

participant with one point and an incorrect answer provided the participant with no points. An 

answer with only one different character that did not change the written word to a different target 

learned vocabulary word provided the participant with half of a point.  This grading was uniform 

throughout the quizzes and the researcher provided training for the instructors of both sections, 

thus ensuring reliability of the results. 

  



64 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

To investigate differences between improvement of vocabulary development in 

traditional and explicit vocabulary instruction analysis focused on investigating the extent to 

which participants exhibited different scores for each vocabulary quiz and vocabulary section on 

the chapter exams.  As part of the analysis, each participant’s scores were summed and averages 

of both sections were attained for each vocabulary quiz.  Participants could score between zero 

and ten on each vocabulary quiz, so the mean ratings for each quiz also ranged between zero and 

ten.  Quiz scores were collected once per chapter for the comparison group, totaling four scores, 

and twice per chapter for the experimental group, totaling 8 scores.  Scores were also taken from 

both groups for each of the three chapter exams.  The questionnaire was distributed to the 

experimental treatment group one week after the last experimental treatment, and student 

responses were not placed on a rating scale.  Two research questions were examined in the study.  

Each question with the data analyses are discussed in the following sections. 

 

Quantitative Analysis 

Research Question #1 and specific hypotheses were tested through the Mann-Whitney U 

test and the Wilcoxon signed rank test, both nonparametric procedures chosen because the 

sample sizes of the data were small and the data was drawn from an uneven distribution.  Further, 

the existence of some extreme values in the data made the median more representative than the 

mean.  More specifically, participants were divided into comparison and experimental groups 

and the Mann-Whitney U test was used to analyze the difference in average scores between these 

two groups for each quiz and chapter exam.  This is because it can compare the central tendency 



65 

 

of two independent samples without the requirement of the assumption of normal distribution 

with equal variances found in its t test or ANOVA test parametric counterparts.  The Wilcoxon 

signed rank test was used only with the data from the experimental treatment section in order to 

analyze the difference between measurements as indicated by the variable component (students 

within groups both with and without experimental treatment conditions).  This nonparametric 

test was chosen because it is a measure of central tendency in which the procedures are 

“applicable to a single data set or data collected as pairs, such as before and after treatment” 

(Gibbons, 1993, p. 4).  Students were grouped based on their selection of section when 

registering for the course with section 1 being the comparison group (n=15) and section 2 being 

the experimental group (n=19). 

 

Research Question 1 

 Does the inclusion of explicit vocabulary instruction have a significant effect on the 

language learner’s development and retention of new vocabulary words?  If so, is development 

accomplished with greater effects using activities that focus on: (a) participant noticing of their 

lack of vocabulary knowledge?, (b) binding of target vocabulary using form-meaning 

connections and a focus on the hiragana parts of the target vocabulary?, or (c) the construction of 

the target vocabulary by physically manipulating cards that represent those hiragana parts that 

comprise them? 

 The first research question was comprised of two parts, the first of which looked at the 

difference in effectiveness of explicit vocabulary instruction and traditional instruction on the 

participants’ development and retention of the target vocabulary.  Data were analyzed across the 

comparison and experimental groups.  The second part of the first research question looked more 
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specifically at the experimental treatment group and the effectiveness of each experimental 

treatment: (a) participant noticing of their lack of vocabulary knowledge, (b) binding of target 

vocabulary using form-meaning connections and a focus on the hiragana parts of the target 

vocabulary, and (c) the construction of the target vocabulary by physically manipulating cards 

that represent those hiragana parts that comprise them.  Data were analyzed across vocabulary 

assessments given in each chapter both before and after the experimental treatment. 

 

Results Across Comparison and Experimental Groups 

In order to test the differences between the effectiveness of explicit vocabulary 

instruction and traditional instruction, the Mann-Whitney U test was conducted with two 

Japanese course sections (comparison group and experimental treatment group) as the 

independent variable and vocabulary quiz and chapter exam scores, serving as a measure of 

vocabulary retention, used as the dependent variables.  Before analyzing the significance of the 

data, scores were ranked in a single order array, keeping track of which group produced which 

score.  These scores were then used to produce ranked means of the data, which can be observed 

in Figure 1.  Although it would appear in some cases that the rank means of the experimental 

group are larger than that for the comparison group, further analyses were required to determine 

the significance of the data.  These analyses of the rank means were found to be significant when 

p<0.05, and were used to determine if statistically significant differences existed between the 

comparison group students’ and experimental group students’ vocabulary quiz and chapter exam 

scores (see Table 4).  As the analysis was looking for the probability that the larger ranked means 

of the experimental group were significant, the p values listed below represent the values of one-

sided upper-tail tests, as suggested by Hollander, Wolfe, and Chicken (2014). 
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Figure 1 

