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A Comparat�ve Study on Second Language 
Vocabulary Development: 
Study Abroad vs Classroom Sett�ngs 

Antonio F. Jiménez Jiménez 
California State University, Channel Islands

I n t r o d u c t i o n

In an �mag�nary Span�sh language classroom a student asks: “Mrs . Sm�th, 
What �s ‘pelo’ �n Engl�sh?” and the �nstructor answers w�th a s�mple and stra�ght-
forward “’Pelo’ means ‘ha�r’” . The student, sat�sfied w�th the �nstructor’s qu�ck 
answer, cont�nues the read�ng of the text . Th�s type of d�scourse pattern �s typ�cal 
of most fore�gn language classrooms and occurs repeatedly espec�ally at beg�n-
ners’ levels . However, would we agree that the student has ‘acqu�red’ th�s new 
word? What does s/he know about �ts frequency of use, the collocat�ons wh�ch 
th�s word �s part of, the appropr�ateness of �ts use �n d�fferent soc�al contexts, �ts 
synonyms, antonyms, der�vates, metaphor�cal uses, �d�omat�c express�ons, etc .? 
(Nat�on 1990: �1) In other words, what does �t mean to know a lex�cal �tem? 

Accord�ng to R�chards (1976), the nature of vocabulary learn�ng �s dense 
and mult�faceted, and �nvolves more than just memor�z�ng the mean�ng and 
form of a certa�n word . For h�m, know�ng a word enta�ls: 

1 . Know�ng the degree of probab�l�ty of encounter�ng that word �n speech 
or pr�nt,

2 . Know�ng the l�m�tat�ons on the use of the word accord�ng to var�at�ons 
of funct�on and s�tuat�on, 

� . Know�ng the syntact�c behav�or assoc�ated w�th the word, 

4 . Know�ng the underly�ng form of a word and the der�vat�ons that can be 
made from �t, 

5 . Know�ng the network of assoc�at�ons between that word and other 
words �n the language, 
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6 . Know�ng the semant�c value of the word, and 

7 . Know�ng many of the d�fferent mean�ngs assoc�ated w�th the word . 
(R�chards 1976: 8�)

Nat�on (1990) took the same approach and extended R�chards’ assumpt�ons 
a step further, �ncorporat�ng several other elements �nto a new descr�pt�ve para-
d�gm on the nature of vocabulary knowledge that d�scr�m�nated recept�ve and 
product�ve ab�l�t�es . Th�s categor�zat�on, as Nat�on po�nts out, should be regarded 
as an “�deal�zed account, rather than a real�st�c descr�pt�on of what nat�ve speak-
ers know about most of the words �n the�r reperto�re” (1990: �2) . R�chards 
(1976) also not�ced that wh�le nat�ve speakers’ grammat�cal competence rema�ns 
relat�vely stable over t�me, vocabulary knowledge may well cont�nue to expand �n 
adult l�fe . If th�s �s the case, should �nstructors teach all the d�fferent components 
of a new word as descr�bed by R�chards and Nat�on? Would th�s be effect�ve? 
Wh�ch of these components are more l�kely to be acqu�red first? And last?

A search for answers to these and other quest�ons that w�ll be defined below 
�nsp�red the foundat�on of the present study . The research des�gn employed for 
the exper�ment a�med to comparat�vely analyze second language vocabulary 
development �n both study abroad and classroom sett�ngs . The development of 
vocabulary knowledge �n classroom learners was establ�shed by �nclud�ng stu-
dents enrolled �n three d�fferent (and consecut�ve) levels of Span�sh courses and 
who d�d not have any exper�ence abroad w�th the target language . Two clusters 
of L2 learners compr�sed the study abroad group: the first of these clusters con-
s�sted of students �n an advanced course who had spent an academ�c semester 
(� .e ., a total of five months) �n a Span�sh speak�ng country, whereas the second 
cluster was composed of North Amer�can TAs of Span�sh who had a more pro-
longed exper�ence abroad (between a year and a year and a half ) . The next step 
was to find an appropr�ate �nstrument that could assess both quant�ty (s�ze) and 
qual�ty (depth) of vocabulary knowledge �n each of these groups . 

Develop�ng an accurate method of measur�ng depth of vocabulary knowl-
edge has been a major obstacle �n determ�n�ng �f �mprovement at th�s level actu-
ally occurs . Test�ng vocabulary s�ze seems to be an eas�er task . A number of test 
formats have been used for th�s purpose, for example, mult�ple-cho�ce tests, 
match�ng words w�th synonyms or defin�t�ons, supply�ng translat�ons �n the L1 
for each L2 word, or checkl�st tests, �n wh�ch learners s�mply �nd�cate whether 
they know the word or not (Read 2000: 87) . Recent progress �n the field of com-
putat�onal l�ngu�st�cs has allowed the development of more systemat�c ways of 
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measur�ng vocabulary s�ze (Kennedy 1998; B�ber, Conrad and Reppen 1998) . 
Computer software, based on a corpus of texts �n the target language, has been 
developed to generate a word-frequency l�st . Researchers then choose the range 
of words to be object of assessment (e .g ., from 500 to 10,000) and the computer 
randomly selects a sample of these words that can account for th�s range . 

Study�ng the qual�ty of learners’ vocabulary knowledge �s more complex . Henr�k-
sen (1999), �n an attempt to prov�de a bas�s for a better understand�ng of the concept, 
recogn�zed three d�fferent d�mens�ons of the “qual�ty of vocabulary knowledge”:

a .  Part�al versus prec�se knowledge .

b .  Depth of knowledge (as descr�bed above by R�chards and Nat�on) . 

c .  Recept�ve versus product�ve: the d�st�nct�on between hav�ng some 
knowledge of a word and be�ng able to use �t �n speech or wr�t�ng . 

The second source of �ts complex�ty comes from the d�fficulty �n accurately 
assess�ng “qual�ty” of vocabulary knowledge as conceptual�zed by Henr�ksen 
(1999) . One common method �s to through �nd�v�dual �nterv�ews w�th learners, 
test�ng how much they know about a set of target lex�cal �tems, el�c�t�ng all aspects 
of the word mean�ng that the test-taker m�ght know (Verhallen and Schoonen 
199�, Read 1989) . However, th�s format has some negat�ve aspects . For �nstance, 
only a very small number of target words can be covered �n each �nterv�ew, and 
adult �nterv�ewees may feel embarrassed to adm�t that they do not know the 
mean�ng of a certa�n word . To overcome these problems, �nnovat�ve alternat�ves 
have been proposed �n the last few years for the measurement of depth of vocabu-
lary knowledge, such as Par�bakht and Wesche’s Vocabulary Knowledge Scale . 
Th�s was one of the first attempts to measure qual�ty of vocabulary knowledge 
�n a pract�cal way . Test-takers are presented w�th a five-step scale (see F�gure 1) 

Fi�ure	�:	The	VKS	elicitation	scale	(Pariba�ht	and	�esche	���7:	����0)
Sel�-re�ort	cate�ories
I.	 I	don’t	remember	havin�	seen	this	�ord	be�ore.
II.	 I	have	seen	this	�ord	be�ore,	but	I	don’t	�no�	�hat	it	means.
III.	 I	have	seen	this	�ord	be�ore,	and	I	thin�	it	means	________________
IV.	 I	�no�	this	�ord.	It	means	__________________________________
V.	 I	can	use	this	�ord	in	a	sentence:	____________________________

 i. (If you do this section, please also do Section IV.)
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and are asked to determ�ne wh�ch step best represents the�r knowledge about a 
certa�n word .

