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Abstract – Vocabulary has always been regarded as playing a prominent role in learning a 

second Language. This study investigated the effects of gender on intentional and 

incidental vocabulary learning. The study was conducted with 120 Iranian beginner male 

and female EFL learners. The participants were divided into four groups of 30 after taking 

Nelson’s general proficiency homogeneity test. The results from ANOVA and two 

independent T-tests indicated that the scores of the intentional groups were significantly 

higher than those of the incidental groups. The overall results demonstrated that gender 

has no significant difference in achieving lexical knowledge.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Vocabulary was seen, for the first time, as one of the most important aspects of 

second language (L2) learning when the Reading Method emerged. In this method, emphasis 

was placed on developing criteria for selecting the vocabulary content. The Reading Method 

aimed primarily at facilitating reading skills by improving vocabulary knowledge. Intensive 

oral drills were seen as a means of reinforcing the learning of a target language, rather than 

analyzing it (Schmitt, 2000). 

There existed two broad approaches towards vocabulary teaching and learning: 1) 

teaching intentionally (e.g. GTM word list instruction), and 2) teaching incidentally through 

the context (e.g. the natural approach and the Reading Method) (Nation, 2001). 

In this regard, Cohen and Aphek (1980) suggest that lower level proficiency learners 

benefit more from learning words out of context rather than learning them in context. Nation 

(1990) also suggests that basic vocabulary should be taught to students as soon as possible 

and that vocabulary learning through contextual guessing should be delayed until learners 

have mastered the basic vocabulary. Krashen (1989, p. 440) believes that “Language is 

subconsciously acquired – while you are acquiring, you don't know you are acquiring; your 

conscious focus is on the message, not form". 



Yarahmadi & Malayeri 

78 
 

Considering the level, Decarrico (1999) suggests that extensive reading can be used 

with learners at all levels of language proficiency. For beginning learners, graded readers are 

probably the best ways in gaining a large amount of input. For intermediate learners just on 

the threshold of reading authentic texts, due to the repeated topic-specific vocabulary 

(multiple exposures), it may be appropriate to read numerous authentic texts. Advanced 

learners, on the other hand, should be encouraged to read a wide variety of authentic texts, 

commonly known as wide reading. 

It has been a long time that most Iranian Junior high school teachers teach the words 

intentionally, i.e., they inform the students that they are going to learn some new words and 

the message is introduced secondarily. Making vocabulary lists or cards and memorizing 

them consciously through different kinds of activities have been employed by a huge number 

of junior high school students. 

Incidental vocabulary teaching has not been largely experienced in Iranian formal 

educational system. According to Nation (1990), Laufer (1997), and Nation and Waring 

(1997), this kind of teaching is not appropriate for the students at these levels (beginners and 

pre-intermediates) because they cannot come up with a reasonable understanding of text and 

consequently the process will be failed due to a lack of vocabulary threshold which is 

minimally 2000 (Nation, 1990). On the other hand, Decarrico (1999) encourages the teachers 

to teach the words incidentally through extensive reading at all levels. This study provides a 

comparison between intentional and incidental approaches in creating lexical knowledge.  

Nowadays, the importance of vocabulary and its significance in learning a language 

have become more accepted. Vocabulary is a basic component of language proficiency which 

provides the basis for learners’ performance in other skills, such as speaking, reading, 

listening and writing. 

Singleton (1999) emphasizes that words have a rather privileged status in the popular 

understanding of what a language is, since they are vital to linguistic communication. 

Undeniably, without vocabulary there is no tool to communicate and everybody realizes it. 

He states that even though the word is central to understanding a language, one is unable to 

find a simple definition of the concept of a word since there are several scholars who have 

worked on finding an accurate definition for describing a word. He clarifies his view by 

continuing that what is meant by the term word will depend on the level of abstraction at 

which the speaker/writer is operating, the linguistic levels being discussed and even the 

semantic content of the situation. 

Incidental vocabulary learning, also known as incidental vocabulary learning, occurs 

when the mind is concentrated elsewhere such as on comprehending a written text or 

understanding the spoken material. One of the premises of incidental vocabulary learning is 

that new words should not be presented in isolation and should not be learnt by mere rote 

memorization. It follows that new vocabulary items should be presented in contexts rich 

enough to provide clues to meaning and that learners should be given multiple exposure to 

items they are supposed to learn (Nation 1990). 
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Incidental learning has been defined differently by scholars in the field. For instance, 

Schmidt (1994, cited in Hulstijn, 2003) presented three definitions which are as follows: (i) 

learning without the intent to learn. (ii) The learning of one stimulus aspect while paying 

attention to another stimulus aspect. Incidental learning is learning of one thing when the 

learner's primary objective is to do something else. (iii) The learning of formal features 

through a focus of attention on semantic features. Moreover, Hulstijn (1996, cited in Gass, 

1999) asserts that the definition of incidental learning is learning in the absence of an 

intention to learn. 

