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ABSTRACT
This research aimed to validate the Technique Feature Analysis (Nation & Webb, 

2011), a theoretical framework that includes criteria for vocabulary learning to occur and 
evaluates the effectiveness of a vocabulary learning task. The study investigated the 
correlation between the predictability of the framework and the task’s effect on vocabulary 
learning and retention. To this end, EFL learners were assigned three vocabulary tasks 
of learning 15 target words. The tasks were designed based on the Technique Feature 
Analysis framework and had different presence of each vocabulary learning criteria. Word 
forms and words’ meaning recognition knowledge of the target words were measured 
immediately and one week later. The results revealed that supporting evidence for 
Technique Feature Analysis was found in terms of the retention of meaning recognition 
knowledge whereas no significant difference was detected in the immediate form and 
meaning recognition knowledge and delayed form recognition knowledge.

Keywords: vocabulary learning task; L2 vocabulary learning; Technique Feature 
Analysis

1. INTRODUCTION 
Vocabulary knowledge is an indispensable part of language learning and a 

prerequisite for language proficiency (Lin and Morrison, 2010). For learning to take place, 
inputs must be made comprehensible (Oller & Krashen, 1988) and contains quantities of 
vocabulary repetition (Vidal, 2011).  

Given the limited time in a language classroom, especially in Vietnam where an 
English class is devoted to system and skill lessons for five to six hours a week, L2 
learners do not have sufficient time for reading and are not exposed to the number of 
lexical repetitions needed for learning new words. In this case, a word remains unnoticed 
and if noticed, its meaning cannot be retained (Laufer, 2019). If vocabulary learning from 
input does not expand or deepen lexical knowledge, learners can benefit from word-
focused exercises (Laufer, 2019). The questions are how to evaluate the effectiveness 
of vocabulary learning tasks and what makes some tasks more effective than others. 
Accordingly, three frameworks are proposed to predict the effectiveness of the tasks, 
namely the Involvement Load Hypothesis (hereafter ILH; Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001), Type 
of Processing –Resource Allocation (TOPRA) model (Barcroft, 2002) and Technique 
Feature Analysis (hereafter TFA; Nation & Webb, 2011). While there are several studies 
confirming the predictive power of the ILH and TOPRA model (Keating, 2008; Kida & 
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Barcroft, 2018) the TFA framework has not received much attention and the need of 
verifying its predictive power is what urged the need of this empirical research. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Definition of vocabulary exercise 
Richards et al. (1985) defined a task as an activity or action that requires language 

knowledge to carry out. According to Laufer (2019, p.352), a vocabulary exercise is 
“a response to a language prompt, a response that requires the understanding of the 
words on which the exercise focuses, with or without producing them.” The exercises 
can facilitate communicative and non-communicative purpose. For example, the former 
can be an act of reading and looking up unknown word in the dictionary to answer 
comprehension questions. Exercises such as gap-filling and sentence writing are non-
communicative because words are practised in isolation and without context. 

2.2 Factors affecting vocabulary learning
There are many factors affecting vocabulary acquisition: interlexical, intralexical 

and contextual factors. Interlexical factors concern the interaction between the new word 
and the words the learner knows in L1 and L2.  Intralexical factors stem from the word 
itself which can be pronounceability, orthography, morphology and semantic features 
(abstractness, register, idiomaticity, polysemy) (Laufer, 1997). Contextual factors provide 
the context in which word knowledge can be learned from and the two key conditions 
that facilitate learning are repetition and attention (Nation & Webb, 2017). The Technique 
Feature Analysis deals with contextual conditions; therefore, this composition would 
provide literature review on factors facilitating vocabulary learning. 

As can be seen from Figure 1, Nation and Webb (2017) developed a framework 
of vocabulary learning condition that involves repetition and quality of attention (e.g. 
noticing, retrieval, varied encounters or varied use and elaboration).

