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Abstract 
 
Under the premise that vocabulary learning in a Spanish as a second language in-class environment 

may be affected by the instructional approach, this study explores the influence of rather distant 

teaching styles as implicit and explicit approaches, on the learning outcome of Spanish lexicon. 

Research has shown successful results in studies undergoing both approaches. However, explicit style 

shows better results in early stages of learning, whereas implicit style proves to be more effective in a 

more advanced stage of learning. Explicit approach facilitates breadth knowledge of the content, in 

opposition to implicit approach, which facilitates a depth of knowledge. As a result, we may have 

students with vocabulary breadth knowledge, who gloss a Spanish word in English, unable to apply or 

recognize words in context; as opposed to students with depth of knowledge, who may know the 

Spanish glosses of English words and their meaning variations depending on context. 
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Article 

Traditionally, L2 curriculum designs have typically shown grammar to be weighted more heavily over 

vocabulary and especially phonetics. Reviews of research (Gass & Selinker, 2001; Richards & 

Renandya, 2002) indicate the tendency of students to favor the learning of words in order to convey 

meaning and the greater importance that teachers and foreign language curricula place on grammar 

instead of vocabulary. As a result, the teaching of vocabulary has generally been subordinated to the 

presentation of grammar rules in the majority of the teaching methodologies, so that the lexicon tended 

to be the means to grammar and not the main focus of study (Schmitt 2000). A consequence of this 

practice is the traditional lack of attention to vocabulary research in favor of grammar in SLA literature. 

Likewise, since lexicon is a broad area to be investigated, researchers such as Meara (1984), Gass 

(1989), Huckin and Coady (1999) in their state of the field review works have repeatedly agreed on the 

lack of studies on vocabulary during the decades previous to the 1990s. 

 However, a different tendency in the field may be observed in more recent years. A close look at recent 

publications shows that L2 lexical acquisition has been thoroughly researched given the sheer number 

of research publications since the late 1980s. Authors such as Carter and McCarthy (1988), Nation 

(1990, 2001), Huckin and Coady (1997), Schmitt (2000), and Hiebert and Kamil (2005) have focused 

extensively on the teaching and learning of vocabulary with the aim of providing pedagogical 

suggestions for teachers and learners. During the last decade, researchers Paribakht and Wesche (1993, 

1996, 1997, and 2000) have extensively examined the importance of the instructional approach in 

contextualized reading as the main source of input to learners, as well as Ellis (1994) and Barcroft 

(1994) whose studies have also focused on the use of contextualized and decontextualized input in 

instructional approaches. 

Nevertheless, the majority of research outlined in the following section, which constitutes the 
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framework for this dissertation, has focused primarily on “the evidence about implicit learning from 

psychological experiments that do indeed suggest that some possibility exists for training to influence 

implicit learning” (Gasparini 2004). Consequently, conflicting views have been established among 

researchers concerning the relative superiority of two approaches to learning L2 vocabulary: learning 

words in context vs. learning words out of context. Thus, instructional approaches vary from contextual 

treatments (Krashen 1989), enhancement of input (Wong 2005), and extensive readings (Paribakht & 

Wesche 2000), to using mnemonic techniques (Hulstijn 1996), and presenting isolated word lists for 

translation of items (Van Benthuysen, 2002). 

The implicit vs. explicit learning process is a concept based on cognitive psychology research (Rieder, 

2003). Explaining the concept of implicit learning is especially controversial among researchers 

(Hulstijn, 2005). The definition of both terms is always offered explaining each concept opposite to the 

other in its procedure for a person to gain knowledge. In other words, there is a tendency to introduce 

implicitness in the knowledge process through examples of knowledge produced in situations where 

humans are aware of facts or procedures, however they are unable to explain the way such facts or 

procedures were achieved. This includes how children end up speaking, or how cultural customs are 

comprehended and reproduced with nobody telling us what to do. Williams (2005) entitles a paper 

Learning without awareness, in which he explains that implicit learning occurs without intention to 

learn and without awareness of what has been learned. Ellis (1994: 1) defined implicit learning as 

“acquisition of knowledge about the underlying structure of a complex stimulus environment by a 

process which takes place naturally, simply and without conscious operation”, while explicit learning is 

said to be characterized by “more conscious operation where the individual makes and tests hypotheses 

in a search for structure”.  