As shown �n F�gure 1, �n the first two steps test-takers do not have to dem-
onstrate the�r understand�ng of the word . Only �n the th�rd and subsequent steps 
do they have to show that they �ndeed know the word . Although th�s scale repre-
sents a sens�ble attempt to measure depth of vocabulary knowledge, some short-
com�ngs �n �ts des�gn comprom�se �ts val�d�ty . Wh�le the test �s a good method 
to rank learners’ knowledge about a s�ngle mean�ng of a certa�n word, th�s �nstru-
ment �s not able to tell us whether or not the learner knows other mean�ngs of 
the word, �ts metaphor�cal uses, �ts collocat�ons, etc . Secondly, the accuracy of the 
test �n the first two steps cannot be ver�fied, as �t rel�es on learner’s honesty . Fur-
thermore, �f the learner wr�tes someth�ng �n step three that shows that s/he does 
not know the mean�ng of the word, the researcher would be then �n a pos�t�on 
w�th no ev�dence to determ�ne whether the learner �s �n step two or, otherw�se, �n 
step one . Lastly, �t can only measure one word at a t�me, �mped�ng the test�ng of 
a larger number of lex�cal �tems and, at the same t�me, mak�ng the ent�re test�ng 
procedure lengthy and repet�t�ve . 

Read (2000) proposes a d�fferent type of vocabulary assessment that �s based 
on the three k�nds of assoc�at�ons poss�ble between target word and assoc�ate (p . 
181), namely:

a.  Paradigmatic association: the two words are synonyms, antonyms, or 
s�m�lar �n mean�ng (e .g ., ed�t-rev�se) .

b.  Syntagmatic association: two words that often occur together �n a 
phrase, that �s, collocates (e .g ., abstract-concept) .

c .  Analytic association: the assoc�ate represents one aspect, or component 
of the target word (e .g ., sea-water) .

Read’s assessment �nstrument cons�sts of three parts: the target word, and 
two groups of four assoc�ates and detractors; some of the lex�cal �tems of the first 
group have a parad�gmat�c relat�onsh�p w�th the target word . The second group 
�s formed by collocates, that �s, words that are usually found near the target word . 
In order to avo�d the potent�al of successful guess�ng, the assoc�ates are unevenly 
d�str�buted between the two groups . For example, for one target word, there may 
be three assoc�ates among the first group of lex�cal �tems and just one �n the sec-
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ond group . For a second target word, there may be one assoc�ate and one �n the 
second, etc . (see F�gure 2):

Fi�ure	2:	�ord-Association	Test	(Read	2000:	�����)
sudden	 	
b�a��������	 	�����	 	����������n��	 	���������	 ���an���	 	��������	 	n����	 	��������

common	 	
	 com�lete	 	li�ht	 	ordinary	 	shared	 boundary	 	circle	 	name	 	�arty

Although the express�on “target word” �s used �n th�s context to refer to the 
st�mulus word, �t should be noted that w�th th�s type of �nstrument all n�ne words 
are “targeted” �n each �tem . Th�s test overcomes the problem of test�ng one word 
at a t�me, as happened �n the prev�ously descr�bed methods . Furthermore, �t copes 
w�th deeper level of lex�cal knowledge, look�ng at both syntagmat�c and parad�g-
mat�c assoc�at�ons between words . In summary, th�s word assoc�at�on test seems to 
be a fa�rly rel�able method for measur�ng depth �n vocabulary knowledge .

Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara (2000) used a vers�on of th�s test to assess the 
�mpact of study abroad on the vocabulary development of d�fferent profic�ency 
groups . Prev�ous research has suggested that, �n study abroad contexts, vocabu-
lary s�ze �ncreases more extens�vely among less profic�ent learners than among 
more profic�ent ones (Meara 1994b, M�lton and Meara 1995, Coleman 1996, 
Dav�e 1996) . Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara cla�med that th�s find�ng �s obscured 
by the nature of the �nstruments employed, wh�ch usually measure numer�cal 
growth alone w�thout tak�ng �nto account deeper levels of vocabulary knowl-
edge . Accord�ngly, they dec�ded to employ a research �nstrument that would 
enable them to assess the learners’ progress both �n vocabulary s�ze and depth 
of lex�cal knowledge . For th�s purpose they used a test developed by one of the 
authors (V�ves Bo�x 1995 ) called “three-word assoc�at�on test” or A�VT �n 
order to measure the acqu�s�t�on of Span�sh lex�con �n both levels . The test, based 
on a 10,000-word frequency l�st, cons�sted of 120 �tems, each conta�n�ng three 
words . In each of these �tems, two of the three words were assoc�ated �n mean�ng, 
e�ther parad�gmat�cally, syntagmat�cally, or analyt�cally (Read 2000) . The th�rd 
word funct�oned as a d�stractor and was �dent�fied by nat�ve speakers as not be�ng 
related to the other two . The test cons�sted of two parts: a translat�on task and 
an assoc�at�on task . The translat�on task a�med at assess�ng growth of vocabulary 
s�ze . For th�s purpose learners were asked to prov�de a gloss �n Engl�sh for all 
the words they knew . The second task focused on the development of depth of 
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vocabulary knowledge . For th�s task, part�c�pants had to cross out the word that 
d�d not have any type of assoc�at�on w�th the other two . 

The researchers d�str�buted the A�VT to �6 learners of Span�sh as a fore�gn 
language pr�or to go�ng to Spa�n as part of a study abroad program . Twenty-one 
of the part�c�pants were at an �ntermed�ate level and 15 at an advanced level . It �s 
�mportant to note here that the d�v�s�on between �ntermed�ate and advanced stu-
dents was determ�ned on the bas�s of length of pr�or exposure . Intermed�ate learners 
were class�fied as such �f they had up to three years’ exposure to Span�sh whereas 
advanced learners had more than three years of exper�ence w�th the language . The 
part�c�pants took the same test aga�n upon the�r return from the�r per�od abroad . 
The�r first hypothes�s pred�cted that the vocabulary level of all part�c�pants would 
�mprove both �n terms of the number of words known and the depth of lex�cal 
knowledge . They also hypothes�zed that the level of profic�ency at the beg�nn�ng of 
the study per�od would �nfluence both levels of vocabulary acqu�s�t�on . 

The results of the pre-test were then compared w�th the results �n the post-
test and they found ev�dence that supported the first of the�r hypotheses, that 
�s, students’ performance overall �mproved s�gn�ficantly from T�me 1 to T�me 
2 on both the assoc�at�on and the translat�on task . The second hypothes�s was 
tested by spl�tt�ng the data accord�ng to part�c�pants’ profic�ency level before 
go�ng abroad . However, and contrary to M�lton and Meara’s (1995) cla�m that 
lower level learners �mprove more than advanced students �n study abroad pro-
grams, Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara’s study found s�gn�ficant �mprovement for both 
tests and both profic�ency groups . The results also suggested a trend “towards 
the advanced learners mak�ng more progress �n assoc�at�ve knowledge than �n 
knowledge of d�screte �tems, and towards the reverse s�tuat�on among �ntermed�-
ate students” (pp . 72–7�) .