Figure 1 
Framework of vocabulary learning condition 
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2.2.1 Repetition 
As asserted by Nation (2013), one of the vital facilitators of vocabulary learning, 

incidentally or deliberately, is repetition. Past research has shown that vocabulary gains 
increase among both L1 learners (Shu et al., 1995) and L2 learners (Webb, 2007) as a 
result of repeated lexical encounters. Linguistic researchers then began the quest for the 
extent of vocabulary uptake resulting from repetition. The findings can be categorized 
into the frequency and spacing of repetition.

2.2.2 Frequency of repetition 
Despite a large number of studies on the effect of repetition on the vocabulary 

learning process, the frequency of encounters for it to be effective remains inconclusive 
as studies on incidental and deliberate learning come up with different values. Saragi et 
al. (1978) concluded that for incidental learning, a word needs to be repeated at least 
ten times so that participants can recognise its meaning. Rott (1999) investigated the 
effect of repetition (0, 2, 4, 6 times) in reading text on both L1 (English) and L2 (German) 
vocabulary learning. The results show learning occurs at the second exposure and more 
encounters correlates to higher learning gains. Recent findings from Nation (2014) and 
Laufer (2017) suggested 12 encounters as a “moderately safe goal” (Nation, 2014, as 
cited in Malone, 2018). 

2.2.3 Spacing of repetition
As important as the number of repetitions, researchers also concern how these 

repetitions are distributed over time. Drawing on the definition of massed and distributed 
practice in learning by Stevick (1996), Goossens et al. (2012) state that repetitions can be 
spaced (i.e. learners meet a word several times with intervals between each encounter) 
and massed (i.e. a word is encountered repeatedly in a period of time). Research in 
vocabulary acquisition has shown that spaced repetition is superior over massed 
repetition in terms of retention (Kornell, 2009; Nakata, 2015; Nakata & Webb, 2016). 
Baddeley (1990) found that the form and meaning links can be strengthened every time a 
word is retrieved. Given that spacing benefits vocabulary gains, the question is that how 
the length of intervals within spaced repetition can be distributed to maximise learning. 
Many studies have investigated two types of relative spacing - equal and expanding 
spacing. In equal spacing, each interval is spaced equally (e.g. 2-2-2 minutes) while 
expanding spacing refers to the idea that the spacing of interval is gradually increased 
(e.g. 1-3-5 minutes). Expanding spacing is often believed to be the most effective in 
promoting long-term retention (Baddeley, 1997; Ellis, 1995, as cited in Roediger & 
Karpicke, 2010). However, studies comparing the vocabulary gains between expanding 
and equal spacing show no difference (Pyc & Rawson, 2007). Nakata (2015) points 
out that “feedback, task difficulty, absolute spacing, and the retention interval (i.e., the 
interval between the treatment and post-test)” are conditions for relative spacing to occur 
and yet are not considered in the two studies above. Nakata constructed four conditions 
in his research and found that expanding spacing has slightly greater positive effect on 
vocabulary learning. Therefore, it can be said that there is no distinctive discrepancy 
between the two types of relative spacing as regards to vocabulary learning.
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2.2.4 Quality of attention
As mentioned above, learning depends on how often learners encounter a word. 

According to Nation (2015), vocabulary gains would be significantly enhanced if a word 
receives a deeper level of attention in every meeting. Krashen (1985) suggested that 
comprehensible input plays a vital role in language acquisition. However, given that not 
all of the input can be utilized as intake, Schmidt (1990) claimed that it is impossible for 
learning to occur without attention to input and there are some studies share the similar 
view (Robinson, 1995; Schmidt, 1990). Comparing the effect of repetition and quality of 
attention on different types of word knowledge, Laufer and Rozovski-Roitblat (2014) and 
Webb (2008) discovered that the later has the stronger effect.