In this sense, Krashen’s Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis, as a part of the Theory of Second Language 

Acquisition (1983), established the difference between two ways to L2 attainment. On one hand, 
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acquisition as the product of a subconscious process similar to the process that children undergo when 

they acquire their first language; and learning as the process of formal instruction that comprises 

conscious processing, which results in knowledge about the L2. These concepts introduce an important 

difference; the former is knowledge of “how to”, whereas the latter is knowledge “about”, to create or 

recognize paradigms. In 1989, Krashen revisits his Input Theory, originally part of the 1983 Theory of 

Second Language Acquisition: “when the Language Acquisition Device is involved, language is 

subconsciously acquired; while you are acquiring, you don't know you are; your conscious focus is on 

the message, not form. Thus, the acquisition process is identical to what has been termed “incidental 

learning”.” (39) 

Thus, it is a concept that establishes focus on the absence or presence of conscious operations as a 

crucial distinguishing factor intervening in the learning process, and so, intervening as well in the 

pedagogical style used for instruction of content. Therefore, to make implicit learning different from 

explicit learning in the classroom context is a problematic subject because of the difficulty to delimit up 

to what point the mind is making an effort to learn, or just acquiring stimuli as part of the knowledge 

corpora (Ellis, 2005).   

Lexicon in SLA 

Lexicon in SLA has its starting point for vocabulary acquisition in the mapping between form and 

meaning. This process of mapping forms and meanings leads to the nature of lexical knowledge in a 

second language, which is the same issue of understanding what it actually means for a language 

learner to know a word and guiding the learner to achieve so (Nation 1990, Wesche and Paribakht 

1996). As in general Semantic Field Theory, lexicon in SLA and the mechanics of vocabulary learning 

are still something of a mystery; no clear and unequivocal consensus exists as to the nature of lexical 

knowledge (Laufer and Paribakht 1998, Schmitt 2000). Among many other things, knowing a word 

implies different mental processes (Nation 1990) that a learner needs to accomplish in order for that 
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learner to recognize a given letter string, both in written and oral format as a legitimate word in the 

target language and to know the meaning of this particular letter string. Words represent complex and, 

often, varied meanings. In addition, these complex and varied meanings of words need to be 

understood in the context of other words in sentences and paragraphs in texts. The goals for vocabulary 

learning include recognizing the words in context and understanding the nuances of meaning variation 

in addition to, or instead of students not only recognizing isolated words, but also understanding in 

contexts where the varied meanings of a word may occur. Knowing elaborations1 for L2 words does 

not guarantee successful access for use in an L2 context, since knowing a word is not just to know the 

translated meaning or its L2 synonyms (Prince, 1996). Vocabulary instruction may have become 

relegated to a secondary status due to the difficulty of treating the lexicon in an L2 syllabus (Krashen, 

1989). Likewise, agreeing on a clear definition of what is to know a word in terms of SLA instruction 

has proved difficult to achieve (Nation, 1990; Meara, 1995). 

Not only these issues, but also the way in which learners acquire knowledge of vocabulary is still 

poorly understood (Bot, Paribakht, Wesche, 1997). As a consequence, vocabulary used to be presented 

in lists of terms related to the main topics of the chapters in textbooks, but in general “the vocabulary is 

regarded merely as the means of exemplifying other features of the language. It serves all the other 

syllabuses strands” (Sinclair and Renouf 1988). This approach to vocabulary reflects that, whereas the 

grammar of a language is largely in place by the time a child is 10 years old (Crystal 1987), vocabulary 

continues to be learned throughout the person’s lifetime. This is because the grammar of a language is 

made up of a limited set of rules, but a person is unlikely to ever run out of words to learn (Schmitt, 

2000). 

                                                
1  Elaboration is relating a new word to relevant information previously stored in memory. For example, the word in 
English wield -or blandir in one of its Spanish translations- may come across a student who only look it up in the dictionary, 
yet it may not be remembered anymore because it was given a small amount of elaboration. 
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Knowledge of a word 

Words may be considered differently according to pedagogy of the vocabulary. Nation (1990:24) 

distinguishes between receptive and productive use of a word: “Receptive carries the idea that we 

receive language input from others through listening or reading and try to comprehend it, productive 

that we produce language forms by speaking and writing to convey message to others”. He then lists 

different aspects of meaning that must be mastered in order to have fully “learned” a word. Those 

aspects are: spoken form, written form, grammatical behavior, collocational behavior, frequency, 

stylistic register constraints, conceptual meaning, and word associations. 

The next chart is offered in Nation (2005:584), where his eight aspects of word knowledge are divided 

in subdivisions of form, meaning and use, which are broken down into two further aspects, receptive 

vs. productive control. Receptive knowledge means being able to recognize one of the aspects of 

knowledge through reading and listening, and productive knowledge means being able to use it in 

speaking and writing (Richards & Renandya, 2002). 