In incidental vocabulary learning, words are acquired through exposure to the 

language while the learner focuses on the usage. Numerous studies on ESL/EFL research on 

incidental vocabulary learning through extensive reading have been conducted over the years 

(e.g., Elley & Mangubhai, 1981; Krashen, 1993; Laufer, 2009; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 

1985; Saragi, Nation, & Meister, 1978). 

Krashen has found support from quite a few authors who also maintain that language 

learning takes place at an unconscious level. For example, Nagy and Herman (1987), 

Anderson, Wilson and Fielding (1988) also advocate incidental vocabulary learning from the 

context alone. For instance, Anderson, Wilson and Fielding (1988) asked their subjects to 

record their after school activities. The analysis of the data reveals that those who reported 

more reading performed better in vocabulary - hence reading books was a good predictor of 

vocabulary acquisition. In fact, Nagy and Herman (1987) claim that reading leads to greater 

vocabulary growth than any program of intentional instruction. 

Incidental (indirect) learning is mainly supported by the input theory based on which 

Krashen (1981) proposes some critical conditions for learning to take place: 

1. The learner must be interested in understanding the speaker’s or writer’s message. 

2. The level of difficulty of the message must be slightly over the learner’s present 

level of proficiency. 

3. The contact with the foreign language should cause no worries. 

 

The importance of extensive reading for receptive vocabulary development has been 

widely acknowledged in the field of language teaching (e.g., Elley & Mangubhai, 1981; 

Grabe & Stoller, 1997; Krashen, 1993; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985; Nation, 2001, 

2009; Saragi, Nation, & Meister, 1978). However, whether L2 incidental (incidental) 

vocabulary acquisition has the identical effectiveness to that of L1 incidental vocabulary 

learning is questionable. 

Various researchers have concluded that learners should be given intentional 

instruction and practice in the first two or three thousand high-frequency words, while 

beyond this level most low-frequency words will be learned incidentally through reading or 

listening (Carter 1998; Carter & McCarthy 1988; Nation 2001; Schmitt & McCarthy, 1997). 
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The reason that intentional learning is thought to be necessary in the initial stages is that, 

unless a high percentage of words on a page are known, it is very difficult to guess the 

meaning of new words from context. 

Mason and Krashen (2004) conducted a study to examine the claim made by Coady 

(1997) that intentional instruction is more effective than incidental (incidental) vocabulary 

learning. They compared the vocabulary gains of two groups, using two different methods. In 

one group, the new words were presented to the participants through reading the stories to 

them, the “story-only” group. The second group, the “story-plus-study” group, not only heard 

the story, but they also were presented some supplementary activities to focus their attention 

to the new words. This study, as the authors claim, is not a comparison of “pure-acquisition” 

with “acquisition plus supplementary learning.” “The subjects in the ‘story-only’ condition 

were told which words were target words and their forms were clearly focused on. The result 

of their study showed that learning vocabulary through additional focus on form, i.e., 

traditional vocabulary exercises, was not as efficient as learning vocabulary through hearing 

them in the context of stories. 

Incidental learning is not entirely 'incidental', as learners must pay at least some 

attention to individual words. Students generally benefit from intentional vocabulary 

instruction in conjunction with extensive reading. To the extent that vocabulary learning is an 

incidental skill acquisition, it is also an intentional knowledge acquisition process (Ellis, 

1994). The tunings of the incidental learning can be guided and governed by intentional 

learning, and intentional learning can be consolidated and reinforced by incidental learning. 

Thus, incidental learning and intentional learning are, as it were, two sides of a coin in 

vocabulary acquisition. We should not think in terms of better/worse or whether/or, but rather 

we should see the two approaches as complementary (Nation, 1990, 2001). While intentional 

teaching can be a very good first introduction to a word, the context encountered in the 

subsequent reading can lead to new knowledge of its collocation, additional meanings and 

other higher level knowledge. In addition, repeated exposure from reading will help to 

consolidate the meaning(s) first learned (Dakun, 2000). Paribakht and Wesche (1997) also 

found that reading plus intentional instruction led to superior gains over a period of three 

months. 

