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This study investigated whether or not there is any difference in the extent to which 

incidental vocabulary learning takes place according to the presence of background 

knowledge. Along with background knowledge, three other variables such as reading 

comprehension ability, reading strategies, and knowledge of words were examined to 

determine how each variable contributes to incidental vocabulary learning. The data 

from two groups of 60 second grade students in a Korean middle school was analyzed 

in this research, and the followings were measured: the use of reading strategies, 

reading comprehension ability, knowledge of passage sight vocabulary, background 

knowledge on a text, and knowledge of target words. The findings revealed that the 

participants inferred the meaning of unknown words better when they had more 

background knowledge. Each of the four variables was a significant predictor of their 

incidental vocabulary learning and played a facilitative role in the lexical inferencing 

process. The results are discussed in terms of the conditions for efficient incidental 

vocabulary learning through reading.  

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  

 

Second Language (L2) vocabulary learning has been considered an important factor on 

overall L2 learning (Asgari & Mustapha, 2011; Gass, 1999; Park, 2001). In particular, 

successful L2 reading comprehension has been found to depend on the knowledge of L2 

vocabulary (Haynes & Baker, 1993; Horst, Cobb, & Meara, 1998; Paribakht & Wesche, 

1999; Swanborn & Glopper, 1999). 

Moreover, as competence to understand texts in English is required in order for L2 

learners to perform well in academic fields, the importance of L2 vocabulary learning has 

been more recognized.  

Plenty of research regarding effective vocabulary teaching and learning has been 
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conducted (Huckin & Coady, 1999; Nation & Chung, 2009; Richards, 1976; Stahl & 

Fairbanks, 1986). In large, the studies can be divided into two categories according to 

whether the study focuses on vocabulary learning per se (intentional vocabulary learning) 

or on other cognitive activities such as listening and reading comprehension (incidental 

vocabulary learning). With the approach of intentional vocabulary learning, EFL learners 

with limited vocabulary knowledge can take benefit as target words are directly introduced 

to them. However, it is evident that whole L2 vocabulary cannot be taught in classes. 

Hence, intentional vocabulary learning needs to be compensated by an incidental approach 

that enables learners to extend their vocabulary when they are engaged in comprehension 

activities. In addition, it is regarded as a pedagogically efficient method in developing L2 

vocabulary (Huckin & Coady, 1999).  

Likewise, many researchers agreed upon a facilitative role of an incidental approach in 

L2 vocabulary learning. However, gaps in lexical gains among L2 learners have been also 

observed (Bensoussan & Laufer, 1984; Hulstijn, 1992). That is, some L2 learners take 

more benefits from incidental vocabulary learning while others’ lexical gains are low. In 

order to understand factors that contribute to the individual gaps, reader variables on 

incidental vocabulary learning have been studied.  

One of variables that has been suggested is reading comprehension ability of L2 learners. 

Herman (1985) claimed that the extent to which incidental vocabulary learning occurs 

depends on L2 learners’ reading comprehension ability. In other words, L2 learners with 

good reading comprehension ability are at an advantage in vocabulary learning through an 

incidental approach (İstifçi, 2009) while underdeveloped reading comprehension ability 

hampered vocabulary learning process (Koda, 1996). However, it has been also argued 

that L2 reading comprehension ability does not function as a variable in incidental 

vocabulary learning (Hulstijn, Hollander, & Greidanus, 1996; Walker, 1983). Thus, more 

research is necessary to better understand the relationship between reading comprehension 

ability and incidental vocabulary learning. 

In addition, knowledge of L2 vocabulary is considered one of factors in incidental 

vocabulary learning. Research has proven that the more L2 learners understand meanings 

of L2 vocabulary, the better they acquire meanings of target words (van Daalen-Kapteijns, 

Elshout-Mohr, & de Glopper, 2001). Most research on this matter has focused on the 

relationship between general vocabulary knowledge and incidental vocabulary learning. 

The knowledge of words in specific texts have been rarely examined (Pulido, 2003). The 

current study aims to better understand the relationship between the knowledge of 

vocabulary and possible L2 vocabulary gains as well as to give more practical implication 

in L2 classes.  

Another variable that has been suggested is background knowledge. It has been found 

that L2 learners who have background knowledge about texts are more likely to infer 
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meaning of unknown words correctly (Adams, 1982; de Bot, Paribakht, & Wesche, 1997). 

Kim (2010) also argued that L2 learners’ inferential process for unknown words needs to 

be understood in the frame of schema theory. The point to be made here is that the 

previous research has examined background knowledge by either using topic familiarity 

questionnaires or providing the participants with the background knowledge. In order to 

accurately measure the extent to which L2 learners have background knowledge, both 

methods are necessary to be conducted in research.  

Along with three variables, reading strategies are postulated to function as a determinant 

of incidental vocabulary learning. When L2 learners use reading strategies frequently, they 

are engaged in active reading. In turn, active reading can function as a facilitative 

condition for incidental vocabulary learning to take place (Haastrup, 1991). However, 

there has not been research specifically investigating the relationship between reading 

strategies and incidental vocabulary learning. 

As reported above, many studies have been conducted to examine the relationship 

between reader variables and incidental vocabulary learning. However, refinement of the 

model explaining incidental vocabulary learning is still necessary (Pulido, 2003). In 

addition, the research on this matter has been scarce in a Korean EFL setting. Thus, the 

present study aims at examining the role of these four reader variables in explaining 

Korean EFL learners’ incidental vocabulary learning.  