Mean Ranks Across Japanese Course Sections 

 

 

 Table 4 shows the mean ranks and Mann-Whitney U value of students’ scores on each 

chapter vocabulary quiz (in which, excluding the first control chapter, the experimental group 

had experienced the experimental treatment) and the vocabulary assessments given at the end of 

each chapter exam (i.e., Chapters 2, 3, and 4) involving an experimental treatment.  As seen in 

Figure 1 above, even though the mean ranks of all scores were higher for the experimental group, 

this difference in scores was also found in the initial control chapter mean rank (Chapter 1 

Vocab: Comparison, mean rank = 16.87; Experimental, mean rank = 18.00).  Further, 

participants’ scores in all areas were not significantly different across groups, as shown in Table 

4.  Thus, there does not appear to be a significant difference between scores of students in the 

comparison and experimental groups. 
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Table 4 

Mean Rank, Mann-Whitney U, and Asymptotic Significance Across Japanese Course Sections 

 

 

 

Course 

Section 

 

Mean Rank                      U            p 

Chapter 1 Vocab Quiz 

 

Comparison 16.87 133.00 .3632 

 

 

Experimental 18.00   

Chapter 2 Vocab Quiz 

 

Comparison 14.87 

 

103.00 .0838 

 

 

 

Experimental 19.58   

Chapter 3 Vocab Quiz 

 

Comparison 16.37 125.50 .2709 

 

 

Experimental 18.39   

Chapter 4 Vocab Quiz 

 

Comparison 17.43 141.50 .4801 

 

 

Experimental 17.55   

 

Chapter 2 Exam 

 

Comparison 14.80 102.00 .7780 

 

 

Experimental 19.63   

 

Chapter 3 Exam 

 

Comparison 15.73 116.00 .1736 

 

 

Experimental 18.89   

 

Chapter 4 Exam 

 

Comparison 17.13 

 

137.00 .4168 

 

 

Experimental 17.79   

p<0.05 
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Results from the Experimental Group Before and After Treatment 

In order to test the differences between the effectiveness of the differing types of explicit 

vocabulary instruction given during the three experimental treatment chapters, Wilcoxon signed 

rank test was conducted with the strategies given as the treatment in chapters 2, 3, and 4 (the first 

quiz given pre-experimental treatment, the second quiz given post-experimental treatment) as the 

independent variable and the scores from these two types of vocabulary quizzes used as the 

dependent variables.  These analyses were used to determine if statistically significant 

differences existed between the scores of participants in the experimental treatment group before 

and after receiving the experimental treatment in each chapter.   

 

 

Table 5 

 Rank Sums, Rank Means, and Significance Across Vocabulary Assessments 

 

 

Rank Sum               Rank Mean             

 +                  -  +                - p 

Chapter 2 Vocab Quiz 37               68 6.17       8.5 .179 

Chapter 2 Exam 14               91 7           7.58 .007* 

Chapter 3 Vocab Quiz 14.5          63.5 

 

7.25      6.35 .029* 

 

Chapter 3 Exam 50.5        120.5 8.42    10.04 .061 

 

Chapter 4 Vocab Quiz 35                43 7           6.14 .396 

 

Chapter 4 Exam 96                94 9.6      10.44 .492 

p<0.05 
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As was the case with the Mann-Whitney U analysis above, the researcher was looking for 

improvement in scores before and after the experimental treatment, and therefore the p values 

calculated represent the values of one-sided upper-tail tests.  For the results of the data, it was 

shown that the experimental treatment was significant at p<0.05.  Likewise, scores on the chapter 

exams to determine any effect on student vocabulary retention were analyzed using the same 

type of non-parametric test.  The analyses were also used to determine if any of the three types of 

explicit instruction used in the study produced greater results than the others. 

Table 5 shows the ranked sums and ranked means of participants’ scores across the 

vocabulary quizzes given to the experimental group in each of the three treatment chapters.  