Form 

 

Spoken            R   What does the word sound like? 

                         P    How is the word pronounced? 
Written              R   What does the word look like? 

                          P    How is the word written and spelled? 
Word parts         R   What parts are recognizable in this word? 

                          P    What parts are needed to express the meaning? 

Meaning 

 

Form & meaning           R    What meaning does this word form signal? 

                                                   P     What word form can be used to express this meaning? 
Concept & referents  R    What is included in the concept? 

                                          P    What items can the concept refer to? 
Associations  R    What other words does this make us think of? 

                            P    What other words could we use instead of this one? 

Use Grammatical functions  R    In what patterns does the word occur? 

                                          P    In what patterns must we use this word? 
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 Collocations R    What words or types of words occur with this one? 

                            P    What word or types of words must we use with this one? 
Constraints on use          R    Where, when, and how often would we expect to meet  

                                  (register, frequency) this word? 

                                         P    When, where, and how often can we use this word? 

Table 1: Receptive and productive knowledge of a word. Note: R= receptive knowl., P= productive knowl. 

 

Lexical knowledge and ability to appropriately employ words are the ultimate goal for SLA vocabulary 

achievement. A distinction between depth of knowledge and breadth of knowledge is then made 

(Wesche and Paribakht); by which quantitative versus qualitative approach to teaching and learning has 

been established. In other words, a quantitative approach aims for number of words to know, whereas 

qualitative aims for assimilated words to know and use in a different contexts. Wesche and Paribakht 

(1996, 1997, 1999, 2000) have conducted extensive research based on this distinction regarding the 

teaching of vocabulary in reading contexts. They have designed a measuring instrument, the 

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale, which will be later explained, in order to test L2 lexical acquisition on 

two dimensions. These two dimensions explore the knowledge that individuals may obtain in the 

knowledge of words in the long term vs. the knowledge in the short term. Both are compatible since 

one may lead to the other as long as learners are getting experience savoir faire in the discipline of 

study. 

Vocabulary Breadth and Vocabulary Depth 

Vocabulary Breadth Vocabulary Depth 

Number of words known and used Understanding of multiple word meanings 

Ease with which these words are used or  

understood 

Flexibility with words 

 Generativity with language 

Table 2. Vocabulary breadth vs. vocabulary depth diagram 
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As outlined in Table 2, vocabulary breadth and vocabulary depth are two separate categories that 

indicate the extent to which a lexical item is known or not known by the learners. Nation and Waring 

(1997) discuss these categories and define breadth of knowledge as responding to the question; how 

much vocabulary does a second language learner need. In Schmitt and McCarthy, vocabulary depth is 

described in this statement as “knowing a word requires more than just familiarity with its meaning and 

form” (1997:4). Read (1993) states that the vocabulary depth prospective shows the learner’s ability to 

account for more than the word meaning and its form. In other words, it shows the quality of the 

learner’s vocabulary knowledge. 

As discussed above, knowledge of SLA vocabulary implies a large variety of pedagogical approaches 

that are not always accounted for by the Curriculum or given the appropriate weight in the time of 

classroom instruction. This dissertation aims to measure the knowledge of vocabulary teaching so that 

the word learning produced is both qualitative for depth of knowledge, and quantitative for breadth of 

knowledge.  

Purpose of the study 

The current study is intended to examine variables that may help explain the acquisition of Spanish 

vocabulary by beginner students of Spanish at the university level. I intend to determine empirically 

whether an implicit methodology for teaching L2 vocabulary relates to more effective vocabulary 

acquisition for subjects in the experimental sections in comparison to L2 vocabulary gains evidenced 

by those subjects who were taught L2 vocabulary under an explicit methodology. In addition, I 

examine extraneous variables external such as: motivation and subject use of learning strategies and 

how these variables relate to the acquisition of L2 vocabulary and instructional methodology. Other 

variables such as gender, Spanish course required, and previous knowledge of Spanish are also 

included as factors that may relate to the acquisition of L2 vocabulary. The analysis of all these 
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variables is expected to show results that correlate the personal factors with each of the teaching 

approaches, so that it may be possible to predict success in vocabulary learning. As a result, teachers 

may be able to modify their methodologies and materials to maximize L2 vocabulary acquisition 

Research questions 

1. Do the students undergoing the implicit approach treatment show significant L2 vocabulary 

gains? 

2. Do the students undergoing the explicit approach treatment show significant L2 vocabulary 

gains? 