2.2.5 Noticing 
Noticing occurs when learners draw their attention to the target words, which 

according to Rutherford and Sharwood Smith (1985), facilitates language learning. During 
this process, the linguistic feature will be stored in short-term memory and later in long-
term memory (Robinson, 1995). Schmidt (1990, 1994) proposed the noticing hypothesis 
which states that word forms and its meanings in the input must be consciously noticed 
by learners for the conversion of input to intake. The richer the input, the more likely it is 
for intake to occur. In fact, learners are more likely to learn what they pay attention to – 
that is if word form is attentive to, this aspect is more likely to be gained than its meaning 
(Barcroft, 2009).

2.2.6 Retrieval 
Retrieval is the second condition contributing to the quality of attention and it is 

only possible after the initial encounter because a word cannot be recalled if it is not 
stored in memory previously. Retrieval can be productive and receptive. When learners 
see or hear a word form and have to retrieve its meaning, as when reading or listening, it 
is known as receptive retrieval. On the other hand, productive retrieval entails expressing 
word meaning and retrieving its form in speaking and writing (Nation, 2013). Repetition 
is known to be facilitative to vocabulary learning. An extensive investigation by Baddeley 
(1990) suggests it is more important to have repetition opportunity for retrieval to 
strengthen the form-meaning link. 

2.2.7 Varied encounter and varied use 
The third condition occurs when a word is subsequently met or used in different 

contexts or forms (Nation & Webb, 2017). Hall (1992) investigated the effect of split 
information tasks (i.e., pair discussion), instructed tasks and individual work on learning 
mathematics vocabulary. The results showed that discussion tasks were the most 
effective. A possible explanation is that the new meeting forces learners to retrieve and 
rethink previous forms and uses of a word before a new knowledge is reconstructed from 
the new context. This leads to a strengthening effect as a word is retrieved and enriched 
by the variation in encounter or use.

2.2.8 Elaboration 
Elaboration means encountering different meanings, forms and uses of a word 
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that later leads to enrichment in different aspects of vocabulary knowledge. Deighton 
(1960) suggested that learners gradually acquire meaning(s) of a word throughout their 
numerous experiences in different contexts with that word. Indeed, Di Vesta and Peverly 
(1984) found that encountering various semantic aspect of words produced superior 
retention than mere studying their definitions. However, excessive elaboration can have 
negative effect. Ellis (1995) conducted two treatments: one includes input of semantic 
explanations in text and the other was provided orally as a result of students’ requests. He 
found that acquisition was more likely to take place with shorter and simpler definitions. 
This suggested that too much semantic elaboration could overload learners and impede 
learning through oral input.

2.3 Technique Feature Analysis 
The features include: the main aims of said activity, its condition regarding learning, 

any indications that said learning happens at all, and how the activity is designed (Nation, 
2001). 

The TFA outlines five categories that dictate word learning efficiency, including 
motivation, noticing, retrieval, generation and retention. Each component is subdivided 
into 18 features in the form of questions and the effectiveness of a task is based on how 
well it scores. Scores are added or deduced (assigned to 0) in accordance with whether 
a feature is present or absent, and a task can get a maximum score of 18. (Figure 2)

Figure 2 
Technique Analysis Hypothesis (Nation & Webb, 2011)
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2.4 The present study
This study investigates the following questions:
1. The effects of vocabulary tasks during vocabulary learning as measured in an 

immediate test and a delayed test?
2. To what extent does the Techniques Feature Analysis predict the effectiveness 

of vocabulary tasks on learning and retention?
3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Participants
The participants in this research were 38 Vietnamese students (30 females, 8 

males, age from 20 to 28). All the participants achieved an IELTS score of 5.5 and above.  
The participants are recruited randomly via the researcher’s network and social 

media. As the representativeness of the sample and its size is crucial to a robust research 
conclusion, random sampling is used because it minimizes the effect of subjectivity; 
hence, the subjects would be more representative and similar to the population than non-
random samples (Dörnyei, 2007).