 

II. METHODOLOGY 

A.  Participants 

One hundred grade two male beginner EFL students from Shahid Beheshti Junior 

High School, and 100 grade two female beginner EFL students from Farzanegan Junior High 

School in Dorud, Iran, participated in the study. They were all native speakers of Persian and 

had studied English as a foreign language for a period of about 2 years at the junior high 

schools. Their ages ranged from 14 to 16.  



Yarahmadi & Malayeri 

81 
 

The Nelson General Proficiency Test (2001) was administered to assess their general 

language proficiency level. The students’ performance on Nelson’s test was analyzed to 

ensure they were homogeneous in terms of their proficiency level. Based on what Farhadi, 

Jafarpour, and Birjandi (1994) suggest, 60 boys and 60 girls whose scores on the test fell 

between one standard deviation above and one standard deviation below the mean were 

selected. And then, based on the number of each student in the list, 30 numbers were selected 

by chance and formed the first group, three other groups were shaped in the same way. Thirty 

female students received intentional instruction, the other 30 girls experienced intentional 

instruction, 30 male students received intentional instruction, and the other 30 male students 

faced an incidental instruction. They all took the same post-test. 

 

B. Procedures  

The procedures of the study follow the following phases:  

First a pilot study was carried out to make sure the intended words had not been 

previously learned. The learners were asked to translate 60 words. Those words to which 

lower than 5 percent of the students could give the right translations were selected. This pilot 

study proved that the students were homogeneous (up to 95 %) in terms of their lexical 

knowledge. The following instruments were used in order to achieve the necessary data foe 

the study. 

The Nelson General Proficiency Test (2001) was administered to make the four 

homogeneous groups. Considering the level of the students, the elementary part of this test 

was chosen. Also “Elementary Steps to Understanding” was employed to make sure the 

students can deal with the number of new words in each story. 10 stories were selected in 

which the students came across about 30 new words. The book has been published by Oxford 

University Press and has been presented at four levels. The passages were selected from the 

introductory level of the book.  

Concerning the outfit of the test, in general, a good vocabulary test should have at least 

around 30 items to be a reliable test in this sense (Nation, 2001). Yes/No or checklist, 

translation, multiple choice, and sentence/context based tests are popular ways of testing. The 

greatest value of the first language in vocabulary testing is that it allows learners to respond 

to vocabulary items in a way that does not draw on second language knowledge which is not 

directly relevant to what is being tested. For example, in vocabulary interviews learners may 

find it difficult to explain the meanings of words using the second language. Creating 

definitions in a second language is quite a sophisticated skill. When scoring an interview, it 

may thus be difficult to tell if a learner's shaky performance is because the word was not well 

known or because the word was known but was difficult to define in the second language 

(2001).The use of first language translations provides a very useful means of testing 

vocabulary, both receptively and productively, and in recall and recognition items. According 

to the aforementioned advantage, and based on the fact that the participants of the study did 

not possess enough grammatical knowledge to make sentences or provide synonyms for the 
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given words, a translation test which included all 30 new words being taught was 

administered to all four groups. The subjects were assumed to write the Persian translation of 

the English words given. 

The random selection of the participants whose scores fell between one standard 

deviation below and one standard deviation above the mean score in the Nelson General 

Proficiency Test provided us with four homogeneous groups. Afterwards, based on the pilot 

study described above, 30 words were selected to be taught in two different ways of direct 

and indirect instruction to the groups. Group A and C received an incidental instruction. They 

were given ten short stories including 30 new words (about 3 new words in each story). The 

learners receiving incidental instruction were allowed to ask their teacher about the 

meaning(s) of the words they need to know. With regards to the incidental nature of teaching, 

the learners had not been informed of the upcoming vocabulary post-test. They were just 

asked to read the texts and answer the following comprehension questions. The questions 

were devised in a way that the learners needed to review the new words again and again. 

Groups B and D were given the same text. However, the intended words have been 

intentionally demonstrated. The learners in the intentional groups were told that they are 

going to learn the bold words in the text and they are going to take an upcoming translation 

test at the end of the class. There were some fill-in-the-blank questions at the end of the text 

in order to practice the intended words. 