3. Does the implicit group show a more significant L2 vocabulary gain than the explicit group? 

 

 

Methodology 

The data for this study were collected during the fall semester of the 2008-2009 academic year at Texas 

A&M University-Commerce (TAMU-C). In this study, I examine explicit and implicit vocabulary 

instruction in Spanish in relation to end-of-the-semester vocabulary gains by first semester students 

studying Spanish as a foreign language at TAMU-C. Variables such as motivation, learning strategies, 

and instructional methods (implicit or explicit approach) will be examined to help explain the 

acquisition of vocabulary for students in their first year of learning Spanish. Thus, this research 

explores whether either of the two methodologies (implicit or explicit) relate to a more effective lexical 

acquisition and how personal factors may impact the learning outcomes. The vocabulary used in this 

experiment was the same for all the participants. The words are those presented in Chapters 1-6 of the 

textbook Puntos de Partida: An Invitation to Spanish, 8th edition. Within this framework, students 

enrolled in two separate sections of first semester level participated in the study. Two sections made up 

the experimental groups undergoing the treatment: Experimental Group I was taught using an implicit 
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approach; Experimental Group II: using an explicit approach. 

Statistical Analyses 

The results obtained were analyzed following two statistical analyses: a Mann-Whitney U test to 

compare results between the pretest and the posttest of the groups themselves as well among the 

groups. A multiple nonparametric correlation analysis is also performed. The software SPSS 16.0 is 

used to run these tests. Two groups are created: the implicitly instructed, and the explicitly instructed. 

The Mann-Whitney U test will show whether both groups part from the same level of working 

knowledge, if there has been any knowledge gain in each group, and finally, whether either group has 

acquired significantly more knowledge. Multiple correlation analysis will allow a look at the two 

groups simultaneously in order to determine which of the two groups evinces statistically significant 

increases in L2 lexical acquisition. Multiple nonparametric correlations is an statistical technique that 

predicts a single dependent variable by a set of independent variables. In this study the non-language 

influences (learning strategies, motivation and aptitude) are the independent variables that will predict 

the dependent variable which will be the measured L2 vocabulary gains in each learning group, as 

defined by teaching methodology experienced:  implicit vs. explicit. 

Procedure 

Implicit Instructional Method Group = Group 1 

The experimental group undergoing the implicit approach treatment will be presented the vocabulary 

following a battery of techniques meant to fulfill the implicit learning approach instruction 

requirements. The vocabulary from chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 of the textbook, which correspond to 

the first semester, will be presented according to the typology of exercises proposed by Paribakht & 

Wesche (2000) in the Table 2:  either number your tables successively throughout the diss, in which 

case this is Table 5 or 6, or within each chapter, In which case this is table 1. 

 



12 

 
Category 

 
Description 

 
1. Selective attention 

 
Draws learners’ attention to target words; ensures that they notice it. 

 
Examples 

 
underlining, bold-facing, circling, italicizing, use of colors 

 
2. Recognition 

 
Requires association of the written target words form with at least one of 
its meanings. 

 
Examples 

 
matching word with definition or synonym, recognizing meaning of 
target words from multiple-choice responses 

 
3. Manipulation 

 
Requires structural analysis of target words to rearrange/organize given 
elements. 

 
Examples 

 
changing grammatical category of target words; constructing words 
using stems and affixes 

 
4. Interpretation 

 
Involves semantic and syntactic analysis, including the relationship of 
target words with other words in given contexts (e.g., collocations, 
synonyms, antonyms). 

 
Examples 

 
guessing the meaning of target words in context, multiple-choice cloze 
exercises 

 
5. Production 

 
Requires retrieval and production of target words in appropriate novel 
contexts. 

 
Examples 

 
open cloze exercises, answering a question requiring the target word 

Table 5. Typology of Vocabulary Exercises (from Paribakht & Wesche, 2000:200) 
 

Explicit Instructional Method Group = Group 2 

The experimental group undergoing the explicit approach treatment will be presented the vocabulary of 

each chapter according to guidelines outlined by Meara (1995), Nation & Newton (1997), Lewis 

(1998), and Thornbury (2002) who claim that subjects can acquire L2 lexical items successfully 

through the presentation of new words by means of decontextualized lists of words. The 

decontextualization of the target words refers to its presentation in isolation as glossaries or dictionaries 

do. That is, the word is not seen in a paradigmatic relationship to other words as part of a continuum in 

the discourse. The student will receive the written form accompanied by the oral input.  The lists of 
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words will consist of a concise presentation and translation of the vocabulary highlighted with 

transparencies included with the textbook for Chapters 1 through 6. Teachers relate words in both 

languages; first by offering a mnemonic cue to link the Spanish term to the English one; second, by 

requiring students to find their own bridge linking term to do the same process of relating one word to 

the other.  