 

 

II. BACKGROUND 

 

The significance of second language (L2) vocabulary has been accepted by many 

researchers and practitioners (Griffiths, 2006; Nation, 1990) as it plays an important role in 

overall process of L2 learning. Gass (1999) stressed the importance of vocabulary learning 

by stating that learning L2 means learning its vocabulary. It was also claimed that 

insufficient understanding of vocabulary in L2 limits the language use of L2 learners 

(Asgari & Mustapha, 2011). Particularly, knowledge of vocabulary is a key factor that 

accounts for both poor and successful reading comprehension. For example, robust 

relationship between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension ability has been 

observed at various levels of L2 literacy (Paribakht & Wesche, 1999). In order for 

successful reading comprehension to take place, L2 readers need to understand 95% of 

words present in a text (Laufer, 1989). Acquiring vocabulary becomes one of crucial 

determinants for academic success because L2 readers need to comprehend authentic 

academic texts that are not adapted for their limited L2 vocabulary (Laufer & Yano, 2001). 

As L2 vocabulary learning has been recognized to have a strong effect on overall L2 

learning, approaches for improving L2 learners’ understanding of vocabulary have been 
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suggested. Largely, the approaches can be categorized into two types of L2 vocabulary 

learning, namely, intentional vocabulary learning and incidental vocabulary learning (Yali, 

2010). Intentional vocabulary learning refers to the designed learning process and it can be 

planned by teachers and learners; whereas, incidental vocabulary learning indicates 

accidental vocabulary acquisition as a by-product of other cognitive activities such as 

reading and listening comprehension (Gass, 1999). L2 learners’ chief interest rests not on 

learning target words but on comprehension of texts when they read texts.  

In terms of effectiveness on L2 lexical gains, each approach can give different benefits. 

With the approach of intentional vocabulary learning, L2 learners’ attention can be directly 

drawn to vocabulary since target words are presented explicitly to them. Besides, it would 

be advantageous for L2 learners with small vocabulary size who need direct instructions 

for basic level of vocabulary. However, it is criticized for its decontextualized way of 

introducing vocabulary since words become a target of memorization rather than a tool for 

communication (Laufer, 2006). On the contrary, the counterpart provides L2 learners with 

experiences of contextualized vocabulary learning, which would enrich their knowledge 

and use of vocabulary (Huckin & Coady, 1999). Moreover, it is essential in learning words 

because whole vocabulary cannot be covered by direct instructions (Walters, 2004). In 

particular, it has been claimed that vocabulary learning is facilitated when an incidental 

approach involves L2 learners’ reading comprehension process. Nattinger (1998) argued 

that L2 learners can learn meanings of words best when they encounter unfamiliar words 

in texts.  

However, in spite of the proponents’ claims for incidental vocabulary learning, the 

empirical studies on incidental vocabulary learning have reported inconsistent results. For 

example, Elley and Mungubhai (1983) who examined vocabulary leaning of Fijian L2 

learners reported that vocabulary gains were observed subsequently while the participants 

were engaged in a reading program. In a longitudinal study of a Japanese L2 learner’s 

vocabulary learning, Parry (1993) noticed the participant’s vocabulary growth over time as 

a result of recursive encounters of unfamiliar words in a textbook. However, other research 

demonstrated that incidental vocabulary learning through reading is not always effective. 

Haynes (1993) and Hulstijn (1992) have found learning vocabulary from reading texts is 

inefficient for L2 learners who cannot notice sufficient context clues to infer meanings of 

unknown words. Huckin and Coady (1999) also pointed out that reading does not 

automatically ensure successful learning of unfamiliar words because there are other 

variables such as learners’ attention and general vocabulary knowledge of learners.  

Likewise, L2 readers’ individual differences in learning L2 vocabulary through an 

incidental approach have been observed. In order to find out the factors that make the 

individual differences, additional research has been conducted and several variables have 

been suggested. One of the factors that has been considered to determine the extent to 
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which incidental vocabulary learning occurs is L2 learners’ reading ability (Chern, 1993; 

İstifçi, 2009; Konopak, 1988b; Pulido, 2003). Chern (1993) investigated L2 learners’ 

lexical inferencing when they read an expository text, and concluded that the L2 learners 

with higher L2 reading proficiency were more competent in learning the meanings of 

unfamiliar words than those with a lower level of reading proficiency. İstifçi (2009) 

compared the lexical gain of L2 learners with an intermediate level of reading ability and 

that of L2 learners with a low-intermediate level, and reported similar results with Chern’s 

study. It was found that the L2 learners with superior reading ability were better in 

inferencing the meanings of words than those with lower reading ability. Along with these 

empirical studies, there is theoretical support for postulating reading comprehension ability 

as one of the variables (Pulido, 2003). L2 readers with good reading ability are equipped 

with basic reading skills such as decoding and syntactic skills. These skills would enable 

them to invest their cognitive efforts in constructing representations of ideas from texts and 

would facilitate access to their background knowledge. That is, advanced L2 readers have 

more abundant contextual clues to infer meanings of unknown words. In turn, a more 

successful result of incidental vocabulary learning during reading is expected to take place. 

Unlike advanced L2 readers, basic reading skills of L2 readers with low reading ability 

tend to be underdeveloped and this would limit the access to their background knowledge 

and constrain their comprehension of texts. For this reason, lexical inferencing of L2 

readers with low reading ability would be hampered, thereby resulting in a low likelihood 

of L2 vocabulary learning through reading (Just & Carpenter, 1992; Koda, 1996) 

Additionally, another variable that has been investigated is existing vocabulary 

knowledge of L2 learners. Swanborn and Glopper (1999) commented that existing 

vocabulary knowledge of L2 learners facilitates incidental vocabulary learning. It has been 

found that, acquiring target words through reading is more likely to occur when L2 

learners understand surrounding words in texts. On the other hand, when L2 learners have 

limited knowledge of vocabulary, their process of acquiring vocabulary through reading is 

hindered (Shefelbine, 1990). As a whole, the research on the effect of L2 learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge on incidental vocabulary learning can be divided into two types: 

the investigation of the effect of L2 learners’ general vocabulary knowledge1 and passage 

sight vocabulary (PSV)2 on incidental vocabulary learning. In terms of the effect of 

general vocabulary knowledge, many studies have demonstrated a positive correlation 

between knowledge in general vocabulary and lexical gains via reading (Haynes & Baker, 

                                          

1 General vocabulary knowledge indicates vocabulary knowledge in general. The term is used to 
contrast with knowledge of passage sight vocabulary (Pulido & Hambrick, 2008). 