Regardless of the �nterest�ng nature of the�r find�ngs, the soundness of the 
study was constra�ned by the lack of a control group: there �s no ev�dence ava�la-
ble to support the cla�m that the �mprovement that the part�c�pants of th�s study 
ga�ned dur�ng the�r stay abroad would not have occurred �f they had cont�nued 
the�r learn�ng exper�ence �n a classroom sett�ng . 

The present paper a�ms to ach�eve a better understand�ng of the process of 
vocabulary acqu�s�t�on by exam�n�ng the development of lex�cal knowledge �n 
both classroom and study abroad contexts . Tak�ng Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara’s 
study as a start�ng po�nt, th�s study w�ll attempt to determ�ne whether develop-
ment �n both levels of vocabulary acqu�s�t�on also takes place �n classroom set-
t�ngs . In order to carry out th�s developmental study on vocabulary acqu�s�t�on, 
four var�ables were �dent�fied: two �ndependent var�ables (classroom learn�ng 
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versus study abroad learn�ng) and two dependent var�ables (s�ze and depth of 
vocabulary knowledge) . The dependent var�ables were measured us�ng a three-
word assoc�at�on test s�m�lar to the one employed by Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara . 
The development of vocabulary knowledge �n the classroom context (�ndepend-
ent var�able 1) was assessed by hav�ng three groups of learners of Span�sh enrolled 
at d�fferent and consecut�ve academ�c levels . The growth of lex�cal knowledge �n 
the case of study abroad learners (�ndependent var�able 2) was measured �n two 
groups of Span�sh L2 speakers who had been �n study abroad programs for d�ffer-
ent lengths of t�me (from s�x to e�ghteen months) . Th�s group was �ncluded �n the 
study to be compared w�th the results obta�ned �n the Ife’s study . 

Tak�ng all these var�ables �nto account, I hypothes�zed that: 

1 . In classroom sett�ngs, the vocabulary knowledge of the part�c�pants w�ll 
�mprove from level to level �n terms of both vocabulary s�ze, and depth 
of lex�cal knowledge . 

2 . In study abroad contexts, the vocabulary knowledge of the part�c�pants 
w�ll �mprove over t�me �n terms of both vocabulary s�ze, and depth of 
lex�cal knowledge .

M e t h o d o l o g y

A total of 87 part�c�pants agreed to collaborate �n the study . These part�c�-
pants were d�str�buted �nto s�x groups: Groups A, B, and C were compr�sed by 
fifty-one learners who were enrolled �n courses at d�fferent levels w�th�n the cur-
r�cular configurat�on of the Span�sh program of a large Eastern U .S . Research 
Un�vers�ty . Due to the small number of students �n �ntermed�ate courses, par-
t�c�pants of Group A were obta�ned from two d�fferent sect�ons of the same level 
(Span 100), a conversat�on class and a read�ng class . Hav�ng passed one of th�s 
courses was a requ�rement for the students enrolled �n Span 200 (Group B), as 
was also requ�red that students of Group C (Span �00) had Span 200 �n the�r 
transcr�pts . None of the part�c�pants �n Groups A, B, and C had exper�enced 
language contact �n Span�sh speak�ng countr�es . Group D cons�sted of e�ghteen 
students out of the 24 that were reg�stered �n an advanced Span�sh course (Span 
410) . They were selected on the bas�s of the�r exper�ence �n study abroad pro-
grams as they all had spent one semester (five months) �n Span�sh speak�ng coun-
tr�es �n study abroad programs run by the un�vers�ty . Group E was composed 
by 12 North Amer�can TAs (L1 Engl�sh) who were teach�ng Span�sh courses at 
d�fferent levels . All of them had between a year and a year and a half of exper�ence 
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�n Span�sh speak�ng countr�es . Table 1 shows the d�str�but�on of the part�c�pants 
�n the d�fferent groups as well as the departmental descr�pt�on of each of the 
classes that part�c�pated �n the exper�ment . The study also �ncluded a cluster of 6 
nat�ve speakers of Span�sh that tested the assessment �nstrument and funct�oned 
as a control group . The part�c�pants of th�s group came from Spa�n (�), Puerto 
R�co (1), the Dom�n�can Republ�c (1), and Mex�co (1) . 

All part�c�pants took a three-word assoc�at�on test, very s�m�lar to the 
A�VT developed by V�ves Bo�x (1995) and employed �n the Ife, V�ves Bo�x, 
and Meara’s study . Learners �n Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara’s research had qu�te 
d�fferent language h�stor�es from those �n the present study as all the�r par-
t�c�pants had l�ved �n contact w�th the second language �n the L2 commun�ty 
for a per�od of t�me of at least s�x months whereas only two of the five �n th�s 
study had had that type of exper�ence . The assessment �nstrument was accord-
�ngly adjusted to fit the new part�c�pants’ levels of language knowledge . The 
test cons�sted of 50 �tems, that �s, 150 words . These �tems were d�v�ded �nto 
five sets, namely, ten �tems for each of the five groups that part�c�pated �n the 
study (the s�xth group, the nat�ve speaker group, funct�oned as control group 
and was not the ma�n focus of the exper�ment) . For Groups A, B, and C, the 
words were selected and taken d�rectly from the glossary sect�ons of the d�ffer-
ent textbooks that these groups used �n the�r courses . The group of students 
who had been a semester abroad (Group D) paralleled qu�te accurately to the 
type of learner that part�c�pated �n Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara’s study so the 
words for th�s group were randomly chosen from the test that they developed 
based on a corpus-generated frequency l�st . The ten rema�n�ng �tems corre-
sponded to Group E (the North Amer�can Teach�ng Ass�stants who had been 
�n a Span�sh speak�ng country for at least one year) and the words were selected 
us�ng the D�cc�onar�o de Uso del Español de María Mol�ner as �t �s a useful 
reference source for collocat�ons, synonyms, antonyms, metaphor�cal mean�ngs 
of the words, etc . These ten �tems were expected to be the most challeng�ng 
ones for the part�c�pants s�nce, even though the words that were chosen are 
normally frequently used even �n �n�t�al stages of the language acqu�s�t�on pro-
cess, the type of relat�on between the words that compr�sed each of these �tems 
requ�red a deeper knowledge of the language than just the l�teral translat�on 
of the words . Before d�str�but�ng the test to the d�fferent groups, three nat�ve 
speakers of Span�sh and three North Amer�can Teach�ng Ass�stants of Span�sh 
proofread and rev�sed �t, suggest�ng recommendat�ons that were all �ncluded �n 
the final vers�on of the research �nstrument . The result�ng test was then del�v-
ered at the end of a semester to all the groups . 
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The test cons�sted of two d�fferent tasks . For the first, an assoc�at�on task, 
learners were �nstructed to cross out the word �n each �tem that d�d not have any 
type of relat�onsh�p �n mean�ng w�th the other two . These two lex�cal �tems could 
be synonyms, antonyms, collocates, metaphors, metonyms, etc . that �s, they could 
only be related �n mean�ng and not �n form . The second ass�gnment was the trans-
lat�on task, for wh�ch learners had to prov�de an Engl�sh equ�valent for each of the 
150 lex�cal �tems �ncluded �n the test . For the translat�on task, the h�ghest score 
poss�ble was 150 po�nts, � .e ., one po�nt per word translated �nto Engl�sh . For the 
purpose of the study, any of the d�fferent mean�ngs of each word was accepted . The 
max�mum score for the assoc�at�on task was 50, that �s, one po�nt per correct asso-
c�at�on establ�shed �n each �tem . As �n Ife’s study, part�c�pants were g�ven a total of 
20 m�nutes to complete the two tasks �n the order they preferred . However, �t was 
expected that learners carr�ed out the translat�on task before they dec�ded about 
the assoc�at�on task s�nce the translat�on of the terms could offer some h�nts about 
the correct solut�on to the assoc�at�on task . Th�s pred�ct�on was confirmed by the 
learners �n �nformal �nterv�ews after the complet�on of the test, as they reported 
that they almost unconsc�ously translated the terms before the proceeded to solve 
the assoc�at�on task . The process, they conceded, was part�cularly man�fest �n the 
�tems that were more problemat�c for them . Although th�s find�ng lacks sc�en-
t�fic val�d�ty as �t �s based on �nformal reports from the learners, �t can offer new 
avenues for research to those who a�m to better character�ze the role that �nner 
speech plays �n the process of language acqu�s�t�on . 