Along with the presentation, the teacher will instruct the students to implement two of the most studied 

vocabulary learning methods (Sagarra & Alba, 2006), which are rote memorization and mnemonic 

elaboration techniques also known as the keyword method. Teachers will explain to students the 

mechanics of these techniques: Rote memorization consists of memorizing the L1 translation of an L2 

word by oral or visual rehearsal. For example, students will memorize the word “book” as the 

appropriate translation of the Spanish word “libro” either orally by repetition of the oral input, or 

visually by association to pictures or translation provided on the list. Thus, this method requires the 

instructor to focus students in the transparency presentation, the book presentation, or a self-elaborated 

word list hand out. Students will be “able to articulate some kind of verbal description of the stimulus 

environment” (Gasparini, 2004).  

Design of classes for Implicit and Explicit Approach treatments 

The Implicit and Explicit experimental groups will be instructed using the Presentation, Practice and 

Production (PPP) model. Typically, a PPP lesson consists of three stages delineated in the Table 6 

below.  

1. The Presentation Stage, where the target vocabulary is presented by the teacher. 

2. The Practice Stage, where the students complete activities of recognition, manipulation and 

interpretation.  

3. The Production Stage, where the students produce the L2 they were just exposed to and 

practiced in previous stages. 
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The main difference between the implicit and the explicit treatment is in the first stage of the class 

design; that is, in the Presentation Stage. The Practice Stage consists of the same recognition, 

manipulation and interpretation activities, and the Production Stage will have both treatments to share 

the activities where no contextualization is needed. 

Statistical Analysis and Results 

Next, table 6, offers a detailed vocabulary instruction programming. Timing for each stage corresponds 

to each day that new vocabulary is introduced.  Vocabulary will be introduced when starting a new 

chapter of the textbook.  Thus, the timing and sequencing of vocabulary instruction presented in this 

chart is planned like this: Presentation is done the first day that students are introduced to the new 

vocabulary. In the same session, following to Presentation, a set of activities are used as Practice, to 

finally end the session in the Production stage. Subsequent days of instruction will share class time 

with other contents, as grammar or culture information. As a result, vocabulary will have less time 

allotted for those sessions. However, different activities in the stages of vocabulary Practice and 

Production will be presented, nonetheless, along with other contents not specifically focused on 

vocabulary.  

Stages 
Procedures 

Time Implicit group Explicit group 

 
Presentation 

 
20 min 

Input-based lesson: target words 
embedded in a text to be read 
followed by reading comprehension 
task. 

Lists of words to be memorized by use of 
mnemonic techniques explicitly exposed 
by the teacher. 

 
Practice 

 
10 min 

1. Recognition activities:  

a) matching words to definitions 

b) TPR task for listening recognition. 

2. Manipulation activities:  

word classification diagrams. 

3. Interpretation activities:  

a) cloze passage  

b) word not corresponding in a series 

c) mulitple choice cloze passage 

       1.     Recognition activities: 

a) work in groups to find keywords to 

target words 

b) matching words to definitions 

       2.     Manipulation activities: 

categorizing words in diagrams 

       3.      Interpretation activities: 

a) cloze passage 

b) word not corresponding in a series 
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c) multiple choice cloze passage 

 
Production 
 

 
15 min 

a) Open cloze passages 

b) Controlled composition 

c) Information gap 

d) Dictogloss 

a) Open cloze passages 

b) Controlled composition 

Table 6: Implicit group and explicit group treatments class design. 

 

 

Results for Research Questions 

The first result to seek out of the statistical analysis consists of establishing the beginner level of the 

participants in the study. Students were randomly assigned to each group. It is expected that students in 

both groups have the same level of knowledge previous to start the instruction period. In order to 

establish that beginner level, a Mann-Whitney U test was run.  

The VKS test used in this study for measuring vocabulary knowledge represents ordinal data not 

normally distributed. The use of a non-parametric method of measure, as the Mann-Whitney U, is 

appropriate in this study because the VKS does not measure the means of a series of numerical results, 

but results in an ordinal scale that offers the measuring of a level of knowledge, not a numeric score.  

The VKS test offered 30 words for students to recognize and use in a meaningful sentence if possible.  
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Table 7. Test Statistics results from the Pretest to Pretest Mann-Whitney U test to compare the initial state of 

learning from both implicit group and explicit group. 