These scores are first compared (for Chapter 2 Vocabulary Quiz, Chapter 3 Vocabulary Quiz, 

Chapter 4 Vocabulary Quiz) among the first vocabulary quiz, before the introduction of that 

chapter’s vocabulary strategy, and the second vocabulary quiz given after exposure to the 

strategy specific to each chapter.  The scores are then once again compared (in Chapter 2 Exam, 

Chapter 3 Exam, Chapter 4 Exam) among the first vocabulary quiz, given before the 

introduction of that chapter’s vocabulary strategy, and the chapter exam which included a 

vocabulary section to be used for checking participant vocabulary retention as a result of the 

strategy given in each chapter.  Those ranks marked as “+” represent the ranks of student scores 

that were lower in the second instance (the second vocabulary quiz given per chapter or the 

vocabulary section found in the chapter exam), and those ranks marked as a “-“ represent the 

ranks of student scores that were higher after exposure to the strategy in each chapter. 

Analyses of the data in Table 5 appear to show a significant difference between the rank 

sum scores in almost every row, with ranks showing student improvement at higher values 

(Chapter 2 Exam: “+” Rank Sum = 14; “-“ Rank Sum = 91), but a much smaller gap between the 
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rank mean scores.  Further, with the exception of the Chapter 2 Exam and Chapter 3 Vocab Quiz 

(as designated by the “*”), these scores could not be considered significantly significant.  These 

analyses revealed overall that, excepting two instances, participants’ involvement in the 

experimental treatments had no statistical significance on the difference in vocabulary 

development before and after exposure to the vocabulary strategies.  Further analysis of these 

results will be explored in Chapter 5. 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

 For the qualitative portion of this study, students from the experimental treatment group 

were given a short questionnaire during their class time with three items on it.  The first item was 

created as general feedback and simply asked the participants “What do you feel could use 

improvement in the course?”  The second item was created for the purpose of data for this study 

and asked the students two questions: how they felt about the vocabulary building activities 

performed in class, and whether or not they thought these activities helped them to remember the 

new vocabulary.  The third item simply asked the participants for additional comments, again as 

related to the course in general.  Results of the questionnaire were analyzed using NVivo 

software, mainly for organizational purposes.  Responses to the items were divided into three 

categories; those who thought the vocabulary activities were beneficial to their learning, those 

who did not think they were beneficial to their learning, and those who could not choose a 

definitive yes or no answer to whether or not the activities helped them in their vocabulary 

development. 
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Research Question 2 

 Do the learners of Japanese in the experimental treatment section perceive the inclusion 

of explicit vocabulary activities in regular classroom instruction as beneficial for their 

development of the target vocabulary presented throughout the four units?  Further, if they 

perceive no benefits for this type of instruction, how do they believe they can best acquire the 

vocabulary? 

 The second research question was also composed of two parts, of which both are 

discussed below.  Both parts of the research question data from the second item on the 

questionnaire were used.  The first part of the research question was investigated using data from 

responses to whether or not they thought these activities helped them to remember the new 

vocabulary.  The second part of the question was investigated using data from responses to how 

they felt about the vocabulary building activities performed in class. 

 

Results of Student Questionnaire 

 As previously stated, participants were divided into one of three categories depending on 

their response to the second part of the second item on the questionnaire asking whether or not 

they thought these activities helped them to remember the new vocabulary.  As seen on Figure 2, 

participants who answered affirmative to this item were placed into the group of those who 

thought the vocabulary activities were beneficial to their learning (n=10), and participants who 

answered negative to this item were placed into the group of those who did not think they were 

beneficial to their learning (n=4).  Finally, those participants who did not provide a definitive 

answer to the item either way were placed in the third “other” group (n=5). Due to the 

anonymous nature of the questionnaire, these responses could unfortunately not be compared to 
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student performance on the vocabulary quizzes to see if those who answered yes performed 

better than those who answered no. 