2 Knowledge of passage sight vocabulary (PSV) refers to understanding of words specifically 
related to particular passage. Function words, cognates, and target words are not included in 
passage sight vocabulary (Pulido, 2003). 
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1993; Horst, Cobb, & Meara, 1998). Regarding PSV, Pulido (2003) proved that L2 PSV is 

one of significant determinants of incidental vocabulary learning. Na and Nation (1985) 

argued that readers infer meanings of target words more successfully when they know 

other words in the surrounding context in texts. However, research investigating an impact 

of PSV on incidental vocabulary learning has been scarce (Pulido, 2003). More research 

interest on the relationship between PSV and incidental vocabulary learning is necessary to 

better understand conditions where L2 learners’ lexical gains are increased.  

As well as reading ability and word knowledge, their background knowledge on topics 

of texts is regarded as one of the factors that has an impact on incidental vocabulary 

learning. It was claimed that L2 readers with prior knowledge of texts are more likely to 

infer meanings of words correctly (de Bot, Paribakht & Wesche, 1997). This can be 

attributed to the role of background knowledge. As activation of background knowledge 

facilitates construction of meanings at a discourse level, it would also assist construction of 

meanings at a lexical level (Pulido, 2003). Moreover, the empirical findings indicate that 

L2 learners utilize their prior knowledge on topics of texts when they guess meanings of 

unknown words (Paribakht & Wesche, 1999) and inference was more successful when 

they were instructed to use their background knowledge (Adams, 1982). In specific, the 

previous research has investigated the background knowledge on the texts in different 

ways. For example, Pulido (2003) assessed the background knowledge by using the topic 

familiarity questionnaire while Adams (1982) provided the treatment group with 

background knowledge to compare vocabulary learning outcomes with a non-treatment 

group in the intervention study. According to Spyridakis and Wenger (1991), measuring 

background knowledge with a questionnaire is the most logical and common method. 

However, there is possibility that the responses in the questionnaire do not reflect the 

extent to which participants actually have background knowledge. On the other hand, 

Stahl et al. (1989) stated that training participants with background knowledge is an 

obvious way to control the effect of topic familiarity of participants. Thus, providing 

background knowledge as well as using a topic familiarity questionnaire appears to be the 

more evident method to investigate the extent to which participants have background 

knowledge. For this reason, additional intervention studies need to be conducted to better 

understand the effect of background knowledge on incidental vocabulary learning. 

Moreover, research investigating the role of background knowledge with other factors of 

incidental vocabulary learning is called for because each factor has been explored 

individually in most studies (Kim, 2010).  

L2 learners’ use of reading strategies can be an important determinant of incidental 

vocabulary learning. Huckin and Coady (1999) mentioned that successful inference of 

word meanings depends on appropriate use of reading strategies as well as on L2 readers’ 

word knowledge. There is a theoretical support for hypothesizing that reading strategies 
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are one of the variables of incidental vocabulary learning. When reading strategies are 

utilized, readers are engaged in active reading (İstifçi, 2009). For example, they review the 

overall content of texts to compare it with their background knowledge and check their 

understanding of texts (Mokhtari & Sheorey, 2002). In turn, readers, involved in active 

reading, are more likely to infer meanings of unknown words correctly (Haastrup, 1991). 

In the same vein, Joe (1995) commented that, in the study examining lexical gains through 

reading and retelling tasks, readers who put effort in understanding texts are more likely to 

learn words through reading. Despite this theoretical support, there seems to be no 

empirical research that shows the effect of reading strategies on incidental vocabulary 

learning. Therefore, it is highly necessary to investigate the effect of reading strategies on 

incidental vocabulary learning through reading.  

As theoretical explanations and empirical findings suggest, reading comprehension 

ability and PSV can be factors that determine the extent to which incidental vocabulary 

learning would occur. Despite the robust evidence of research displaying that high reading 

ability enables readers to learn more words through an incidental approach, a relatively 

small number of studies have been conducted in a Korean EFL setting (Cho, 2007). The 

findings from those studies have been inconsistent. For example, Sin (2005) and Cho 

(2007) reported that readers with high reading proficiency outperform those with low 

reading proficiency in lexical inferencing. On the contrary, Kim (2010) demonstrated that 

reading proficiency did not play a significant role in lexical inferencing. Also, the research 

on the impact of PSV has rarely been conducted in the field of L2 education (Kim, 2010; 

Pulido, 2003). Thus, further research examining Korean EFL learners’ reading ability and 

PSV in relation with incidental vocabulary learning is necessary. Intervention studies 

investigating the effect of background knowledge on incidental vocabulary learning are 

also needed as relying solely on topic familiarity surveys might not correctly measure 

actual background knowledge of L2 learners. Theoretical claims suggested that reading 

strategies can function as a factor determining the amount of incidental vocabulary 

learning. Nevertheless, to our knowledge, no research has been conducted to investigate 

the effect of reading strategies on lexical gains through reading. Thus, the present study is 

aimed at investigating the impact of these four variables on predicting incidental 

vocabulary learning. The point to be clarified here is that learning vocabulary means 

acquiring information not only on the semantic aspect of words but also on the syntactic 

aspect as well (Gass, 1999). However, the current study exclusively focuses on L2 learners’ 

understanding of word meanings because incidental vocabulary learning is mainly 

achieved through L2 learners’ inference of word meanings (Fraser, 1999). Based on the 

findings and limitations of the previous research, the present study attempts to investigate 

whether there are any differences in incidental vocabulary learning between Korean EFL 

learners with background knowledge and without background knowledge. Also, this study 
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is aimed to measure the impact of four variables on Korean EFL learners’ incidental 

vocabulary learning through reading and to examine whether the effect of background 

knowledge treatment is still present when other variables are accounted for. The following 

research questions guided the current study: 

 

1. Is there any difference in the extent to which incidental vocabulary learning occurs 

between Korean EFL students who have more background knowledge on a text and 

who have less? 