 

The table 7 offers the Test Statistics presenting the comparison word to word from the pretest of the 
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implicit group and the pretest from the explicit group. In table 12, W1 to W30 corresponds to each of 

the vocabulary items from the VKS. The significance difference for each pair of words has been 

established at p < .05, which gives a chance of a 5% or less for considering that the null hypotheses (no 

relationship or no difference) is not true in the population, so the null hypotheses is rejected. In 

Statistics, the null hypothesis (H0) always suggests the absence of effect, this is, the lack of relationship 

between elements that may indicate a cause and effect tendency in a given result (Urdan, 2001). 

Table 7 shows Sign > .05 in all the items from W1 to W30. This value does not reject the null 

hypothesis for this analysis. A p > .05 value shows no difference between the items compared. The null 

hypothesis in a statistical analysis establishes a no difference between measurements of data by default. 

The comparison of the pretest from the implicit group and the pretest from the explicit group does not 

reject the null hypothesis, so it means that both groups were at the same level of knowledge because 

there is no significant difference between one and the other. 

Would null hypothesis have not been rejected for this first analysis, it should had shown a difference of 

vocabulary between groups that would caused the instructional treatments not to have been valid since 

groups would not start their learning process from an equal level of knowledge. 

 

RQ1 Response: Do the students undergoing the implicit approach treatment show significant L2 

vocabulary gains?  

This question asks if there was a difference in learning for the stude nts in the implicit group. This is, 

whether from the pretest to posttest they acquired a level of knowledge of the vocabulary that would 

allow the instructor to conclude that they had learned it. To respond to this question, a Mann-Whitney 

U was run to test for a significant difference between the pretest and posttest of the implicit group. The 

null hypothesis in this analysis would reject a significant difference between the results of both tests.  
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Table 8. Test Statistics from the Pretest to Posttest Mann-Whitney U test to compare the results from implicit group 

pretest and posttest. 

 

Table 8 shows Exact Sign < .05 in all the items from W1 to W30. This value rejects the null hypothesis 

for this analysis. A p < .05 value shows significant difference between the items compared. As stated 

before, the null hypothesis in a statistical analysis establishes a no difference between measurements of 

data by default. The comparison of the pretest and the posttest from the implicit group rejects the null 

hypothesis. Thus, it means that a significant difference from the starting point to the end of the 

treatment has been established. This is to say that students acquired the knowledge of the vocabulary 

presented. 

RQ2 Response: Do the students undergoing the explicit approach treatment show significant L2 

vocabulary gains?  

Similarly to Research Question 1, this question asks if there was a difference in learning for the 
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students in the explicit treatment group.  Results show whether from the pretest to posttest students 

acquired the knowledge of the vocabulary so that the instructor can believe that they have learned it. To 

answer this question, a Mann-Whitney U was run to test for a significant difference before pretest and 

posttest of the implicit group. Test results show that the comparison of the pretest and the posttest from 

the implicit group rejects the null hypothesis. Thus, it means that a significant difference from the 

starting point to the end of the treatment has been established. This is to say that it can be assured that 

students in explicit group also acquired the knowledge of the vocabulary presented, as the students in 

implicit group did. 

RQ3 Response: Does the implicit group show a more significant L2 vocabulary gain than the explicit 

group? 

Research Question 3 seeks to determine if there is a difference between the implicit instruction 

approach and the explicit instruction approach. Students from each group underwent a treatment for a 

complete semester. The implicit group was presented words in order to acquire them from a 

comprehensive prospective, going from its meaning to its recognition in a context and the ability to use 

that word in a contextualized written or oral production activity. In other words, the implicit approach 

for the lexical acquisition seeks to improve the learner’s ability to account for more than the word 

meaning and its form (Read, 1993), but rather also to impart an understanding of multiple word 

meanings, flexibility with words, and generativity with language, as Vocabulary Depth knowledge is 

stated in table 2 in Chapter 1 of this study.  

On the contrary, explicit approach was intended for the students to make relations of Spanish 

vocabulary with its meaning in English not taking into account its global knowledge, rather a number 

of words to be used and an ease with those words to eventually use or understand, as Vocabulary Breath 

knowledge is likewise stated in table 2 in Chapter 1 of this study.  

The response to Research Question 3 is based upon the compared analysis of the data between the 
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posttest from implicit group and the posttest from explicit group. The null hypothesis in this question, 

as in previous questions, would offer a no difference between one group and the other. It would mean 

that no relationship could be established between the effect and the result. In other words, learning 

vocabulary following an implicit instructional approach or an explicit one would make no difference in 

the final outcome. 