A n a l y s i s  a n d  D i s c u s s i o n

A prel�m�nary analys�s of the results to the test revealed that all part�c�pants 
�n all groups scored h�gher �n the translat�on task than �n the assoc�at�on task . Th�s 
find�ng was also reported �n Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara’s paper . The assoc�at�on task 
represents a cogn�t�vely more challeng�ng type of act�v�ty and requ�res a deeper level 
of vocabulary expert�se that goes beyond the s�mple translat�on of lex�cal �tems from 
one language �nto the other . For �nstance, �n �tem 29 (cuatro—gatos—letras), 95% 
of the part�c�pants were able to translate all three words �n Engl�sh (four—cats—let-
ters) although only 8 .7% (exclud�ng nat�ve speakers of Span�sh) knew that cuatro 
gatos forms a collocat�on �n Span�sh mean�ng “a handful of people” . The overall per-
centages for all groups �n both tasks are shown �n F�gure � . 

The group �n wh�ch the d�fference between the translat�on and the assoc�a-
t�on task �s most obv�ous �s Group E (Engl�sh TAs of Span�sh) . Even though 
the�r mean �n the translat�on task was 98 .45%, they scored 1� .45 po�nts less �n 
the assoc�at�on task . The results �n th�s group clearly show that even though they 
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knew almost all the Engl�sh words for the translat�on task (scor�ng only 1 .�1% 
less that the nat�ve speaker group), the�r vocabulary assoc�at�on knowledge �s 
not as fully developed as the one demonstrated by nat�ve speakers (99 .��%) . It 
�s �n the group of nat�ve speakers (Group F) where there �s almost no m�smatch 
between the results of the two tasks .

Tak�ng these general statements �nto account and �n order to address our 
hypotheses, ANOVAs were performed on learners summed scores on both the 
translat�on and the assoc�at�on task . As for the translat�on task, an ANOVA 
was run to establ�sh the effect that profic�ency level (determ�ned by each of the 
groups) had �n the translat�on scores (dependent var�able) produc�ng the follow-
�ng results (alpha value= .05):

Look�ng at the �nteract�on between the groups, a post-hoc F�sher’s PLSD 
analys�s of these results was performed (Table �) show�ng no s�gn�ficant d�ffer-
ence between Groups A and B (Crit. Diff . = 7 .761; p < 0 .092), and between 
Groups B and C (Crit. Diff . = 8 .�16; p < 0 .7687) . Th�s �nd�cates that classroom 
�nstruct�on d�d not enhance vocabulary development at the translat�on level . 
However, the standard dev�at�on d�m�n�shes from Group A (16 .165) to Group 
C (9 .960), show�ng that a process of homogen�zat�on �s tak�ng place regard-
�ng learners’ knowledge of vocabulary at the breadth level . On the other hand, 
students who spent a semester abroad (Group D) performed s�gn�ficantly bet-
ter than these three groups (Crit. Diff . = 8 .089; p < 0 .0072) . For the�r part, the 
North Amer�can TAs of Span�sh (w�th at least one year of exper�ence abroad) 
scored s�gn�ficantly h�gher than Group D (Crit. Diff . = 8 .62�; p < 0 .0001) . Th�s 
p�ece of ev�dence suggests that wh�le classroom �nstruct�on does not seem to have 
an effect on vocabulary development at the translat�on level, length of contact 
w�th the second language �n the target commun�ty does lead to an �ncrease �n 

Fi�ure	 �:	 Overall	 results	 in	 both	 the	 translation	 and	 association	 tas�s	 (in	
�ercenta�es).

©2015 The Forum on Education Abroad



116

A n t o n i o  F.  J i m é n e z  J i m é n e z

vocabulary s�ze . Interest�ngly, the group of TAs and the group of nat�ve speakers 
are not stat�st�cally d�fferent (Crit. Diff . = 11 .569; p <  .7425), wh�ch �nd�cates 
that th�s type of vocabulary knowledge can be acqu�red to an extent comparable 
to a nat�ve’s vocabulary reperto�re . 

However, �s th�s type of vocabulary knowledge transferable to the assoc�a-
t�on task? That �s, does the acqu�s�t�on of lex�cal assoc�at�ve knowledge parallel 
the development of vocabulary s�ze? A separate ANOVA was run (see Table 4) 
to determ�ne the �nteract�on between the summed scores �n the assoc�at�on task 
and the d�fferent profic�ency groups . A post-hoc analys�s of the results was then 
performed us�ng the F�sher’s PLSD method (Table 5) to establ�sh comparat�ve 
measures between groups .

Table	2:	Means	�or	translation

8

results of the two tasks.
Taking these general statements into account and in order to address our hypotheses, ANOVAs were 

performed on learners summed scores on both the translation and the association task. As for the translation 
task, an ANOVA was run to establish the effect that proficiency level (determined by each of the groups) had 
in the translation scores (dependent variable) producing the following results (alpha value=.05):

Table 2: Means for translation
Count Mean

Max.:150
Std. 
Dev.

Std. Err.

Group A 20 100.85 16.165 3.614

Group B 16 107.500 14.156 3.539

Group C 15 108.733 9.960 2.572

Group D 18 119.944 9.643 2.273

Group E 12 147.750 1.055 0.305

Group F 6 149.667 0.516 0.211

Table 3: Fisher’s PLSD for Translation. Significance Level: 5%

Mean Diff Crit. Diff P-Value
A, B -6.650 7.761 .0920
A, C -7.883 7.903 .0506
A, D -19.094 7.517 .0001
A, E -46.900 8.449 .0001
A, F -48.817 10.770 .0001
B, C -1.233 8.316 .7687
B, D -12.444 7.950 .0025
B, E -40.250 8.836 .0001
B, F -42.167 11.077 .0001
C, D -11.211 8.089 .0072
C, E -39.017 8.961 .0001
C, F -40.933 11.177 .0001
D, E -27.806 8.623 .0001
D, F -29.722 10.907 .0001
E, F -1.917 11.569 .7425