3.2 Procedure
The study had three main procedures. The participants do the three vocabulary 

tasks in order. All participants were asked to read the texts and perform the tasks in the 
allotted time of 30 minutes (10 minutes for each task). After each assigned task, the 
participants were tested immediately to measure their learning of target words. A delayed 
post-test was conducted a week later to evaluate their vocabulary retention. 

3.3 Design 
The study was adopted within-group design, Vocabulary Treatment (three 

vocabulary-oriented tasks) and Time (immediately and one week after the experiment). 
The studies adopted an intentional learning design in which participants were 

informed about the vocabulary tests after they performed the treatments. The target words 
in the texts were replaced by pseudowords that resemble English words phonetically and 
orthographically. The 15 pseudowords were selected from a series of studies by Webb 
(2007a, 2007b, 2008a, 2008b) for reasons of reliability. Their forms and meanings are as 
follows: bandet (bank), masco (peep), dangy (daisy), denet (rabbit), hodet (hole), ictay 
(pressure), denent (slums), copac (terrible), gishom (shocking), ancon (inhabitant), faddam 
(urbanisation), nasin (friendship), shoten (sibling), intay (interaction), pathen (parents). 

3.4 Vocabulary tasks
As the study aims to compare the effectiveness of word-focused activities, three 

tasks were designed with great consistency and control. Accordingly, the tasks must 
obtain different TFA scores, lead to intentional vocabulary learning and must all have 
new word learning feature. The researcher came up with three reading-based exercises 
which involved the learning of five new words in each passage and the TFA scores were 
4, 5, and 7 respectively (Table 1). Each target word appeared once in the passages. 

The reading passages include an extract from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 
(Lewis, 1920) and two reading texts about Urbanization and Family taken from Vocabulary 



 VIETTESOL INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION 2021
RETHINKING ENGLISH LANGUAGE EDUCATION IN THE COVID ERA

183

for IELTS (Cullen, 2008). Considerations were made on the running words of the text 
as vocabulary knowledge is widely acknowledged to have a primary effect on reading 
performance and several studies have shown their strong correlation (Laufer, 1992; 
Nation & Hu, 2000; Hirsh & Nation, 1992). Three reading texts were selected and graded 
in order to ensure that the texts are comprehensible to the participants. Laufer (1992) 
suggests that readers need to know at least 95% of the words in a text to have any 
chance of guessing the meaning of unknown words from context. Hu and Nation (2000) 
suggest a 98% coverage is needed for adequate comprehension. However, the study 
used a 600-word-text, considering the short length of the passages in this study, ranging 
from 170 to 250 words for each text, thus a 95 % coverage is an acceptable threshold.

Consonant with the fact that the subjects must know at least 3,000 word families, 95% 
of the texts should include this high-frequency vocabulary level. The researcher excluded 
all target words in three texts and conducted a lexical frequency profile analysis via 
Vocabprofilers on Tom Cobb’s Website (http://lextutor.ca/vp/). Vocabprofile (Cobb, 2002) 
calculates how many percent of words in a text falling into the first 10,000 most frequent 
words. Results show that the original texts did not meet the required coverage therefore, 
so the texts were adapted to meet the 95% coverage within the 3,000 word-family level by 
paraphrasing and replacing less frequency words with high frequency words.

Task 1: Read and write with target words
The participants read an extract from Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland and 

performed two tasks: filling in the blanks and matching the target words with pictures 
depicting their meanings. Pictures were taken from the animated Alice in Wonderland 
to preserve contextual consistency. The target words are bandet (bank), masco (peep), 
dangy (daisy), denet (rabbit), hodet (hole).

Task 2: Read plus fill in
Task 2 involves a reading text with blanks replacing the target words. The target 

words were glossed under the passage. Participants selected the suitable words and filled 
in the blanks. The target words are denent (slums), copac (terrible), gishom (shocking), 
ancon (inhabitant), faddam (urbanisation).

Task 3: Read and select word meaning
The participants read a full text. The target words and their definitions were 

provided disorderly in a separate table. Based on the context of the reading passage, 
they had to match the target words with the equivalent definitions. The target words are 
ictay (pressure), nasin (friendship), shoten (sibling), intay (interaction), pathen (parents). 