The statistics tests to answer this question shows Sign > .05 in all the items from W1 to W30. This 

value does not reject the null hypothesis for this analysis. A p > .05 value shows no difference between 

the items compared. The null hypothesis in a statistical analysis establishes a no difference between 

measurements of data. The comparison of the posttest from the implicit group and the posttest from the 

explicit group does not reject the null hypothesis, so it means that both groups reflect the same level of 

knowledge because there is no significant difference between one and the other. 

Would null hypothesis have been rejected for this analysis, it should have shown a difference of 

vocabulary knowledge depth and breadth between groups. That would have shown the instructional 

treatments to be successful in order to make the implicit group more knowledgeable with the flexibility 

of words, the generativity with language and understanding multiple word meanings. On the other 

hand, results from the Mann-Whitney U test comparing both posttests show that both groups obtained a 

similar outcome. 

The treatments have not proved determinant to make students in the implicit group have a 

comprehension of words beyond it was expected. Though they acquired vocabulary knowledge, it does 

not seem that they did so in a way different from the knowledge acquired by the explicit group, whose 

expectations were also met because they proved to have acquired vocabulary knowledge as well. 

Instead, statistical analysis shows that both groups undergoing different treatments did not show a 

significant result from one another in the final outcome. Reasons to explain this result are offered in the 

discussion of findings next. 
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Discussion and conclusion 

RQ1 & 2 Explanation: Do the students undergoing the implicit approach treatment show significant L2 

vocabulary gains?, and do the students undergoing the explicit approach treatment show significant L2 

vocabulary gains?  

The answer to these questions is ‘yes’. Both questions may be answered under the same perspective. 

These findings are indicated by the results of the use of the statistical non-parametric method of 

measure, Mann-Whitney U. These findings suggest that following an accurate and consistent 

instructional approach is enough to produce vocabulary gaining in an in-class SLA setting. 

Comparatively, no group shows a quantitative higher learning than the other. The test used to measure 

vocabulary learning, the VKS, is designed not to offer a numeric score in the sense of countable items, 

but a scale that reflects how well a lexicon item is learned in terms of a holistic knowledge of a word 

(Nation, 1990). By looking at these results, it can be inferred that regardless the instructional approach, 

a focus on vocabulary input has guided learners appropriately so that they grasp what a word in a 

foreign language may convey. This study, thus, offers results in the same positive path that reviewed 

vocabulary acquisition studies in Chapter 1 did. 

RQ3 Explanation: Does the implicit group show a more significant L2 vocabulary gain than the explicit 

group? 

The answer to this question is ‘no’. Given that the VKS test measures the breadth vs. depth knowledge 

of words, the statistical analysis showed that the different theoretical approaches based on the 

implicitness or the explicitness in the instruction to facilitate the vocabulary intake process (Van Patten, 

1993) has not proved to be determinant in this long term study. For one part, the answer to this question 

shows that this study has shared common ground with others that claim that explicit approach is more 

beneficial to beginning students (Van Benthuysen, 2002; Coady, 1997). In this sense, a possible 

explanation to this fact can be found in what Coady (1997) calls the beginner’s paradox. In other 
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words, they need explicit instruction which is essential for beginning students whose lack of 

vocabulary limits their reading ability. Thus, the main concern of beginning students may be in building 

up a corpus of words that will allow them to be fluent in reading and acquiring the vocabulary depth 

required to infer meanings in a text. Liu & Nation (1985) claim that a successful process of guessing 

words out of context occurs when a learner know about 19 out of 20 words in a basic level text, for 

which is required knowing the 3,000 most common words.  

Another factor that did not help the implicit approach group can be found in Kelly: “unless the context 

is very constrained, which is a relatively rare occurrence, or unless there is a relationship with a known 

word identifiable on the basis of form and supported by context, there is little chance of guessing the 

correct meaning” (1990:203). This explanation can be applied to the fact that students in both groups 

have obtained significant word breadth knowledge. This is, they have learned a similar number of 

words and similar ease to basic use and understanding of those words. The input received by the 

implicit approach group has not proved to develop the Nation’s (1990) full scale of knowledge of a 

word (see page 12 of this dissertation). 

Having established that the present study has obtained different results to others that claim that the 

implicit learning of vocabulary through reading can benefit language learners at all levels (Paribakht & 

Wesche, 1997, 1999; Woodinsky & Nation, 1988), a possible reason not to obtain the same findings 

than those studies may lie in the exposition frequency to the new lexical items. Despite the emphasis 

given to vocabulary in the programming of this course, other aspects of learning a L2 cannot be 

neglected. Instruction, then, is constrained to cover the whole curriculum in the assigned time. 