2. Which of the reader-based variables, such as reading comprehension ability, 

knowledge of passage sight words, use of reading strategies, and background 

knowledge, have significant impact on L2 incidental vocabulary gains through 

reading?  

 

 

III. RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

1. Subjects 

 

Originally 83 students attending a public middle school in Anseong, Korea, participated 

in the current study. All participants were female second grade students. The participants 

had been learning English as a foreign language in a school setting for approximately six 

years. They were placed in two advanced English classes according to their performance 

on a school-designed English test, consisting of reading comprehension and grammar 

items. Forty one students were enrolled in one advanced class and the rest of students in 

another advanced class. Both classes were taught by the same female teacher.  

After all participants took the word translation test consisting of 129 items, eleven 

words were identified to be unknown by the sixty students. Since the unknown words were 

regarded as the target words in this study, only the data from the sixty students was 

collected and analyzed. The data from the rest of the students was not used. Among sixty 

students, each half of them attended in the same class. 

The sixty participants’ average score on the English section in the National Academic 

Ability Test, developed by the Seoul Metropolitan Office of Education in 2004, was 83.20 

while the perfect score was 100. The score ranged from 48 to 100 (SD = 14.67). According 

to the norm of the National Academic Ability Test, 31 of them were advanced level (top 27 

percentages) and 29 were intermediate level. In particular, 19 participants were upper-

intermediate (ranked 28~53 percentages) and 10 were lower-intermediate (ranked 54~72 

percentages).  
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2. Material  

 

One English expository text was employed for the experiment in this study. The title of 

the expository text was “World Obesity: Whose fault is it?” and it was taken from an EFL 

reading book written by a native speaker of English (Pavlik, 2005). The readability level of 

the text was 8.9 according to the Flesch-Kincaid formula (Flesch, 1948). The text 

contained 427 words and 11 of them were the target words (suffer, glutton, obesity, 

nutrition, corpulent, contain, expert, sedentary, consume, unfortunately, affect). Before the 

participants read the English expository text in the experiment, 30 students of the treatment 

group for the background knowledge read a Korean expository text regarding the change 

of obesity rate in Australia. The Korean text was used to provide the participants of the 

treatment group with the background knowledge relevant to the topic of the English 

expository text.  

 

3. Measurement  

 

1) Reading Comprehension Ability Test 

 

The participants’ reading comprehension ability was measured from the English section 

of the National Academic Ability Test, developed by the Seoul Metropolitan Office of 

Education. The test was employed because the national distribution of scores is provided. 

In this test, the participants answered 25 test items in total. Each test item was worth 4 

points and the possible total score range was from 0 to 100. As the test was comprised of 

the 8 listening comprehension and 17 reading comprehension test items, responses of 8 

listening comprehension items were not included in measuring reading comprehension 

ability. Thus, the possible reading comprehension score range was from 0 to 68. There 

were 17 different passages in the reading test and all of the test items were multiple-choice 

questions. Cronbach’s alpha for this test was .84.  

 

2) Passage Sight Vocabulary  

 

The knowledge of the words within the passage was measured through a translation 

(English to Korean, L2-L1) test. In the word test, the function words in the texts were 

excluded. The number of items in the word test was 129 and each item was worth 1 point. 

The result of the test revealed that the participants did not understand 11 words in the text. 

Thus, 11 words were chosen as the target words, and the rest of the words (118 words) 

were counted as the passage sight vocabulary. That is, 118 questions in the word test were 

regarded as the items in the passage sight vocabulary test. Cronbach’s alpha for the 
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passage sight vocabulary test was .76. Examples of passage sight vocabulary test items are 

as follows: 

 

* Write the meaning of the following words in Korean. 

Words Meaning (in Korean) 

Health  

Increase  

 

3) Topic Familiarity Test 

 

The extent to which the participants considered they had background knowledge was 

measured by a topic familiarity test. The test consists of three items in regard to the topic 

of the experiment text. The items are as follows: 1) I have the recent information about the 

change in obesity rate around the world; 2) I can think of several causes responsible for the 

change of the obesity rate; and 3) I can think of several problems caused by obesity. The 

participants were told to choose the most appropriate answer among three choices: 1) I 

never have the relevant information; 2) I almost have the relevant information; and 3) I 

have the relevant information.  

 

4) Reading Strategies  

 

To measure the participants’ reading strategies, the Survey of Reading Strategies (SORS) 

developed by Mokhtari and Sheorey (2002) was employed. SORS was chosen over direct 

measurements such as interview and think-aloud because the participants, the Korean EFL 

learners, were not accustomed to these measurements. Specifically, in regard to an 

interview method, there was underlying assumption that the participants’ responses would 

be affected by their perception of what their teacher expects. Concerning think-alouds, 

examinees need to be equipped with necessary skills to verbalize their cognitive process. 

Otherwise, it is difficult to measure their actual use of reading strategies, and it is not 

certain that think-alouds reflect actual cognitive process of examinees (Ericsson, 2006). In 

addition, another rationale behind choosing SORS was that the test was originally 

developed to measure non-native English speakers’ use of reading strategies, particularly 

focused on adults and adolescent L2 readers. 