Looking at the interaction between the groups, a post-hoc Fisher’s PLSD analysis of these results was 
performed (Table 3) showing no significant difference between Groups A and B (Crit. Diff. = 7.761; p <
0.092), and between Groups B and C (Crit. Diff. = 8.316; p < 0.7687). This indicates that classroom 
instruction did not enhance vocabulary development at the translation level. However, the standard deviation 
diminishes from Group A (16.165) to Group C (9.960), showing that a process of homogenization is taking 
place regarding learners’ knowledge of vocabulary at the breadth level. On the other hand, students who spent 
a semester abroad (Group D) performed significantly better than these three groups (Crit. Diff. = 8.089; p <
0.0072). For their part, the North American TAs of Spanish (with at least one year of experience abroad) 
scored significantly higher than Group D (Crit. Diff. = 8.623; p < 0.0001). This piece of evidence suggests 
that while classroom instruction does not seem to have an effect on vocabulary development at the translation 
level, length of contact with the second language in the target community does lead to an increase in 
vocabulary size. Interestingly, the group of TAs and the group of native speakers are not statistically different 
(Crit. Diff. = 11.569; p < .7425), which indicates that this type of vocabulary knowledge can be acquired to 
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D, E -27.806 8.623 .0001
D, F -29.722 10.907 .0001
E, F -1.917 11.569 .7425

Looking at the interaction between the groups, a post-hoc Fisher’s PLSD analysis of these results was 
performed (Table 3) showing no significant difference between Groups A and B (Crit. Diff. = 7.761; p <
0.092), and between Groups B and C (Crit. Diff. = 8.316; p < 0.7687). This indicates that classroom 
instruction did not enhance vocabulary development at the translation level. However, the standard deviation 
diminishes from Group A (16.165) to Group C (9.960), showing that a process of homogenization is taking 
place regarding learners’ knowledge of vocabulary at the breadth level. On the other hand, students who spent 
a semester abroad (Group D) performed significantly better than these three groups (Crit. Diff. = 8.089; p <
0.0072). For their part, the North American TAs of Spanish (with at least one year of experience abroad) 
scored significantly higher than Group D (Crit. Diff. = 8.623; p < 0.0001). This piece of evidence suggests 
that while classroom instruction does not seem to have an effect on vocabulary development at the translation 
level, length of contact with the second language in the target community does lead to an increase in 
vocabulary size. Interestingly, the group of TAs and the group of native speakers are not statistically different 
(Crit. Diff. = 11.569; p < .7425), which indicates that this type of vocabulary knowledge can be acquired to 
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As the results produced by Groups A, B, and C w�ll requ�re a more extended 
and �n-depth rat�onal�zat�on, I w�ll now focus on the analys�s of the outcome 
generated by Groups D and E . These two groups, as �t happened �n the transla-
t�on task, were s�gn�ficantly d�fferent accord�ng to the analys�s of var�ance . Aga�n, 
�t seems that longer exposure to the target language �n the second language com-
mun�ty tr�ggers the development of vocabulary assoc�at�ve knowledge . However, 
the F�sher’s PLSD analys�s reveals that there �s also a s�gn�ficant d�fference 
between Groups E and F (Crit. Diff . = 4 .072; p < 0 .0008), that �s, Group E d�d 
not ach�eve nat�ve-l�ke competence, as was the case �n the translat�on task . Th�s 
p�ece of ev�dence shows that there are �ndeed two levels of vocabulary knowledge 

9

an extent comparable to a native’s vocabulary repertoire. 
However, is this type of vocabulary knowledge transferable to the association task? That is, does the 

acquisition of lexical associative knowledge parallel the development of vocabulary size? A separate ANOVA 
was run (see Table 4) to determine the interaction between the summed scores in the association task and the 
different proficiency groups. A post-hoc analysis of the results was then performed using the Fisher’s PLSD 
method (Table 5) to establish comparative measures between groups.

Table 4: Means for association
Count Mean

Max.: 50
Std. Dev. Std. Err.

Group A 20 30.4 5.02 1.122

Group B 16 33.125 4.5 1.125

Group C 15 30.667 3.244 0.838

Group D 18 34.056 4.684 1.104

Group E 12 42.5 2.195 0.639

Group F 6 49.667 0.516 0.211

Table 5: Fisher’s PLSD for Association. Significance Level: 5%

Mean Diff Crit. Diff P-Value
A, B -2.725 2.732 .0506
A, C -.267 2.782 .8492
A, D -3.656 2.646 .0074
A, E -12.100 2.974 .0001
A, F -19.267 3.791 .0001
B, C 2.458 2.927 .0986
B, D -.931 2.798 .5101
B, E -9.375 3.110 .0001
B, F -16.542 3.899 .0001
C, D -3.389 2.847 .0203
C, E -11.833 3.154 .0001
C, F -19.000 3.934 .0001
D, E -8.444 3.035 .0001
D, F -15.611 3.839 .0001
E, F -7.167 4.072 .0008

As the results produced by Groups A, B, and C will require a more extended and in-depth 
rationalization, I will now focus on the analysis of the outcome generated by Groups D and E. These two 
groups, as it happened in the translation task, were significantly different according to the analysis of variance. 
Again, it seems that longer exposure to the target language in the second language community triggers the 
development of vocabulary associative knowledge. However, the Fisher’s PLSD analysis reveals that there is 
also a significant difference between Groups E and F (Crit. Diff. = 4.072; p < 0.0008), that is, Group E did 
not achieve native-like competence, as was the case in the translation task. This piece of evidence shows that 
there are indeed two levels of vocabulary knowledge that develop at quite different rates and ways. Vocabulary 
associative development requires a deeper knowledge of the lexical items that makes the process of this type of 
vocabulary acquisition a more slowly and complex one. Furthermore, and as the results in the association task 
suggest, native-like performance is harder to achieve. On the contrary, development at the translation level 
seems to be more easily obtainable.

9

an extent comparable to a native’s vocabulary repertoire. 
However, is this type of vocabulary knowledge transferable to the association task? That is, does the 

acquisition of lexical associative knowledge parallel the development of vocabulary size? A separate ANOVA 
was run (see Table 4) to determine the interaction between the summed scores in the association task and the 
different proficiency groups. A post-hoc analysis of the results was then performed using the Fisher’s PLSD 
method (Table 5) to establish comparative measures between groups.

Table 4: Means for association
Count Mean

Max.: 50
Std. Dev. Std. Err.

Group A 20 30.4 5.02 1.122

Group B 16 33.125 4.5 1.125

Group C 15 30.667 3.244 0.838

Group D 18 34.056 4.684 1.104

Group E 12 42.5 2.195 0.639

Group F 6 49.667 0.516 0.211

Table 5: Fisher’s PLSD for Association. Significance Level: 5%

Mean Diff Crit. Diff P-Value
A, B -2.725 2.732 .0506
A, C -.267 2.782 .8492
A, D -3.656 2.646 .0074
A, E -12.100 2.974 .0001
A, F -19.267 3.791 .0001
B, C 2.458 2.927 .0986
B, D -.931 2.798 .5101
B, E -9.375 3.110 .0001
B, F -16.542 3.899 .0001
C, D -3.389 2.847 .0203
C, E -11.833 3.154 .0001
C, F -19.000 3.934 .0001
D, E -8.444 3.035 .0001
D, F -15.611 3.839 .0001
E, F -7.167 4.072 .0008

As the results produced by Groups A, B, and C will require a more extended and in-depth 
rationalization, I will now focus on the analysis of the outcome generated by Groups D and E. These two 
groups, as it happened in the translation task, were significantly different according to the analysis of variance. 
Again, it seems that longer exposure to the target language in the second language community triggers the 
development of vocabulary associative knowledge. However, the Fisher’s PLSD analysis reveals that there is 
also a significant difference between Groups E and F (Crit. Diff. = 4.072; p < 0.0008), that is, Group E did 
not achieve native-like competence, as was the case in the translation task. This piece of evidence shows that 
there are indeed two levels of vocabulary knowledge that develop at quite different rates and ways. Vocabulary 
associative development requires a deeper knowledge of the lexical items that makes the process of this type of 
vocabulary acquisition a more slowly and complex one. Furthermore, and as the results in the association task 
suggest, native-like performance is harder to achieve. On the contrary, development at the translation level 
seems to be more easily obtainable.