 

 

 
Figure 2 

Grouping of Student Responses to Questionnaire  

 

 

 Those participants in the affirmative group reported the following:  “Yes because the 

more I see/use the words the better I remember it,” “They really assisted with my learning of the 

vocabulary by the time the test came,” “Easier to learn in class,” “I liked the word chain game a 

lot, and I think that helped,” “They definitely helped us learn the new vocabulary,” and “I wish 

there were more.”  The second part of the research question, however, looks more into the 

negative responses to the first part of the question and focuses on how the participants felt they 

could have better learned the vocabulary.  For this, the responses from the other two groups were 

analyzed.   
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 It is interesting to note that the majority of the responses from both groups stating that the 

activities were not helpful did not state that the activities themselves were bad, but rather that 

they felt exposure to the methods was not sufficient.  Participants in the negative group reported 

the following:  “It probably would work if it was daily,” “A little in the sense of using the words 

more, but that is accomplished via the lessons anyways,” and “…didn’t really help me to 

remember the vocabulary.  They were enjoyable though.”  Participants from the third “other” 

group reported:  “I liked the interactive aspect of the activities, but I overall didn’t feel that the 

activities helped me to remember the vocabulary,” “I think the activities were helpful in some 

way.  We just didn’t do it long enough,” “There needs to be more,” “The first activity…was not 

too helpful for learning the vocab in that particular lesson because we often just went to the 

dictionary in the back of the book – however, I really liked the one where we had to go up and 

‘spell’ the words using the note cards; I think that was the most useful activity for me,” and 

“…not consistently done enough for me to realize a difference.  However, I was able to 

remember words/vocab better when an image was placed next to it.”  Again, it is interesting to 

notice that students from the “other” group did have a positive experience with the activities to 

some degree. 

 

Summary of Results 

 This chapter analyzed data related to this study in order to investigate the differences in 

the inclusion of explicit vocabulary instruction in a Japanese foreign language classroom and a 

more traditional approach to Japanese vocabulary instruction.  Data were presented with respect 

to the research questions being investigated and the statistical significance of each chapter quiz 

results was determined.  The first research question was broken into two sections exploring at 
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first whether the inclusion of explicit instruction had a statistically significant impact on 

participant vocabulary quiz scores when compared to those of the participants in the control 

section receiving more traditional vocabulary instruction.  It was discovered that there was no 

statistically significant difference in these scores.  These results will be discussed in more detail 

in chapter 5.   

The second part of the first research question explored whether or not there was any 

statistical significance between the vocabulary quiz scores of participants in the experimental 

treatment group only.  This was done to determine if any of the three experimental treatments 

was statistically more effective than the others.  It was discovered that there were two instances 

that appeared to be statistically significant, but not every treatment showed a statistically 

significant difference between scores before and after experimental treatments.  As above, 

possible reasons for these results will be discussed in more detail in chapter 5. 

Qualitative data based on participant answers to a questionnaire given for the second 

research question were also explored in this chapter.  These data were used to determine if 

participants in the experimental group felt they had benefitted from the three types of explicit 

vocabulary instruction in terms of vocabulary development and retention.  The majority of 

participants (n=10) felt that the explicit instruction did benefit their development and retention, 

and a group of the remaining participants (n=5) felt that there were some benefits, but also that 

were improvements that could be made.  Participant responses to the question of how they felt 

they could have learned the vocabulary better were divided by their response to the first question, 

but they could also be grouped based on their responses in general: length of exposure, activity 

preferences, or generic responses.   
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The majority of these participant responses could be placed in the length of exposure 

group, with such statements as “We just didn’t do it long enough.”  Participants in this group 

(n=5) felt that they may have been benefitting from the explicit vocabulary instruction, but did 

not have enough time with using each activity to get used to that way of learning.  This will be 

further discussed in more detail in chapter 5, as this could be seen as one factor that may have 

had the most impact on the data.  Participants placed in the activity preferences group (n=3) 

made a statement showing their preference for one type of explicitly activity performed during 

the course of the study over another type, as seen in “I liked the word chain game a lot, and I 

think that helped.”  Participants placed in the generic responses group (n=4) only provided 

responses that described their feelings toward the activity without really explaining why they felt 

that way, such as “They were enjoyable though.”  Overall, participant responses were favorable 

for the introduction of new vocabulary techniques to the classroom. 

In this chapter, the data were analyzed in relation to the research questions.  For the 

analysis of the data in relation to the first research question, there was no significant evidence to 

show a difference between participant scores in the experimental and control groups, but a 

deeper analysis of the experimental activities themselves showed some significance between the 

types of activities.  In regards to the second research question, it was found that participants 

reacted positively to the introduction of new vocabulary activities but the majority of participants 

felt their exposure to each activity was too short.  In Chapter 5, the results of the analyses 

performed in this chapter will be discussed in relation to the theoretical framework, as well as 

their implications and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 Such researchers as Peters (2012), Yang & Sun (2013), and Chung (2012) have provided 

only a few examples of how explicit vocabulary instruction can be effective in both a foreign 

language classroom and other content based classrooms.  Similarly, the importance of explicit 

instruction for mediation is stressed by Kozulin (2002), who stated that “the mere availability of 

signs or texts does not imply that they will be used by students as psychological tools” (p. 19).  