SORS is composed of three categories of reading strategies, namely, global, problem 

solving, and support strategies. Global strategy (13 items) indicates techniques for 

monitoring the overall reading process such as reminding of the purpose of reading and 

previewing texts. Problem solving strategy (8 items) is the technique readers use when 
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they encounter difficulty in understanding texts such as rereading and adjusting speed of 

reading. Supporting strategy (9 items) refers to the techniques that assist comprehension of 

texts such as taking notes and underlining parts of texts. SORS consists of 30 items and 

has a 5 point Likert scale that ranges from 1 (“I never or almost never use this”) to 5 (“I 

always or almost always use this”). One item that asks the extent to which readers consult 

reference materials (e.g., a dictionary) was not presented because using reference materials 

was not allowed. Two items in regard to using tables, figures, and typographical features 

were excluded because the texts in this study did not contain any of them. In total, 27 

items among 30 were used in this study. SORS was provided both in Korean and English 

and it was translated by the researcher and reviewed by two graduate school students in the 

department of English Language Education. The reported reliability coefficient for this 

survey was .93 (see Appendix A). 

 

5) Cloze Test  

 

The participants’ lexical gains through reading were measured by a multiple-choice 

cloze test. The cloze test was used because it is the more contextualized way to assess the 

participants’ inference on lexical meanings of the target words (Read, 1993). The test was 

comprised of 11 target word items and each item was worth 1 point. The participants were 

required to fill in the blank with the most appropriate word among 5 words. Cronbach’s 

alpha for this test was .71. An example of cloze test items is as follows:  

 

(1) Coffee, green tea, coke ______ caffeine. Besides, coffee might ______ sugar. 

Therefore, you have to be careful not to drink a lot of coffee.  

�consume � contain � reveal � require � appear 

 

4. Procedure 

 

Two groups of the Korean EFL students (60 students) participated in this study 

separately during the regular EFL classes under their EFL teacher’s guidance. The students 

in the same group were also enrolled in the same EFL class. The students’ scores on the 

English section of the National Academic Ability Test were compared between the two 

groups to verify the homogeneity of language proficiency. The two groups of students 

were not statistically different in their English proficiency level (t = .843, p = .40). The 

result of t-test indicated the two groups could be considered homogeneous in terms of 

English language proficiency.  

In order to investigate the reading comprehension ability, the participants were asked to 

complete the English section in the National Academic Ability Test. The test was 
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conducted during 45 minutes as the test was designed to. After that, the participants 

answered the Survey of Reading Strategies (SORS) and took the word translation test. The 

given time for SORS was 10 minutes and 15 minutes for the word test. In the following 

week, the experiment group of 30 participants read the Korean text that shared the similar 

topic with the English text in the Korean language and literature class. On the following 

day, all of the participants were required to answer the topic familiarity test to ascertain 

whether the participants considered they had the background knowledge in regard to the 

topic. After a two-day interval, the two groups of participants read the English expository 

text in their regular EFL class. Before they read, they were informed that they would read 

a text and complete the passage reading comprehension test concerning the text. The time 

allowed for reading and completing the comprehension questions was 20 minutes. The 

comprehension items were included to engage the participants in active reading and the 

total number of the items was 9. However, they were not informed that they would have 

the vocabulary cloze test because this study was intended to investigate incidental 

vocabulary learning. As Hulstijn (2006) argues, in incidental vocabulary learning, 

participants should not be forewarned before reading that they would be engaged in 

vocabulary learning tasks. Thus, the participants in this study focused on the reading 

comprehension process rather than vocabulary learning. After the reading task was 

finished, in order to measure their understanding of the target words in the text, the 

participants were required to complete a vocabulary cloze test. The given time for the 

cloze test was 15 minutes. The time intervals between each task in this study were 

different because tasks had to be rescheduled according to the school events and the 

overall class schedules in the school.  

 

 

IV. RESULTS 

 

In order to first examine whether there were any differences between the background 

knowledge treatment group and the control group, a series of t-tests were conducted. The t-

tests were used to compare the participants’ responses of the topic familiarity questionnaire, 

the performance on the passage reading comprehension test, and on the vocabulary cloze 

test as seen in Table 1. Specifically, in terms of the cloze test, the treatment and control 

group were compared according to the participants’ levels of English proficiency (see 

Table 2 and Table 3).  

As presented in Table 1, the score of the topic familiarity questionnaire was significantly 

higher in the background knowledge treatment group than in the control group (t = 8.87, p 

< .001). That is, the participants in the treatment group were more likely to consider they 

had the relevant background than other participants in general. This might indicate that 
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providing the background knowledge made the difference in the participants’ recognition 

of familiarity with the topic. The passage reading comprehension test measured the extent 

to which the participants comprehended the experiment text. The treatment group gained 

slightly more points on the comprehension test than the rest of the participants. However, 

no significant difference in the performance on the passage reading test was found 

between two groups (t = 1.79, p < .10). In terms of the vocabulary cloze test, the treatment 

group scored significantly higher than the other group overall (t = 2.70, p < .01). In other 

words, the participants who were given the background knowledge about the topic of the 

experiment text performed better in inferencing the meanings of the target words in the 

text. 