9

an extent comparable to a native’s vocabulary repertoire. 
However, is this type of vocabulary knowledge transferable to the association task? That is, does the 

acquisition of lexical associative knowledge parallel the development of vocabulary size? A separate ANOVA 
was run (see Table 4) to determine the interaction between the summed scores in the association task and the 
different proficiency groups. A post-hoc analysis of the results was then performed using the Fisher’s PLSD 
method (Table 5) to establish comparative measures between groups.

Table 4: Means for association
Count Mean

Max.: 50
Std. Dev. Std. Err.

Group A 20 30.4 5.02 1.122

Group B 16 33.125 4.5 1.125

Group C 15 30.667 3.244 0.838

Group D 18 34.056 4.684 1.104

Group E 12 42.5 2.195 0.639

Group F 6 49.667 0.516 0.211

Table 5: Fisher’s PLSD for Association. Significance Level: 5%

Mean Diff Crit. Diff P-Value
A, B -2.725 2.732 .0506
A, C -.267 2.782 .8492
A, D -3.656 2.646 .0074
A, E -12.100 2.974 .0001
A, F -19.267 3.791 .0001
B, C 2.458 2.927 .0986
B, D -.931 2.798 .5101
B, E -9.375 3.110 .0001
B, F -16.542 3.899 .0001
C, D -3.389 2.847 .0203
C, E -11.833 3.154 .0001
C, F -19.000 3.934 .0001
D, E -8.444 3.035 .0001
D, F -15.611 3.839 .0001
E, F -7.167 4.072 .0008

As the results produced by Groups A, B, and C will require a more extended and in-depth 
rationalization, I will now focus on the analysis of the outcome generated by Groups D and E. These two 
groups, as it happened in the translation task, were significantly different according to the analysis of variance. 
Again, it seems that longer exposure to the target language in the second language community triggers the 
development of vocabulary associative knowledge. However, the Fisher’s PLSD analysis reveals that there is 
also a significant difference between Groups E and F (Crit. Diff. = 4.072; p < 0.0008), that is, Group E did 
not achieve native-like competence, as was the case in the translation task. This piece of evidence shows that 
there are indeed two levels of vocabulary knowledge that develop at quite different rates and ways. Vocabulary 
associative development requires a deeper knowledge of the lexical items that makes the process of this type of 
vocabulary acquisition a more slowly and complex one. Furthermore, and as the results in the association task 
suggest, native-like performance is harder to achieve. On the contrary, development at the translation level 
seems to be more easily obtainable.

9

an extent comparable to a native’s vocabulary repertoire. 
However, is this type of vocabulary knowledge transferable to the association task? That is, does the 

acquisition of lexical associative knowledge parallel the development of vocabulary size? A separate ANOVA 
was run (see Table 4) to determine the interaction between the summed scores in the association task and the 
different proficiency groups. A post-hoc analysis of the results was then performed using the Fisher’s PLSD 
method (Table 5) to establish comparative measures between groups.

Table 4: Means for association
Count Mean

Max.: 50
Std. Dev. Std. Err.

Group A 20 30.4 5.02 1.122

Group B 16 33.125 4.5 1.125

Group C 15 30.667 3.244 0.838

Group D 18 34.056 4.684 1.104

Group E 12 42.5 2.195 0.639

Group F 6 49.667 0.516 0.211

Table 5: Fisher’s PLSD for Association. Significance Level: 5%

Mean Diff Crit. Diff P-Value
A, B -2.725 2.732 .0506
A, C -.267 2.782 .8492
A, D -3.656 2.646 .0074
A, E -12.100 2.974 .0001
A, F -19.267 3.791 .0001
B, C 2.458 2.927 .0986
B, D -.931 2.798 .5101
B, E -9.375 3.110 .0001
B, F -16.542 3.899 .0001
C, D -3.389 2.847 .0203
C, E -11.833 3.154 .0001
C, F -19.000 3.934 .0001
D, E -8.444 3.035 .0001
D, F -15.611 3.839 .0001
E, F -7.167 4.072 .0008

As the results produced by Groups A, B, and C will require a more extended and in-depth 
rationalization, I will now focus on the analysis of the outcome generated by Groups D and E. These two 
groups, as it happened in the translation task, were significantly different according to the analysis of variance. 
Again, it seems that longer exposure to the target language in the second language community triggers the 
development of vocabulary associative knowledge. However, the Fisher’s PLSD analysis reveals that there is 
also a significant difference between Groups E and F (Crit. Diff. = 4.072; p < 0.0008), that is, Group E did 
not achieve native-like competence, as was the case in the translation task. This piece of evidence shows that 
there are indeed two levels of vocabulary knowledge that develop at quite different rates and ways. Vocabulary 
associative development requires a deeper knowledge of the lexical items that makes the process of this type of 
vocabulary acquisition a more slowly and complex one. Furthermore, and as the results in the association task 
suggest, native-like performance is harder to achieve. On the contrary, development at the translation level 
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that develop at qu�te d�fferent rates and ways . Vocabulary assoc�at�ve develop-
ment requ�res a deeper knowledge of the lex�cal �tems that makes the process of 
th�s type of vocabulary acqu�s�t�on a more slowly and complex one . Furthermore, 
and as the results �n the assoc�at�on task suggest, nat�ve-l�ke performance �s harder 
to ach�eve . On the contrary, development at the translat�on level seems to be 
more eas�ly obta�nable .

As for Groups A, B, and C, the results of the assoc�at�on task showed no 
s�gn�ficant d�fference between Groups A and B (Crit. Diff . = 2 .7�2; p < 0 .506) 
and between Groups B and C (Crit. Diff . = 2 .927; p < 0 .986) . However, �f we 
look at the p-values produced by these three groups w�th respect to Group D, the 
F�sher’s PLSD analys�s shows that wh�le both Groups A and C are s�gn�ficantly 
d�fferent from Group D (Crit. Diff . = 2 .646; p < 0 .0074 and Crit. Diff . = 2 .847; 
p < 0 .020� respect�vely), Group B �s not (Crit. Diff . = 2 .798; p < 0 .5101) . Group 
B scored sl�ghtly h�gher than Group C, produc�ng a non s�gn�ficant d�fference 
between Groups B and D and a s�gn�ficant d�fference between Groups C and 
D . The standard dev�at�on of Groups B (4 .5) and D (4 .6) seemed to �nd�cate 
that there were learners �n Group B that performed l�ke learners �n Group D 
and vice versa . Although �t m�ght appear that th�s unexpected find�ng could be 
due to successful guess�ng, �t should be noted here that the guess�ng factor was 
counterbalanced by tell�ng learners that some �nvented words were �nserted �n 
the test . However, th�s �nformat�on was actually untrue, as all words used �n the 
test d�d ex�st . Th�s procedure �mpl�ed a certa�n degree of decept�on but �t helped 
counteract the guess�ng problem and at the same t�me kept the translat�on task 
�ntact . Part�c�pants were �nformed by the researcher about th�s after the test was 
fin�shed follow�ng the eth�cal regulat�ons establ�shed by the Inst�tut�onal Rev�ew 
Board of the un�vers�ty . Nevertheless, th�s procedure does not guarantee the 
complete neutral�zat�on of the guess�ng problem and does not account for these 
unpred�cted outcomes . 