Table 1  
Scoring of vocabulary tasks

Criteria Task 1 Task 2 Task 3
Motivation
Is there a clear vocabulary learning goal? 1 1 1
Dose the activity motivate learning? 1 1 1
Do the learners select the words? 0 0 0
Noticing 
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Does the activity focus attention on the target words? 1 1 1
Does the activity raise awareness of new vocabulary 
learning?

1 1 1

Does the activity involve negotiation? 0 0 0
Retrieval 
Does the activity involve retrieval of the words? 1 0 0
Is it productive retrieval? 0 0 0
Is it recall? 0 0 0
Are there multiple retrievals of each word? 0 0 0
Is there spacing between retrievals? 0 0 0
Generation 
Does the activity involve generative use? 0 0 0
Is it productive? 0 0 0
Is there a marked change that involves the use of other 
words?

0 0 0

Retention 
Does the activity ensure successful linking of form and 
meaning?

1 0 0

Does the activity involve instantiation? 0 0 0
Does the activity involve imaging? 1 0 0
Does the activity avoid interference? 1 1 0
Total score 7 5 4

3.5 Tests
The research adopts two tests: immediate tests and delayed tests which 

measuring recognition of form and meaning in multiple-choice formats. The form 
recognition tests preceded the meaning recognition tests to prevent the subjects from 
familiarising themselves with the word form. As the immediate tests and post-tests were 
identical, the test questions were rearranged to prevent any chances of memorisation. 

The first test measured receptive knowledge of form; the participants had 
to circle the correctly spelled target words, which appeared with three distracters. 
The distracters were created to resemble the target words both phonetically and 
orthographically. In Figure 3, the target words are dangy and bandet.

Figure 3
Immediate recognition of form test
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The second test measured receptive knowledge of meaning; the participants had 
to circle the correct meaning of target words. The distracters were taken The aim of 
this test was to determine if the participants can guess the meaning from context and 
the tasks. 

Figure 4
Immediate recognition of meaning test

4. RESULTS 
This study adopts the analysis of variance (ANOVA) to determine any differences 

between the mean scores of each task. 
The immediate and post tests were scored dichotomously in which every correct 

and incorrect answer was assigned a 1 or 0 point respectively. The test scores were 
analysed using repeated measure with test scores as a within-subject variable. 

Wilk’s Lambda was used to determine statistical significance (p<.05) as 
recommended by Pallant (2010).  Effect size is also assessed to measure the degree 
of association between the three sets of scores. The effect size is evaluated following 
guidelines proposed by Cohen (1988, as cited in Pallant, 2010). For repeated measure 
ANOVA, Cohen (1988) suggested that ηp2 (Partial eta squared) = 0.01 be considered 
a small effect size, 0.06 represents a moderate effect size and 0.138 a large effect size. 
This means that if the effect size is no greater than 0.01, the difference is trivial even 
though there is statistical significance. 

The results will be presented and discussed in terms of the remaining research 
questions:

1. The effects of vocabulary tasks during vocabulary learning as measured in an 
immediate test and a delayed test?

A one-way repeated measure ANOVA was conducted to compare scores on the 
immediate tests and delayed post-tests. The means and standard deviation are presented 
in Table 2.

Table 2 
Descriptive statistics of task scores



 VIETTESOL INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION 2021
RETHINKING ENGLISH LANGUAGE EDUCATION IN THE COVID ERA

186

Condition N TFA 
scores

Form recognition Meaning recognition 
Immediate Delayed Immediate Delayed 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Task 1 38 8 4.55 .60 3.21 .96 4.58 .79 4.16 1.05
Task 2 38 6 4.71 .56 3.55 1.06 4.61 .49 3.47 1.03
Task 3 38 4 4.39 .95 3.47 1.18 4.26 1.18 2.74 1.55

The results showed that the participants learned a substantial number of words. 
Mean scores of the immediate tests remained above 4 out of 5 points scale and there 
was not a big gap between immediate form and meaning recognition test scores. Task 2 
yielded the highest average scores in the Immediate form, Immediate meaning and Form 
recognition delayed tests with the mean scores of 4.71, 4.61 and 3.55 respectively. Task 3 
ranked third and only had the second highest scores on the form recognition delayed test. 