 

III. RESULTS AND DATA ANALYSIS  

A. The Results of the Study 

The obtained results of the study are summarized and displayed in the following tables: 

 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for the Pre-test 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Boy intentional 30 25 36 31.00 3.797 

Boy incidental 30 26 35 29.80 2.469 

Girl intentional 30 28 35 30.97 2.236 

Girl incidental 30 27 36 31.90 2.808 

Valid N (listwise) 30     
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Table 2. Multiple Comparisons for the pre-test 

(I) group (J) group 

Mean 

Differenc

e (I-J) 

Std. Error Sig. 
95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

boy intentional 

boy incidental 1.200 .746 .463 -.92 3.32 

girl intentional .033 .746 1.000 -2.08 2.15 

girl incidental -.900 .746 .693 -3.02 1.22 

Boy incidental 

boy intentional -1.200 .746 .463 -3.32 .92 

girl intentional -1.167 .746 .488 -3.28 .95 

girl incidental -2.100 .746 .053 -4.22 .02 

Girl intentional 

boy intentional -.033 .746 1.000 -2.15 2.08 

boy incidental 1.167 .746 .488 -.95 3.28 

girl incidental -.933 .746 .668 -3.05 1.18 

Girl incidental 

boy intentional .900 .746 .693 -1.22 3.02 

boy incidental 2.100 .746 .053 -.02 4.22 

girl intentional .933 .746 .668 -1.18 3.05 

 

After applying the intentional instruction to 60 male and female students which were 

placed in two classes, a translation test was given to all 60 learners. The learners were asked 

to translate the words from English into Persian. 

The participants of the study were all selected and homogenized according to their 

scores on the elementary general proficiency test designed by Nelson (2001). They were all 

randomly assigned to each of the four classes of the study. Two intentional and two incidental 

classes were shaped. They were to learn 30 new words in a period of 2 hours. After the 

employment of two different treatments, all four classes took an English-Persian translation 

test. Four sets of scores were obtained. Then, the scores of the 120 students were analyzed 

through ANOVA to accept or reject the null hypotheses. 

The Nelson General Proficiency Test (2001) was administered to make the four 

homogeneous groups. Due to the level of the students, the test was chosen from the 

elementary part. After the test was taken by all 200 students, 60 boys and 60 girls whose 

scores fell between one standard deviation above and below the mean were selected. They 

were divided in four groups. The means of the four groups (31.00, 29.80, 30.97, 31.90) were, 

to a great extent, close to each other and the analyses indicated that the pre-test scores did not 

differ significantly, i.e., the significance levels (0.463, 1.000, 0.693, 0.463, 0.488, 0.053, 

1.000, 0.488, 0.668, 0.693, 0.053, 0.668) showed that here was no significant difference 
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among the groups at the beginning of the study. Tables 3 and 4 present the descriptive 

statistics and multiple comparisons for the pre-test. 

 

The reliability scores of the tests were also checked one by one through KR-21 

formula. The high reliabilities enabled us to safely talk over the results obtained. Table 3 

demonstrates the reliability scores of the tests. 

 

Table 3. The reliability Scores of the Tests 

Test KR-21 Reliability Score 

Nelson’s test 0.81 

Incidental Group (30 girls) 0.78 

Intentional Group (30 girls) 0.79 

Incidental Group (30 boys) 0.85 

Intentional Group (30 boys) 0.81 

 

Four post-tests including all the new words being taught were administered to all four 

groups. The learners were asked to translate the words from English into Persian. The girls 

who received intentional instruction received the best mean score of 17.43. The boys 

experiencing intentional instruction had the second rank by the mean score of 13.97. The 

incidental groups did poorly on the test. An ANOVA was run to make sure the difference 

among the groups is significant. Tables below show the results. 

 

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for the Post-test 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

boy intentional 30 5 23 13.97 5.887 

boy incidental 30 3 22 8.13 4.981 

girl intentional 30 4 28 17.43 5.335 

girl incidental 30 2 22 10.83 5.066 

Valid N (listwise) 30     
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Table 5. Multiple Comparisons for the Post-test 

(I) group (J) group 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. 