This study followed the examples set by previous research and looked more specifically at how 

explicit instruction would affect vocabulary development and retention. 

More specifically, the current study examined the effectiveness of using different 

techniques of explicit vocabulary instruction as mediational tools to improve participant 

vocabulary development and retention by comparing scores of both a control group receiving no 

experimental treatment and one that received three different types of experimental treatments.  

Analyses revealed that there was no statistical significance between these groups of students, 

however among the scores of the experimental treatment group before and after treatment there 

was some significance discovered.  Therefore, the current research must accept the null 

hypothesis that there is no statistical significance showing explicit vocabulary instruction is more 

effective than traditional instructional methods.  However, it is accepted in the current research 

that there is some significant difference in the three types of explicit instructional techniques 

used as mediational tools. 

In this chapter, the researchers will look in more detail at the results given above in 

chapter 4 to give possible reasons for why the results of this study did not significantly align with 

the results of such previous research conducted on the inclusion of explicit instruction as those 
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mentioned above.  An example of such a reason may be simply found by looking at the sample 

size of the current as compared to those of the previous research.  As will be mentioned again in 

the Limitations section below, the current study had a fairly small sample size (n=34).  This is 

especially apparent when compared to the sample sizes of such previous research as Tian and 

Macaro (2012) at n=117, Mizumoto and Takeuchi (2009) at n=146, and Okuyama (2007) at 

n=61.  Other possible reasons for the difference in findings from the previous research to be 

discussed below include the short amount of exposure to each type of experimental treatment and 

the instructor effect. 

 

Differences between Traditional and Explicit Instruction 

Looking again at the data presented above for vocabulary quiz scores in both sections, an 

interesting trend appears in both the immediate posttests (the second vocabulary quiz scores for 

each chapter) and the delayed posttest (given at the end of each chapter test).  Although none of 

the data is statistically significant, as the participants progressed through the chapters, the scores 

from both groups got closer together.  Looking at the statistical significance itself also reveals a 

similar trend.  The high p-value of p=0.73 for chapter one, in which both groups of participants 

were given no experimental treatment (as a control), shows that the two groups at first were 

comparable.  The p-value then drops drastically for the scores of the second chapter to p=0.16, 

after giving the experimental treatment group the first type of vocabulary activity.  In the 

concurrent chapters, this p-value increases (p=0.55, then p=0.97) until the two groups are once 

again near identical in scores.  This same trend occurs in the delayed posttests, in which the p-

value starts very low (p=0.13) and gradually increases to a highly comparable score (p=0.85). 
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An explanation for this could be found in the description of mediation given above.  As 

we recall, it is through mediated activity which focuses on a specific goal, that higher mental 

processes are generated potentially advancing the learner’s ZPD.  Cognitive change occurs in 

language learning through mediation as learning actions of the student, which may begin as 

lacking a point of focus, are adjusted and improved.  In the second chapter, the participants in the 

experimental treatment group are introduced to a mediational tool that is not given to those in the 

control group, a specific strategy for acquiring the vocabulary which is used to focus their 

language learning.  As a result, the scores, while not statistically significant, show a change in 

correspondence from the previous chapter approaching significance.  These participants used that 

mediational tool to focus on their specific vocabulary learning goal, while students in the control 

group were not given this focus and may have resorted to the learning style they used for the first 

chapter.   

This eventually came to help these students, as the participants in the control group were 

able to use the same strategy for learning their vocabulary every time, improving their focus and 

using their own strategy as a mediational tool to improve their development.  At the same time, 

the participants in the experimental treatment group, who were given a new strategy every 

chapter, were unable to focus on one specific type of mediational tool and the gradual removal of 

support that needs to be present in scaffolding (as mentioned above) was not present.  It is likely 

this difference that resulted in the two groups of participants regaining their comparable scores 

and may explain the gradual increase in the control group’s scores and decrease in the 

experimental treatment scores. 