Table 2 compares the means of delayed and immediate tests. The participants 
scored higher on the immediate than on the delayed tests. Task 2 has the highest scores 
of form retention, followed by Task 3 and Task 1. The retention of word meaning scores 
the highest in Task 1 and the least in Task 3.  

To compare the effectiveness of the three tasks, inferential statistics were 
conducted. As the research compared the learning effect of three vocabulary tasks, one-
way repeated ANOVA was carried out. 

Mauchly’s test of the Immediate form recognition test indicated that the sphericity 
assumption is not rejected χ2(2) = 1.195, p = .550; therefore, the results show that there 
was no statistically significant difference between three conditions on the learning of 
word form. F (2,74) = 1,978, p = 0,146. Wilks’ Lambda = 0.91, F (2, 36) = 1.83, p= 0.174. 
The effect size is moderate (ηp2 = 0.098).

As for the Immediate meaning recognition test scores, Mauchly’s test showed 
that the assumption of sphericity has been violated. The results show that there was no 
overall statistically significant difference between three treatments on the learning of word 
meaning immediately, F (1.72; 63.51) = 1.78, p = 0,181. Wilks’ Lambda = 0.93, F (2, 36) 
= 1.3, p= 0.283, multivariate spatial eta square =.068, which is a moderate effect size.

In regards to the delayed form recognition tests, Mauchly’s test showed no violation 
of the spherical assumption, χ2(2) = 3.206, p = .201. Results indicated that the vocabulary 
exercises have little effect on the retention of word form, F (2,74) = 1,978, p = 0,146. 
Wilks’ Lambda = 0.9, F (2, 36) = 1.9, p= 0.164, multivariate spatial eta square =.068, 
which is a very large effect size.  

Mauchly’s test on the delayed meaning recognition post-tests showed that the data 
does not meet the spherical assumption, χ2(2) = 7.898, p = .019. Results of Greenhouse-
Geisser (ε = 0.835) indicated statistically significant difference between the three tasks, 
meaning that the tasks had effects on the retention of word meaning, F (1.67, 61.82) 
= 19.832, p= .000. Wilks’ Lambda = 0.55, F (2, 36) = 14.53, p= .000. Given in the 
Multivariate Tests output, Partial Eta Squared is ηp2 = .447, this result suggests a very 
large effect size. 
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Table 3 
Pairwise comparisons between delayed meaning tests

(I) Delayed 
meaning test

(J) Delayed 
meaning test

Mean Difference (I-J) Sig.

1 2 .684* .001
3 1.421* .000

2 1 -.684* .001
3 .737* .007

3 1 -1.421* .000
2 -.737* .007

Post hoc test using the Bonferroni correction was generated to determine the 
degree of significant difference between each task. Data from Table 3 revealed that 
participants retained more words from Task 1 (mean= 4.16; SD = 1.05) compared to Task 
2 (mean= 3.47; SD = 1.03; p=.001) and Task 3 (mean= 2.74; SD = 1.55; p<.001). Task 3 
was significantly less effective than Task 2 (p= .0.007), indicating that Task 3 resulted in 
the least retention of word meaning.

To conclude, data analysis found no statistically significant difference in the 
immediate tests and delayed form recognition test. There were task effects in the delayed 
meaning recognition test in which each task was significantly different from the other.  

Research question 2: To what extent does the TFA framework predict the 
effectiveness of vocabulary tasks on learning and retention?