Error 
Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

boy 

intentional 

boy incidental 5.833* 1.376 .001 1.93 9.74 

girl intentional -3.467 1.376 .102 -7.37 .44 

girl incidental 3.133 1.376 .165 -.77 7.04 

boy 

incidental 

boy intentional -5.833* 1.376 .001 -9.74 -1.93 

girl intentional -9.300* 1.376 .000 -13.20 -5.40 

girl incidental -2.700 1.376 .283 -6.60 1.20 

girl 

intentional 

boy intentional 3.467 1.376 .102 -.44 7.37 

boy incidental 9.300* 1.376 .000 5.40 13.20 

girl incidental 6.600* 1.376 .000 2.70 10.50 

girl 

incidental 

boy intentional -3.133 1.376 .165 -7.04 .77 

boy incidental 2.700 1.376 .283 -1.20 6.60 

girl intentional -6.600* 1.376 .000 -10.50 -2.70 

 

 

Table 6. ANOVA results for the post-tests 

 
Sum of 

Squares 
Df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 1449.025 3 483.008 17.010 .000 

Within Groups 3293.967 116 28.396   

Total 4742.992 119    

 

Based on the above tables the following results can be inferred 

At the 0.05 level of significance, there is a significant difference between the post-test scores 

of the girls as well as the boys who received intentional instruction and those who 

experienced incidental instruction (sig. = 0.000 and 0.001 respectively). The first and the 

second null hypotheses are therefore statistically rejected. At the 0.05 level of significance, 

there is no significant difference between the post-test scores of the girls who received 

incidental instruction and the boys who experienced incidental instruction (sig. = 0.283). At 

the 0.05 level of significance, there is no significant difference between the post-test scores of 

the girls receiving intentional instruction and the boys who experienced Intentional 

instruction (sig. = 0.102). 
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According to these assumptions, the first two hypotheses can be safely rejected and 

the third one is accepted. It clearly shows that the kind of instruction has a significant effect 

on creating lexical knowledge. However, gender makes no significant difference.  

 

IV. DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS  

With regards to the rejection of hypotheses one and two, it can be firmly stated that 

there is a significant difference between intentional and incidental vocabulary learning 

approaches in creating lexical knowledge. It can be securely asserted that beginners receiving 

incidental instruction just failed to come up with good vocabulary gains after paying their 

primary attention to the message rather than the words. Although they reviewed the words 

through comprehension questions, their indirect attention made them unable to keep the 

meanings in their minds. On the other hand, those who focused on the words and practiced 

them with the intention to learn the vocabulary came up with exceedingly better results. 

Considering the acceptance of the last hypothesis, it can be claimed that gender is not 

a good predictor of obtaining much lexical knowledge. No matter you are a boy or a girl, 

without an efficient vocabulary learning method, you may fail to come up with good results. 

 

V. CONCLUSIONS 

The significance of vocabulary acquisition and its centrality in language learning have 

been acknowledged by various ESL and EFL scholars (Grabe, 1991; Coady & Huckin, 1999; 

Laufer, Elder, Hill, & Congdon, 2004; Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001; Read & Chapelle, 2001; 

Schmitt, Schmitt, & Clapham, 2001). Decarrico (2001) believes that no matter what language 

– first, second, or foreign – we are learning, vocabulary is a fundamental part of its 

acquisition. 

Two broad approaches towards vocabulary teaching and learning were introduced 

through the pages of the present study; intentional and incidental vocabulary instruction that 

each has a good deal of supporters and critics. Incidental instruction is advocated by Cohen 

and Aphek (1980), Nagy and Herman (1987), Anderson, Wilson and Fielding (1988), Hunt 

and Beglar (1998) Huckin and Coady (1999), Decarrico (1999), Schmitt (2000), Krashen 

(1981), etc. however, recent studies (Grabe & Stoller, 1997; Nation, 2001, 2009; Waring & 

Nation, 2004; Waring & Takaki, 2003) have reported that large receptive vocabulary gains 

and long retention through incidental vocabulary acquisition cannot be expected as had once 

been thought.  

There is no consensus among scholars regarding the efficacy of contextualized and 

decontextualized vocabulary learning. Some take sides with the contextualized mode (e.g., 

Krashen, 1989; Oxford & Scarcella, 1994) while others strongly recommend a 

decontextualized mode for learning vocabulary (e.g., Nation, 2001; Qian, 1996).The present 

research tried to evaluate and compare the effectiveness of the two vocabulary learning 

methods in creating L2 vocabulary knowledge. Concerning the creation of lexical knowledge, 

the rejection of Hypothesis One and Two showed that the learners in the intentional class 
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outperformed the learners in the incidental class. It clearly meant that low proficiency 

students failed to recall the words after receiving mere incidental instruction. However, those 

learners who paid direct attention to learning the words came up with good vocabulary gains. 

The findings supported the previous ideas given by scholars like Cobb, & Meara (1998) and 

Nation (2001, 2009). 
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