The s�m�lar results produced by Groups B and D �n the assoc�at�on task mer-
�ted a closer look at the data . In order to ach�eve a better understand�ng of the 
s�tuat�on, a separate analys�s of the three d�fferent categor�es of assoc�at�ons that 
Read (2000) �dent�fied between the two target words was carr�ed out, that �s, 
parad�gmat�c assoc�at�ons (� .e ., synonyms, antonyms, etc .), syntagmat�c assoc�a-
t�ons (� .e ., collocates), and analyt�c assoc�at�ons (� .e . metaphors, metonyms, etc .) . 
Th�s type of lex�cal analys�s �s m�ss�ng �n Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara’s study and �n 
most of the l�terature that has looked at the acqu�s�t�on of vocabulary . However, 
th�s analys�s �s �mportant for �t prov�des valuable ev�dence about the �ntr�cate 
development of vocabulary acqu�s�t�on . 

©2015 The Forum on Education Abroad



119

F r o n t i e r s :  T h e  I n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  J o u r n a l  o f  S t u d y  A b r o a d

10

As for G
roups A, B, and C

, the results of the association task show
ed no significant difference betw

een 
G

roups A and B (C
rit. D

iff. = 2.732; p
< 0.506) and betw

een G
roups B and C

 (C
rit. D

iff. = 2.927; p
<

0.986). H
ow

ever, if w
e look at the p-values produced by these three groups w

ith respect to G
roup D

, the 
Fisher’s PLSD

 analysis show
s that w

hile both G
roups A and C

 are significantly different from
 G

roup D
 (C

rit. 
D

iff. = 2.646; p
< 0.0074 and C

rit. D
iff. = 2.847; p

< 0.0203 respectively), G
roup B is not (C

rit. D
iff. = 

2.798;p
< 0.5101). G

roup B scored slightly higher than G
roup C

, producing a non significant difference 
betw

een G
roups B and D

 and a significant difference betw
een G

roups C
 and D

. T
he standard deviation of 

G
roups B (4.5) and D

 (4.6) seem
ed to indicate that there w

ere learners in G
roup B that perform

ed like 
learners in G

roup D
 and vice versa. Although it m

ight appear that this unexpected finding could be due to 
successful guessing, it should be noted here that the guessing factor w

as counterbalanced by telling learners 
that som

e invented
w

ords w
ere inserted in the test. H

ow
ever, this inform

ation w
as actually untrue, as all 

w
ords used in the test did exist. T

his procedure im
plied a certain degree of deception but it helped counteract 

the guessing problem
 and at the sam

e tim
e kept the translation task intact. Participants w

ere inform
ed by the 

researcher about this after the test w
as finished follow

ing the ethical regulations established by the 
Institutional R

eview
 Board of the university. N

evertheless, this procedure does not guarantee the com
plete 

neutralization of the guessing problem
 and does not account for these unpredicted outcom

es. 
T

he sim
ilar results produced by G

roups B and D
 in the association task m

erited a closer look at the 
data. In order to achieve a better understanding of the situation, a separate analysis of the three different 
categories of associations that R

ead (2000) identified betw
een the tw

o target w
ords w

as carried out, that is, 
paradigm

atic associations (i.e., synonym
s, antonym

s, etc.), syntagm
atic associations (i.e., collocates), and 

analytic associations (i.e. m
etaphors, m

etonym
s, etc.). T

his type of lexical analysis is m
issing in Ife, V

ives 
Boix, and M

eara’s study and in m
ost of the literature that has looked at the acquisition of vocabulary. 

H
ow

ever, this analysis
is im

portant for it provides valuable evidence about the intricate developm
ent of 

vocabulary acquisition. 

Table 6: P
ercentage of correct answ

ers in the association task in relation to proficiency level
N

um
ber of 

item
s

G
roup A

G
roup B

G
roup C

G
roup D

G
roup E

G
roup F

P
aradigm

atic
N

=13
66.92%

72.07%
65.53%

69.61%
87.76%

100%

A
nalytic 

N
=20

65.75%
72.15%

69%
80.8%

92.05%
96.65%

S
yntagm

atic
N

=17
50.29%

40.76%
45.88%

51.94%
74.47%

98.02%

T
he three categories of associations described by R

ead offer us a better interpretation of the results to the 
task. It can be noted that even though G

roups B and D
 w

ere not significantly different for the association 
task, they are indeed distinctive if w

e analyze the paradigm
atic, analytic, and syntagm

atic associations 
separately. T

hus, G
roup D

 scored higher than G
roup B in the item

s w
here the w

ords had either an analytic or 
a syntagm

atic relation, but not in those w
ith a paradigm

atic association. It is also rem
arkable that G

roup A 
also scored higher in this type of association (i.e., paradigm

atic) than G
roup C

 and only 2.69 percentage less 
than G

roup D
. T

hese results suggest that less proficient learners tend to rely m
ore on paradigm

atic 
com

m
unicative strategies than m

ore advanced learners. T
his is to say, at initial levels of language learning, 

students frequently em
ploy strategies such as circum

locutions, antonym
s, synonym

s, etc. to m
ake them

selves 
understood. O

n the other hand, m
ore advanced students do not need to use them

 that often as they becom
e 

m
ore proficient and accurate in their language production.

T
able 7 also show

s that the type of association that caused the m
ost difficulties for the learners w

as the 
syntagm

atic one. T
his category is particularly problem

atic because it requires an explicit know
ledge of w

ord 

Tab���	6:	P�����n�a���	���	���������	an��
����	�n	����	a�����a���n	�a��	�n	�����a���n	��	���������n��	�������

©2015 The Forum on Education Abroad



120

A n t o n i o  F.  J i m é n e z  J i m é n e z

The three categor�es of assoc�at�ons descr�bed by Read offer us a bet-
ter �nterpretat�on of the results to the task . It can be noted that even though 
Groups B and D were not s�gn�ficantly d�fferent for the assoc�at�on task, they 
are �ndeed d�st�nct�ve �f we analyze the parad�gmat�c, analyt�c, and syntagmat�c 
assoc�at�ons separately . Thus, Group D scored h�gher than Group B �n the �tems 
where the words had e�ther an analyt�c or a syntagmat�c relat�on, but not �n 
those w�th a parad�gmat�c assoc�at�on . It �s also remarkable that Group A also 
scored h�gher �n th�s type of assoc�at�on (� .e ., parad�gmat�c) than Group C and 
only 2 .69 percentage less than Group D . These results suggest that less profic�ent 
learners tend to rely more on parad�gmat�c commun�cat�ve strateg�es than more 
advanced learners . Th�s �s to say, at �n�t�al levels of language learn�ng, students 
frequently employ strateg�es such as c�rcumlocut�ons, antonyms, synonyms, etc . 
to make themselves understood . On the other hand, more advanced students do 
not need to use them that often as they become more profic�ent and accurate �n 
the�r language product�on .