The scoring of TFA does not align with the descriptive statistic for immediate 
recognition tests. Task 2 has lower TFA scores than Task 1; however, its mean scores 
were the highest. Meanwhile, the subjects scored the lowest in Task 3. Therefore, the 
TFA does not consistently predict which task is more effective than one another in terms 
of immediate meaning and form recognition. Results from immediate tests yielded no 
significant difference among the tasks.

Similar findings can be found in the case of delayed form recognition knowledge in 
which no statistical significance was found between the tasks. However, the difference 
lies in the analysis of delayed tests results which indicated the TFA scores correlate with 
the retention of word meaning as participants fared best in Task 1, scored lower in Task 
2 and lowest in Task 3. Therefore, the research found that the framework only predicts 
the retention of vocabulary meaning. 

To sum up, findings revealed that learning effect only differs in delayed meaning 
recognition tests while results from other tests have no significant difference among 
the tasks. 

5. DISCUSSION 
The research aimed to investigate the predictive power of TFA framework by 

comparing the effect of three vocabulary tasks on learning and retention of 15 target 
words. Each task involved a reading text and a follow-up exercise. Considering all target 
words were unknown to the participants, three tasks led to new word learning.
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The hypothesis is that the TFA scores correlate with task effectiveness, meaning 
that learners were expected to score highest in Task 1 and lowest in Task 3. However, 
analysis found a lack of significant difference in the scores of immediate form and meaning 
recognition knowledge. One possible explanation is that the tasks were effective as they 
were based on TFA framework and obtained all or most of the features that aid learning 
(Motivation, Noticing, Retrieval, Generation and Retention). In specific, all tasks shared 
the Motivation, Noticing and Retention features in common. As mentioned in the literature 
review, all of these features are facilitative to vocabulary learning. Another reason may 
lie in the nature of tests in which the participants have to recognise word form and its 
meaning. Task 2 required filling in the blanks with glossed words. Task 3, on the other 
hand, consisted of matching a word’s meaning. The tests tapped into the same aspects 
of word knowledge (i.e. form and meaning); hence, the task-test similarity resulted in 
less of a distinction in test performance. Participants had already worked with the target 
words’ meaning in Task 2 and Task 3. Therefore, to some extent, the multiple-choice 
tests may have favoured them in recognising the correct answers. 

Mean scores revealed that performance in Task 2 fared the best. The washback 
effect stemming from the research procedure may be the cause. The subjects were aware 
of the test format after Task 1 and they may pay more attention to the word form-meaning 
in Task 2 and Task 3. The researcher anticipated this backwash effect and shuffled the 
task order. Therefore, it was unlikely that the order impacted task performance and the 
difference stemmed from the task’s nature itself. One reason for higher scores in Task 2 
is that although Task 1 and Task 2 involve noticing feature, Task 2 is similar to reading 
with glosses and blank-filling as definitions of target words are provided and the subjects 
have to do a subsequent exercise. Many empirical studies have found glossing superior 
over non-glossing activities in immediate vocabulary learning (Hulstijn, 1992; Miyasako, 
2002; Watanabe, 1997). Watanabe (1997) examined how text modifications and task 
affect vocabulary learning and found that Japanese students remembered less words 
in text with no cue condition than marginal gloss condition. According to Nation (2013) 
and Watanabe (1997), exercises with glossing are beneficial in vocabulary learning for 
providing accurate meaning, reducing the chance of incorrect inferences and drawing 
attention to unknown words. Therefore, this can be the reason why learners scored 
higher in Task 2 as it had deeper degree of attention. 