Further evidence of this may be found in such places as the participant responses to the 

questionnaire and those research articles focused on methods for vocabulary instruction found in 
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the Literature Review above.  Participant responses to the questionnaire such as “I think the 

activities were helpful in some way.  We just didn’t do it long enough” and “…not consistently 

done enough for me to realize a difference” suggest that the participants in the experimental 

treatment group themselves were able to recognize the  difficulties of using new strategies for 

vocabulary learning without first having a stronger focus on the recently learned strategy.  

Similarly, returning to such articles as Waring and Takaki (2003), Tian and Macaro (2012), and 

Kitajima (2001) that did have statistically significant results, it is apparent that these participants 

were exposed to only one type of experimental treatment for the entire duration of the study 

(three months, nine weeks, and two and one-half months respectively).  Again, this may be a 

result of the participants in the study being able to focus on just the one strategy, thus developing 

those higher mental processes to help advance the participants’ ZPD. 

 

Differences between Types of Explicit Instruction 

 A similar trend as the one found in the differences between the control section and the 

experimental treatment can be found in the data looking at the differences between the types of 

explicit instruction.  Although the significance of the sum ranks and means of the data suggest 

that there is some difference in the effect of introducing certain mediational strategies over the 

other, there is no single strategy that shows significant effectiveness in both the initial 

vocabulary development and the retention of that vocabulary.  For the mediation through 

noticing chapter (chapter 2), the scores of the participants before and after the introduction of the 

strategy are comparable (p=0.179), suggesting nearly no difference in student vocabulary 

development.  However, the ranks of the scores of the participants in the chapter exam were 
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found to be significantly different (p=0.007), suggesting that students may have significantly 

benefitted after longer exposure to and practice with this strategy.   

For the chapter in which students used binding as a mediational tool (chapter 3), the 

scores before and after the introduction of the mediational strategy were found to be slightly less 

significant than those after the chapter 2 exam, but still suggest that there was a significant 

difference in the rank sums and means (p=0.029).  However, analysis of the ranks of the scores 

after the chapter 3 exam were not found to be statistically significant (p=0.061), suggesting that 

this strategy was not helpful for students retaining the new vocabulary.  The final chapter using 

manipulatives as a form of mediation, although still not statistically significant, show the least 

divergence in scores for both the first two vocabulary quizzes (p=0.396) and for the scores on the 

chapter 4 exam (p=0.492), suggesting that this type of mediation was least helpful to the 

participants. 

 It is interesting to note that these results are not always reflected in the qualitative area of 

the current study as one participant, when talking about the strategy introduced in chapter 4, 

responded “I really liked the one where we had to go up and ‘spell’ the words using the note 

cards; I think that was the most useful activity for me.”  The lack of significance in both 

measures of development and retention for one strategy over the others in the data for these 

participants shows that perhaps a different approach to this particular research question should be 

investigated.  As will be discussed below in Limitations and Future Research Directions, there 

were a number of factors that may have accounted for the lack of statistical significance during 

most of these chapters.  These include, but are not necessarily limited to, the fact that data for 

this particular research question was only taken from one of two sections, the experimental 
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treatment group (n=19), and as already discussed above it was also taken over a considerably 

short amount of time. 

 

Limitations 

 This study investigated the language development of second language learners of 

Japanese in a typical university Japanese language class.  As there was no means of controlling 

what participants did outside of the classroom, the first limitation is that there was no method for 

the researchers to control possible external factors affecting student vocabulary development 

(such as personal study, the influence of life related events, or the use of vocabulary learning 

strategies besides those used in the experimental treatment).  A second limitation relating to the 

first limitation involves the equivalence of the two groups of participants, the comparison group 

and experimental treatment group.  As the participants were in a typical university Japanese 

language class, they were able to choose which section to attend.  This made it impossible for the 

researchers to control participant placement in each group, which may have created a lack of 

uniformity in the two groups being compared.  Ideally, the groups would be uniform in both the 

previous knowledge of the Japanese language and student behaviors, but a deeper assessment 

than the initial vocabulary test would need to be performed.  A third limitation involves the 

findings in general.  These findings may be applicable to Japanese classes or even foreign 

language classes at the university level, but do not purport to be applicable to every setting of 

foreign language instruction. 