Considering that beginners seem to need to build up a corpus of vocabulary to start getting lexical 

knowledge out of reading texts, together with a longer exposition to the lexical items, it may has 

occurred that many students in the implicit approach group may never have done extensive reading 

beyond required in the classroom activities. Hence, depth vocabulary knowledge has not been attained 
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as anticipated. As unexpected as this result can be, a positive consideration may be in the actual 

attainment of a receptive knowledge of words, potentially productive in a forthcoming and consistent 

reading approach to facilitate implicit knowledge. As a consequence, a Spanish program should 

consider that once students develop the ability to read in a sustained fashion, then most of the reading 

should be done outside of class (Richards & Renandya, 2002). 

Pedagogical implications 

A general implication from this study is that the appropriate input consistent with a given SLA 

instructional approach may be enough to facilitate L2 vocabulary acquisition. As VanPatten and Leeser 

(2006) point out, “the business of language teaching is to help acquisition in any way it can.” (59). 

Nevertheless, the goals are to maximize acquisition and to get learners to use all their potential once 

they are enrolled in a course of Spanish as a foreign language. The hypothesis underlying this study 

was that implicit learning through contextualized input could produce a more profitable and durable 

effect in learners’ acquisition process in the long term, which could be more visible depending on 

individual motivation and attitude towards the second language they are learning as well as to the 

strategies they apply to face the learning of new vocabulary. 

The first pedagogical implication that can be taken from the findings in this study is that consistency in 

the application of the instructional procedures should be applied to the assessment procedures as well. 

The learners, first of all, are students registered in a beginner course and as such, they want to be 

successful in grade terms. Exams are important for them. Exams did not follow a format such as the 

VKS test used to measure their learning. Exam designs are designed in a drill-like style that may have 

conditioned their study strategies regarding the vocabulary. Not to mention that vocabulary is not the 

only course content required to learn. Whereas the class instruction emphasized the vocabulary part of 

the curriculum, the course assessment took into account all the aspects of language: vocabulary, 

grammar, pronunciation, oral comprehension, and writing skills. In a long run treatment as this one, the 
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focus of the study must have seemed diluted to the student when many different aspects are required 

from him/her to show proficiency. In other words, an implicit approach instructional style should have 

required the same assessment procedures as practice activities in class were in order to obtain the 

hypothesized achievements. Likewise, the amount of words required to implicitly acquire has been 

remarkable. A selection of less words, and more frequency of exposure (after one chapter, the selected 

vocabulary was very likely not to be encountered anymore until the exam, or the VKS posttest at the 

end of the treatment) would probably lead to a more profitable acquisition in terms of vocabulary 

breadth knowledge. 

Second, also regarding the long term treatment format, personal factors, such as motivation and 

learning strategies, may vary during the course depending on partial results from the official exams. 

Motivation may be lost if student is confronting a teaching style which does not lead him/her to good 

grades. Learning strategies may change along the treatment depending on the teaching style itself and 

the exam results obtained. In any case, a long term treatment must implement a program of consistent 

actions to keep students motivated and to guide them with learning strategies that might be applied to 

the actual instructional approach that the teacher has decided to work under.  

Lastly, maximizing L2 vocabulary acquisition is highly dependent on the level of the student. General 

belief (Richards & Renandya, 2002) is that a more focused vocabulary program requires a higher level 

of proficiency. Hence, in a beginner’s vocabulary long term study results are going to be conditioned to 

build up a corpus of 3,000 to 5,000 words (Liu & Nation, 1985).  

Conclusion and directions for future research 

This study attempted to explore how two methodological designs could benefit the learner potential to 

maximize his/her vocabulary learning. As learning has been produced in both teaching approaches, the 

outcome for one of them -implicit approach- did not reach the expectations. Personal factors that may 

influence the learning process have not helped in the expected form to maximize learning in the 
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implicit approach group. This study has shed light on the reasons why implicit learning seems not to be 

superior to explicit instruction in facilitating the learning process.  

Future research can investigate the implicit learning processing mechanism with more limited content 

and a more production-oriented assessment. A programming which considers both instructional 

approach and reinforcement of personal factors affecting SLA is also recommendable. It is hoped that 

this study will serve as a springboard to further research on a variety of personal factors affecting 

instructional approaches as well as to gain a clearer picture of the role of these instruction types in 

promoting learners’ accurate production. 
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