Significant difference only occurred in the delayed meaning recognition test; hence, 
providing evidence for the TFA in the effectiveness of vocabulary retention.  Several 
explanations can be given referring to the level of processing. In Task 1, the subjects 
had to select the correct word form and infer word meaning from the text to complete two 
sub-tasks. On pedagogical grounds, Kelly (1989) and Laufer and Sim (1985) object to 
learning from contextual guessing because context hardly provides sufficient information 
for correct meaning inference and learners may consequently learn the wrong meaning. 
However, these studies inspected inferring-from-context method under a reading only 
condition (i.e. no subsequent vocabulary exercises). Hulstijn (1992) and Koren (1999) 
concluded treatments that encouraged lexical inferencing led to higher level of retention 
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than glossing, which can be seen in the results of post tests. Initially, it can be assumed 
that fill-in-the-blank exercises in Task 1 is a passive use of vocabulary as the subjects 
only searched word form and filled in the blanks. However, Folse (2006) argued that 
this exercise involves various thinking processes: learners can try out different words 
in a slot, probably “by translating many of the words or perhaps by remembering tidbits 
about some of the words” (p.287). In his opinion, this is indeed deep processing of the 
word which facilitates retention. Another possible reason can be found in the second 
sub-task – matching pictures and vocabulary. Studies have showed that words that are 
strongly associated with images are more likely to be remembered (Underwood, 1989) 
and recognised (Yanguas, 2009). This has been referred to as the picture superiority 
effect which assumes that pictures are more elaborative and elaboration is a facilitator 
to vocabulary learning. In a study by Carpenter and Olson (2012), vocabulary learning 
from picture-word pairing was more effective than words translated in native language. 

Finally, the number of word encounters may lead to better meaning retention for 
Task 1 as learners had to read a text (first meeting), filled in the blank (second meeting) 
and matched pictures (third meeting). The two sub-tasks also enhanced the connection 
of lexical form and meaning – that is fill-in-the-blank requires word form search and 
decision-making on semantic appropriateness while picture matching consists of 
retrieving meaning for the given word forms. Peters (2012) found that learners retained 
more words when there were two retrievals in one vocabulary task.  As mentioned 
before, multiple retrievals and encounter opportunities is a strong and facilitative factor 
of vocabulary acquisition.

6. IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
This research investigates whether the TFA framework can predict the effect of 

vocabulary tasks on the learning and retention among Vietnamese learners.   
The study showed that there was no difference between a task’s effect on the 

learning of a word’s meaning and word form with the retention of word form. One 
possible explanation is that the three tasks were equally effective as they shared some 
TFA features in common. Despite having lower TFA scores than Task 1, higher mean 
scores in Task 2 are due to its resemblance with glossing activity and task-test similarity. 
Supporting evidence for the framework was found in the delayed meaning recognition 
tests. This is because Task 1 involved multiple retrievals, deeper processing level and 
picture superior effect, which are factors that aid vocabulary learning. 

There are several pedagogical implications regarding the design of vocabulary 
exercises. 

First, findings from the studies suggest that the design of vocabulary exercises can 
be based on the TFA framework. There are some components (i.e. motivation, spacing 
retrievals, marked change in generative use) that require long-term students observation 
from the teachers in order to design an effective exercise. 

Second, it is better to combine exercises for better learning effect.  In the study, 
Task 1 (Reading plus fill-in and picture-matching) facilitates better retention while Task 



 VIETTESOL INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION 2021
RETHINKING ENGLISH LANGUAGE EDUCATION IN THE COVID ERA

190

2 (Reading plus text-fill-in) has greater immediate learning effect. Getting learners to 
perform the two tasks simultaneously is more likely to result in their better learning and 
retaining more words.

Certain limitations can be identified in this study. This research is restrained to 
measuring the recognition of form and meaning knowledge. A more comprehensive 
approach would be testing the recall of other aspects (i.e. orthography, grammatical 
functions, and meaning and form). 

The small sample size and time are another limitation. As the research was 
conducted online and the researcher had to give instructions to the participant individually, 
which limited the number of people approached within the time constraints. Besides, a 
within group design would provide more accurate data when conducted in longitudinal 
research. For more cumulative effect and perhaps more differences in the learning gains, 
future research could have larger sample sizes, provide longer time for post-tests and 
use more tasks with similar and different TFA features which is then followed by tests of 
productive word knowledge (i.e., form, meaning, grammatical function).
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