Table 6 also shows that the type of assoc�at�on that caused the most d�f-
ficult�es for the learners was the syntagmat�c one . Th�s category �s part�cularly 
problemat�c because �t requ�res an expl�c�t knowledge of word frequency and 
collocat�ons �n the target language that the other two assoc�at�ve categor�es do 
not need . Although the successful guess�ng factor was targeted by tell�ng learn-
ers that there were �nvented words �n the test, the problem may not have been 
completely deact�vated . Successful guess�ng may have had a stronger �mpact on 
th�s category, as the unforeseen �ncons�stency among the groups shows, scor�ng, 
for �nstance, Group A h�gher than Group B, and Group C and almost equal�ng 
Group D . However, th�s var�ab�l�ty �n the figures d�sappears �n Group E, where 
we find a qu�te cons�derable �mprovement (22 .5� percentage of d�fference w�th 
respect to the preced�ng group) . The move from Group E to F �s also substant�al 
as the figures show (from 74 .47% �n Group E to 98 .02% �n Group F) . 

Th�s pattern descr�bed for the syntagmat�c category does not apply to the 
other two types of assoc�at�ons . The var�ab�l�ty �n the analyt�c category �s not that 
startl�ng and, although no development �s noted among Groups A, B, and C, 
there �s an �mportant d�fference �n Group D w�th respect to the prev�ous ones . 
Group E scored only 4 .40% lower than the group of nat�ve speakers . For the par-
ad�gmat�c category, aga�n no apprec�able d�fference �s observed between Groups 
A, B, and C . As was ment�oned prev�ously, Group D, although sl�ghtly better 
than Group C, scored 2 .4% less than Group B and only 2 .7% more than Group 
A . There �s, however, a cons�derable d�fference between these four groups and 
Group E and aga�n between Groups E and F . 
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In summary, �f we take a developmental approach �n the acqu�s�t�on of the 
three levels of assoc�at�ve knowledge descr�bed by Read, there �s no apprec�able 
d�fference between Groups A, B, and C �n any of the three categor�es . There �s 
a substant�al d�fference between these groups and Group D �n analyt�c knowl-
edge but not �n the syntagmat�c and parad�gmat�c categor�es . Group E scored 
s�gn�ficantly h�gher �n the three categor�es �n relat�on to the preced�ng groups 
and almost equal�ng Group F �n the analyt�c assoc�at�ons .

In relat�on to our hypotheses, the ev�dence collected for th�s study �nd�cates 
that:

1 .  In classroom sett�ngs, the vocabulary knowledge of the language 
learners d�d not �mprove s�gn�f�cantly from level to level �n terms of 
both vocabulary s�ze, and depth of lex�cal knowledge . 

2 .  In study abroad contexts, the vocabulary knowledge of the language 
learners d�d �mprove over t�me �n terms of both vocabulary s�ze, and 
depth of lex�cal knowledge .

The second conclus�on �s cons�stent w�th Ife, V�ves Bo�x, and Meara’s study, 
as they observed that study abroad students make overall s�gn�ficant progress dur-
�ng the�r per�od abroad both �n relat�on to the number of lex�cal �tems ga�ned and 
�n relat�on to the assoc�at�ve knowledge of the lex�con . However, they not�ced a 
trend towards the advanced learners mak�ng more progress �n assoc�at�ve knowl-
edge that �n knowledge of d�screte �tems . Th�s last find�ng �s not supported �n th�s 
study �f we look at the overall results �n both the translat�on and the assoc�at�on 
tasks �n Figure �, where the d�fference between Groups D and E was sl�ghtly 
h�gher �n the translat�on task (+18 .52%) than �n the assoc�at�on task (+16 .89%) . 
In fact, the results of the present study suggest that, prov�ded enough exposure to 
the target language �n the second language commun�ty, nat�ve-l�ke competence 
can be ach�eved �n terms of vocabulary s�ze, wh�le th�s �s harder to accompl�sh as 
regards depth of vocabulary knowledge . 

C o n c l u s i o n s

The type of analys�s conducted throughout th�s paper �s normally absent �n 
the vocabulary acqu�s�t�on l�terature . The mult�faceted study of lex�con devel-
opment at �ts d�fferent levels br�ngs to l�ght the convoluted nature of the process 
of vocabulary acqu�s�t�on . In order to ga�n a better understand�ng of lex�con 
development �n all �ts levels and complex�ty, study abroad students were com-
pared w�th fore�gn language classroom learners . 
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The results of the present study suggest that classroom �nstruct�on does not 
foster lex�con development ne�ther �n s�ze nor �n depth of vocabulary knowledge . 
In relat�on to th�s deeper level of lex�cal knowledge, there �s ev�dence that �nd�-
cates that analyt�c and parad�gmat�c assoc�at�ons are more l�kely to be acqu�red 
�n classroom contexts than syntagmat�c ones . In contrast, study abroad students 
exper�ence an �ncrease �n both levels, �mprov�ng at the breadth level to a greater 
extent than at the assoc�at�ve one . Add�t�onally, nat�ve-l�ke competence can be 
ach�eved �n terms of vocabulary s�ze prov�ded enough exposure to the target lan-
guage �n the second language commun�ty . Conversely, nat�ve-l�ke profic�ency at 
the assoc�at�ve knowledge �s harder to accompl�sh . A subd�v�s�on of th�s asso-
c�at�ve knowledge �nto the three ment�oned categor�es �nd�cates that a per�od 
of study abroad of around 6 months (Group D) seems to foster �mprovement 
�n analyt�c assoc�at�ons wh�le there �s no effect �n the syntagmat�c and parad�g-
mat�c categor�es . A more extended stay �n the L2 commun�ty (Group E) seems 
to tr�gger vocabulary development �n all three categor�es . However, wh�le there �s 
a remarkable expans�on of syntagmat�c knowledge, �t �s nevertheless st�ll far from 
be�ng nat�ve-l�ke . 

The find�ngs reported �n th�s paper suggest that deeper level of vocabulary 
knowledge �s more l�kely to be acqu�red �n study abroad contexts s�nce classroom 
�nstruct�on does not seem to offer the appropr�ate elements to tr�gger �ts devel-
opment . Th�s find�ng should promote future stud�es to look for ways to �mprove 
vocabulary teach�ng �n classroom contexts as the methods used �n today’s teach-
�ng do not seem to be very effect�ve �n th�s aspect . Th�s paper also a�ms to gen-
erate awareness among researchers �n the field of appl�ed l�ngu�st�cs about the 
�mportance of study�ng vocabulary acqu�s�t�on �n all �ts layers for �t can be a good 
�nd�cator of students’ overall language �mprovement (M�lton and Meara 1995) . 
For that purpose, the tests used for �ts study should be further developed and 
�mproved so that they enable us to make more accurate assessments on vocabu-
lary knowledge . The results descr�bed here should also d�vulge the �mportance 
that study abroad programs have �n language development . 
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