 

TABLE 1 

Means and Standard Deviations of the Topic Familiarity Questionnaire,  

the Passage Reading Comprehension Test, and the Vocabulary Cloze Test  

 

BK 

treatment group 

Non-treatment 

group t 

(p) Mean 

(SD) 

Mean 

(SD) 

Topic familiarity 

questionnaire 

7.63 

(1.22) 

4.50 

(1.50) 

8.87 

(.000***) 

Passage reading 

comprehension test 

3.97 

(1.67) 

3.27 

(1.34) 

1.79 

(.078~)  

Vocabulary cloze test 
4.67 

(2.92) 

2.83 

(2.31)  

2.70 

(.009**) 

~p < .10, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

As Table 2 illustrates, the participants with the advanced English proficiency in the 

treatment group performed better in inferencing lexical meanings than the participants 

with the advanced English proficiency in the control group. However, only .1 level of 

statistical significance was found in the difference in the score of the vocabulary cloze test 

between the participants who received the background knowledge treatment and the 

participants who did not (t = 1.91, p < .10). Thus, this might indicate that there was almost 

no effect of the background knowledge treatment on the lexical inferencing of the 

advanced level of the participants. However, at the same time, this result might be 

attributed to the insufficient number of cases. More cases were necessary to obtain 

statistical power.  
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TABLE 2  

Means and Standard Deviations of the Vocabulary Cloze Test in the Advanced Group 

 

BK 

treatment group  

(N = 15) 

Non-treatment group 

(N = 16) t 

(p) 
Mean 

(SD) 

Mean 

(SD) 

Vocabulary cloze 

test 

4.87 

(1.77) 

3.81 

(1.28) 

1.91 

(.066~) 

~p < .10 

 

Table 3 reports the result of the t-test on the vocabulary cloze test in the intermediate 

proficiency group. There was no significant difference in the participants’ performance on 

the cloze test, regardless of whether or not they received the background treatment (t = 

1.08, p = .290). This might reveal that there was no effect from the background knowledge 

treatment on the lexical inferencing process of the intermediate proficiency participants. 

However, this result might also be explained by the insufficient number of the cases.  

 

TABLE 3  

Means and Standard Deviations of the Vocabulary Cloze Test in the Intermediate Group 

 

BK 

treatment group  

(N = 15) 

Non-treatment group 

(N = 14) t 

(p) 
Mean 

(SD) 

Mean 

(SD) 

Vocabulary cloze test 
3.07 

(.96) 

2.64 

(1.15) 

1.08 

(.29) 

 

Next, in order to have a look at the potential relationship between lexical inferencing 

ability measured by the vocabulary cloze test and other interested variables, correlation 

analysis was conducted. The use of reading strategies, knowledge of the passage sight 

words, reading comprehension ability, and background knowledge were included in the 

variables. 

As Table 4 indicates, all four variables showed significant positive correlations with 

lexical inferencing ability. More particularly, the participants’ use of reading strategies 

showed a moderate but significant correlation (r = .317, p < .05). In regard to other three 

variables, relatively high correlation was observed between each variable and the lexical 

inferencing ability (r = .600, p < .01 for reading comprehension ability; r = .689, p < .01 

for knowledge of passage sight words; and r = .639, p < .01 for background knowledge). 

The strongest correlation among variables was found between knowledge of passage sight 
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words and the lexical inferencing ability.  

 

TABLE 4  

Correlation Between Lexical Inferencing Ability and Other Variables  

 Lexical inferencing ability 

Reading strategies .317* 

Reading comprehension ability  .600** 

Knowledge of passage sight words .689** 

Background knowledge  .639** 

*p < .05, **p < .01 

 

In predicting lexical inferencing ability, a set of hierarchical regression analyses was 

conducted (see Table 5). In particular, in order to determine whether background 

knowledge explained a significant amount of variance even after the rest of the variables 

were taken into consideration, background knowledge was entered in the last step. 

Moreover, use of reading strategies was entered first as it displayed the weakest correlation 

with lexical inferencing ability compared to other variables.  

Reading strategies were entered in the first step to control for its effect, and it explained 

about 10% (p < .05) of the variance in the lexical inferencing ability. Then, reading 

comprehension ability and the knowledge of passage sight words were entered in step 2 

and 3, respectively, to examine the unique contribution of the knowledge of the passage 

sight words to lexical inferencing ability when reading comprehension ability is controlled 

for (see the top panel of Table 5). When controlling for the use of reading strategies, the 

participants’ reading comprehension ability explained about 26% of the variance 

additionally (p < .001), and knowledge of passage sight words added approximately 14% 

(p < .001) of the unique variance beyond the effect of reading comprehension ability. Thus, 

in predicting lexical inferencing ability, the use of reading comprehension strategy, reading 

comprehension ability, and the knowledge of passage sight words explained approximately 

51% of the variance. Lastly, the background knowledge was entered. When controlling for 

the rest of the three variables, the background knowledge alone explained about 12% of 

the variance of lexical inferencing ability (p < .001). 

To examine whether reading comprehension ability has any effect on lexical inferencing 

ability beyond the effect of the knowledge of passage sight words, a separate analysis was 

conducted. The knowledge of passage sight words was entered in step 2, and reading 

comprehension ability was entered in step 3 (see the bottom panel of Table 5). The result 

suggested that the knowledge of passage sight words contributed approximately 38% (p 

< .001) of the additional variance, controlling for the effect of reading strategies. When 
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controlling for the effects of reading strategies and knowledge of passage sight words, 

reading comprehension ability accounted for only a marginally significant variance.  

 

TABLE 5  

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Lexical Inferencing Ability 

Steps Variables R R
2 

△R
2
 △F 

1 Reading strategies .317 .101 .101 6.483* 

2 Reading comprehension ability  .602 .362 .262 23.391*** 

3 Knowledge of passage sight words .711 .505 .143 16.124*** 

2 Knowledge of passage sight words .691 .478 .377 41.194*** 

3 Reading comprehension ability .711 .505 .027 3.048~ 

4 Background knowledge  .789 .623 .118 17.144*** 

~p < .10, *p < .05, ***p < .001 

 

To summarize, when reading comprehension ability was entered in the second step, the 

strongest predictor seemed to be reading comprehension ability according to the amount of 

variance explained, and it was followed by passage sight words, background knowledge, 

and reading strategies. However, when the knowledge of passage sight words was entered 

in the second step, the strongest predictor might be the knowledge of passage sight words, 

and it was followed by background knowledge, and reading strategies. Reading 

comprehension ability was found to have only marginal significance at .1 level in this case. 