 The fourth limitation is related to the fact that there are restrictions on class size and the 

number of classes one instructor can teach or the number of classes available to students at the 

beginning levels of Japanese at the university where the research was performed.  Not only did 
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this limit the possible maximum number of participants, but not all students enrolled in the class 

opted to participate in the study.  As a result, the population size (n=34) may not accurately 

reflect the number required for a completely accurate statistical analysis, especially in the cases 

where only the population of the experimental treatment group (n=19) was used.  It is 

recommended that the study be repeated in a similar setting to increase the numbers in the data, 

as will be discussed in more detail in Future Research Directions below.  

 Related to the fourth limitation, a fifth limitation to this study involves the tests used for 

checking statistical significance.  The data was analyzed using nonparametric tests, which carry 

less restrictive assumptions but are at the same time less statistically powerful than a parametric 

test (Coladarci, Cobb, Minium, & Clarke, 2011).  This combined with the small sample size of 

the data greatly increases the chances of a Type II error, in which a false null hypothesis is 

retained. 

 A sixth limitation to the study involves the qualitative portion of this study.  The main 

question asked on the questionnaire simply asked the participants how they felt in general about 

the activities done in class and whether or not they thought these activities helped their 

development and retention.  For the purpose of the research, which was looking for specific 

explanations of how the students thought one activity was better than another, these questions 

were not guided well enough.  The participants were not required to describe what exactly helped 

them in the development and retention of the vocabulary, but simply whether or not they did feel 

so.  As a result, the qualitative data received was much less than what could have potentially 

been collected had the questionnaire been worded in a clearer manner.   

 One last limitation falls with the instructors teaching the sections of the class.  Although 

both instructors were given specific instructions, and in the case of the instructor of the 
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experimental treatment group training for how to use the activities, the researcher could not be 

present for every class taught by the instructors.  Other factors include the difficulty in 

controlling the different teaching styles of the instructors and what effect these teaching styles 

may have had on the participants’ development and retention, as well as the class dynamics in 

general.  Although some class observations were done by the researcher, these observations were 

centered on participant involvement in the activities and did not really have a specific role as far 

as the outcomes of the research were concerned.  These observations could have given a better 

insight into the participant interactions with the instructors and the teacher effect in general, but 

no data was collected for this purpose. 

 

Implications of This Study 

 The results of this study have implications for vocabulary instruction in Japanese 

introductory classes at the university level.  It was hypothesized that the use of explicit 

vocabulary instruction would be a greater benefit to the development and retention of vocabulary 

words.  However, it was found that the vocabulary quiz scores of the experimental treatment 

groups were not significantly greater than those of the control group.  This would suggest that 

the type of instruction used in beginning Japanese language classes would not have a significant 

effect on student vocabulary development and retention.   

This runs contrary to the findings of many of the research articles discussed in the 

literature review (Kitajima, 2001; Kato, 2005; Toyoda, 2007), but is similar to the findings in 

Okuyama’s (2007) research on the use of romaji in instruction.  In terms of mediational tools, 

Okuyama was using the romaji to aid in vocabulary retention, but suggests that classes actually 

use the hiragana instead.  The current study results may show that there would be no specific 
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type of instruction that would benefit both vocabulary development and retention, but the deeper 

analysis above shows that it may be most beneficial to choose one type of vocabulary instruction 

as a mediational tool and focus on that type of instruction, instead of rapidly introducing many 

different strategies. 

 

Future Research Directions 

 With the previous discussion in mind, possible future research directions need to focus on 

adjusting certain aspects of the current study.  One such adjustment would be to make some 

modifications to the questionnaire given to the participants for the qualitative portion of the 

research.  As mentioned above, the questionnaire asked for a general response not really 

requiring too much thought on the part of the participant.  To correct for this, a future 

questionnaire should ask specifically how the vocabulary activities helped the participants to 

acquire and retain the new vocabulary.  This type of question would provide the researchers with 

much more data than simple yes or no answers.   

 The current study involved two sections of Japanese classes, both of which had their own 

instructor.  As a result the teacher effect should be considered as a possible factor affecting 

participant performance and motivation.  It has been found that “research on teaching 

effectiveness indicates that teacher clarity is an important variable” (Smith, 1984).  The teacher 

effect goes beyond only clarity of the teacher’s instruction, but this is an example of how the 

difference between the two section instructors’ teaching styles may have an effect on their 

students.  Another possible direction for future research could look more specifically at the 

teacher/student dynamics and whether this may have an effect on student vocabulary 

development and retention in a foreign language class. 
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 A third direction for future research could also focus on the requirement of mediation to 

give students some time to focus on their specific goal of using the provided activity to acquire 

and retain the new vocabulary.  As was discussed above, one problem that was apparent through 

participant responses to the questionnaire and could be interpreted from the results of the data 

was that there was no consistency with the experimental treatment activities.  The participants 

were not given a chance to get used to any one type of activity, while the participants in the 

control group with no guidance most likely resorted to the same method of development every 

chapter, giving them the time needed to focus and mediate themselves.  Perhaps the most 

beneficial adjustment to the current research is to use four sections of a Japanese class to give 

each section only one of the treatments to focus on the entire length of the study.  This would 

remove the issue of lack of appropriate mediation in the experimental treatment sections and may 

show more significant results. 