Interestingly, the analyses showed that background knowledge was the significant 

predictor of lexical inferencing ability, even when controlling for the effects of the rest of 

variables.  

 

 

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

The present study investigated whether there is any difference in incidental vocabulary 

learning through reading when Korean EFL learners have more background knowledge 

compared to when they have less. Also, an investigation on how four variables (use of 

reading strategies, reading comprehension ability, knowledge of passage sight vocabulary, 

and background knowledge) play a role in incidental vocabulary learning was a focus of 

the present study. In specific, the effect of background knowledge was examined after 

other three variables were taken into consideration.  

In this data, the participants, informed about the background knowledge, were more 

likely to consider they had topic familiarity with the text than the rest of the participants 
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who were not informed. That is, the treatment of background knowledge had effect on the 

participants’ perception of the extent to which they had background knowledge. Moreover, 

it was observed that overall the background treatment group outperformed the non-

treatment group in inferencing meanings of the target words in the text. This might 

indicate that preparing EFL students with background knowledge on texts before reading 

is advantageous for them to learn words incidentally. When two groups were compared 

with their English proficiency considered, the background treatment group scored slightly 

better regardless of whether they had intermediate or advanced proficiency. However, no 

statistically significant difference was found between the two groups when their 

proficiency was considered.  

In terms of the role of the four variables in predicting the extent to which incidental 

vocabulary learning occurs, each variable turned out to have a significant impact on lexical 

inferencing during reading. First, the use of reading strategies played a significant role. 

The participants who relied on reading strategies were more likely to infer lexical 

meanings successfully. Thus, the hypothesis that active use of reading strategies 

contributes to incidental vocabulary learning was supported. Secondly, the result in this 

study indicates that reading comprehension ability is a significant predictor of incidental 

vocabulary learning. The better the participants’ reading comprehension ability was, the 

more they understood the target words correctly. The impact of reading comprehension 

ability in incidental vocabulary learning in this data confirmed the previous research that 

has suggested reading comprehension ability as one of predicting variables (Herman, 1985; 

Konopak, 1988). However, the result in the current study contradicts the findings of 

Hulstijn, Hollander, and Greidanus (1996) and Walker (1983). What they observed was 

that all proficiency levels of L2 readers tended to ignore unfamiliar words when the words 

were considered unnecessary to understand the main idea of the texts. The reason that this 

research produced the inconsistent result from some of the previous studies might be 

explained by the target words in the experiment text of the current study. Most of the target 

words in this study such as obesity, nutrition, and glutton were semantically close to the 

topic (obesity rate) of the text and this made lexical inferencing crucial to comprehend the 

text. Thus, in a sense, the result of this study might indicate that reading comprehension 

ability can function as a predicting variable of incidental vocabulary learning when 

unknown words were semantically related to topics of texts. However, reading 

comprehension ability was only a marginally significant factor when the EFL students’ 

knowledge of passage sight words was accounted for. 

Moreover, high correlation was observed between reading comprehension ability and 

the lexical inferencing ability. That is, incidental vocabulary learning was more 

advantageous for the EFL students with competent English proficiency. EFL learners with 

good proficiency might gain lexical knowledge more during reading than EFL students 
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with low proficiency. This might support the Mattew effect in L2 vocabulary learning in 

that the better gained more knowledge (Pulido, 2003).  

In regard to the knowledge of passage sight words, the result showed that it is one of the 

significant factors that determines the extent to which incidental vocabulary learning 

occurs. The more the EFL students knew the meaning of nontarget words, the better they 

inferred the meaning of the target words. More specifically, the strongest positive 

correlation was found between the knowledge of passage sight words and the lexical gains 

among other correlations. In addition, it still remained as a significant factor even after the 

students’ reading comprehension ability was taken into consideration while the reading 

comprehension ability became not significant after the passage sight words were 

accounted for. Thus, in this data, the knowledge of the passage sight words seemed to have 

more determinant effect on incidental vocabulary learning than reading comprehension 

ability. Moreover, the previous studies also have reported a similar result with the current 

research regarding the effect of the passage sight words (Haynes, 1993; Rott, 1999). For 

example, after examining the change in acquisition and retention rate of unknown words 

according to the recursive exposures of the words in texts, Rott (1999) concluded that 

readers who have more understanding of passage sight vocabulary tend to infer unknown 

words successfully. On the other hand, L2 readers with low vocabulary knowledge would 

be at a disadvantage when they learn unknown words only through the context of reading 

(Shefelbine, 1990). Therefore, when EFL learners have a limited size of vocabulary, solely 

relying on incidental vocabulary learning might not be an effective way to extend L2 

vocabulary knowledge, and incorporating explicit teaching of unknown words in EFL 

classes might be needed.  

The present study also demonstrated that background knowledge is a significant factor 

that affects the extent to which incidental vocabulary learning takes place. It was found 

that the more the EFL students considered they had topic familiarity, the better they 

inferred lexical meanings of the target words correctly. The result in this study accords the 

findings of the previous studies that underscored the importance of background knowledge 

in lexical inferencing ability (de Bot, Paribakht & Wesche, 1997; Haastrup, 1991; Kim, 

2010, Nassaji, 2003). Particularly, in the study of examining lexical inferencing ability of 

the Korean EFL university students, Kim (2010) reported that lexical gains were 

substantially more when the students had topic familiarity. Interestingly, even after other 

three variables were accounted for, background knowledge still played a significant role in 

incidental vocabulary learning. That is, despite the difference in the use of reading 

strategies, and the gap in English proficiency as well as in the knowledge of the passage 

sight words among the EFL learners, background knowledge played a role in facilitating 

lexical inferencing. This result provides noteworthy pedagogical implications. First of all, 

as incidental vocabulary learning involves background knowledge of EFL readers, it is 
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advisable for teachers to choose texts which their EFL learners have topic familiarity with. 

Secondly, informing background knowledge about texts before reading would assist EFL 

learners to increase lexical gains through reading. In addition, providing background 

knowledge is considered to benefit EFL students with various English proficiencies 

because background knowledge can be provided in their mother tongue. Thus, assisting 

EFL learners to learn vocabulary incidentally by giving background knowledge might be a 

more efficient and practical method than preparing them in terms of other variables.  

Although the present study identified reader variables that have crucial effects on L2 

incidental vocabulary learning in EFL context, some limitations still remain. First of all, 

only high and intermediate English levels of the secondary EFL students participated in 

this study. Thus, in order to generalize the findings, additional research is necessary with 

low English proficiency students. Also, this study did not examine retention of L2 

vocabulary. Further research investigating retention rate of words acquired through an 

incidental approach is called for to gain more information about the effect of reader 

variables. Nevertheless, this study provides additional information to refine the model for 

explaining incidental vocabulary learning through reading, and practical pedagogical 

implications for L2 vocabulary learning were suggested. 
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APPENDIX A 

The Survey of Reading Strategies (SORS) 

 

읽기 전략 사용 조사: 방금 읽은 글을 이해하기 위해 어떤 읽기 전략을 사용했는지 

자신에게 해당하는 점수를 고르세요. (1점: 절대로 사용하지 않는다; 2점: 아주 때때로 

사용한다; 3점: 때때로 사용한다; 4점: 종종 사용한다; 5점: 언제나 사용한다.) 

번

호 

읽기 전략 
점수  

X �    � 

1 

I have a purpose in mind when I read. (읽는 목적을 염두에 두고 

글을 읽었다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

2 

I take notes while reading to help me understand what I read. (읽는 

내용을 이해하기 위해 메모를 했다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

3 

I think about what I know to help me understand what I read. (글의 

내용을 이해하기 위해 이미 알고 있는 내용을 생각해 

보았다.) 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 

I take an overall view of the text to see what it is about before reading 

it. (글을 읽기 전에 무엇에 관한 내용인지 알기 위해 

대략적으로 글을 훑어보았다.) 

1 2 3 4 5 

5 

When text becomes difficult, I read aloud to help me understand what I 

read. (이해하기 어려운 부분을 잘 이해하기 위해 소리 내어 

읽어보았다.) 

1 2 3 4 5 

6 

I think about whether the content of the text fits my reading purpose. 

(글의 내용이 글을 읽는 목적에 잘 맞는지 생각해보았다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

7 

I read slowly and carefully to make sure I understand what I am 

reading. (글을 이해하기 위해 천천히 주의 깊게 읽었다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

8 

I review the text first by noting its characteristics like length and 

organization. (글의 길이와 구성 등 글의 특징을 먼저 훑어보고 

글을 읽었다.) 

1 2 3 4 5 

9 

I try to get back on track when I lose concentration. (집중이 안되면 

다시 읽어보려고 노력하였다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 
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10 

I underline or circle information in the text to help me remember it. 

(글의 내용을 기억하기 위해 글에 밑줄을 치거나 동그라미 

하였다.) 

1 2 3 4 5 

11 

I adjust my reading speed according to what I am reading.  

(나는 내가 읽는 부분에 따라 읽는 속도를 조절하였다. ) 
1 2 3 4 5 

12 

When reading, I decide what to read closely and what to ignore. (글을 

읽을 때 주의 깊게 읽을 부분과 넘어갈 내용을 결정하였다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

13 

When text becomes difficult, I pay closer attention to what I am 

reading. (글을 읽을 때 어려운 부분에서는 주의 깊게 읽었다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

14 

I stop from time to time and think about what I am reading. (때때로 

읽는 것을 멈추고 글의 내용에 대해서 생각해 보았다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

15 

I use context clues to help me better understand what I am reading. 

(글을 더 잘 이해하기 위해 문맥 속에서 단서를 파악하였다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

16 

I paraphrase (restate ideas in my own words) to better understand what 

I read. (글을 더 잘 이해하기 위해서 글의 표현을 다른 말로 

바꾸어 보았다.) 

1 2 3 4 5 

17 

I try to picture or visualize information to help remember what I read. 

(글을 더 잘 이해하기 위해서 글의 정보를 시각화 하였다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

18 

I critically analyze and evaluate the information presented in the text. 

(글에 나오는 정보를 비판적으로 분석하고 평가하였다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

19 

I go back and forth in the text to find relationship among ideas in it. 

(글의 내용들이 어떻게 서로 연결되는지 보기 위해 글을 

여기저기 읽었다.)  

1 2 3 4 5 

20 

I check my understanding when I come across new information. (글에 

나오는 새로운 정보를 내가 이해하고 있는지 점검했다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

21 

I try to guess what the content of the text is about when I read. (글의 

내용이 무엇인지 추측하려고 노력했다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

22 

When text becomes difficult, I re-read it to increase my understanding. 

(이해를 돕기 위해 글의 어려운 부분을 다시 읽어보았다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

23 

I ask myself questions I like to have answered in the text. (글을 

읽으면서 궁금한 점을 나 스스로에게 질문해 보았다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

24 

I check to see if my guesses about the text are right or wrong. (글의 

내용에 대한 나의 추측이 맞았는지 틀렸는지 점검했다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

25 

When I read, I guess the meaning of unknown words or phrases. (글을 

읽을 때 모르는 단어의 의미를 추측하려고 했다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 

26 

When reading, I translate from English into my native language. (글을 

읽을 때 영어를 한국어로 번역해보았다.) 
1 2 3 4 5 
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27 

When reading, I think about information in both English and my native 

language. (글을 읽을 때 글의 정보를 영어와 한국어로 생각해 

보았다.) 

1 2 3 4 5 
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