 If these sections were not available, and the researchers did not want to adjust the 

research in this manner, one final direction that could be taken for future research would be to 

find any possible differences with the experimental treatments being used with children as 

compared to adults.  It has been found in some cases that “children are minimally constrained in 

which cues they can learn to integrate and, in fact, can respond to the nature of the task when 

determining the most relevant cues to use” (Rabagliati, Pylkkanen, & Marcus, 2013, p. 1086).  In 

this case, children may show greater gains in vocabulary development than adults despite the 

short amount of exposure to the different strategies because they may be more flexible than adult 

learners. 
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Conclusion 

 Due to the various experiences and abilities of students (Faulkner, 2010) in a foreign 

language classroom, there would seem to be an importance on finding a type of mediational tool 

to help the most students in an introductory level class to acquire that language.  Focusing on 

vocabulary development at this introductory level is particularly important because these types of 

errors have been found to be three times more prevalent than grammar errors in the foreign 

language classroom, and often leads to most miscommunication (Chung, 2012).  The primary 

goal of this research was to explore the differences in student vocabulary development and 

retention between a classroom situation where there was no mediated instruction and one where 

mediated instruction occurred through three different instructional techniques. 

 What this study revealed was the opposite of what was hypothesized; not only was there 

no statistically significant difference in scores of participants in both groups, but there was no 

score that was significant even among the experimental treatment group.  The insights from this 

study are perhaps most applicable to future research on vocabulary development and retention 

through mediational tools.  The primary goal of the study was to provide more evidence to those 

previous studies that have seen a few examples of how explicit vocabulary instruction can be 

effective (Peters, 2012; Yang & Sun, 2013), but has come to similar results and conclusions as 

those research articles as those written by Okuyama (2007). 

 Even though there was no significant data to support the benefits of explicit vocabulary 

instruction through mediation, the data collected from the qualitative questionnaire suggests that 

students who are receiving such instruction perceive it as being beneficial to their progression 

with the foreign language.  The proportionately large number of participants who agreed that the 

activities were beneficial (n=10), coupled with such comments as “I think the activities were 
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helpful in some way… just didn’t do it long enough” from those who were not included in that 

group of participants who agreed, highlight the importance of this type of explicit instruction to 

language learners.  Therefore, it is important to continue researching how this type of instruction 

can be used to mediate foreign language learning.   
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APPENDIX A  

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

JPN 1120 – Spring 2015 

 

1. What do you feel could use improvement in the course? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How did you feel about the vocabulary building activities performed in class?   Did you 

think these activities helped you to remember the new vocabulary (in general or on the 

quizzes)? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Additional Comments 
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APPENDIX B 

EXPERIMENTAL TREATMENT 2 

Sample slides from the first vocabulary retention activity.  Paths that the characters travelled 

have been added, as students would not normally see these paths during the activity. 

 

 

 

 

 

Slide 1-2 

 

い

 

 

Slide 3-4 

し
 

い
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Slide 5-6 

いしい

 
さ

 

 

Slide 7-8 

  

 

Slide 9-10 

さ

 

と
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Slide 11-12 ん

  

 

Slide 13-14 

つ
 

とん つ

 

 

Slide 30 
いしい delicious

さ fish

とん つ pork cutlet

く meat

やさい vegetable

えんぴつ pencil

さ umbrella
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APPENDIX C 

IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX D 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX E 

SAMPLE VOCABULARY QUIZ 

 

JPN1120: Elementary Japanese I Lesson 1: Vocabulary Quiz #1 

まえ                                                                                                                                                /10 

English Japanese                                        Japanese English 

1.  yes       6.  あの          

2.  English       7.  ～         

3.  now       8.  ん          

4.  high school      9.  ん う         5.  o’clock       10.  がく い         
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