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vocabulary words, a criterion of learning achievement must be set for
each_word or group of words. This criterion would reflect:- (1) the

amount of semantic, grammatical, and phonological informa*tion the
learner had to possess in order to have-learned the word; (2) tha

receptive and productive processes the learner would have to be able
to use vith the word; and (3) the necessary degree o mastery of
those processes. This is_seldom achieved in practice; but such

criteria of vocabulary learning should be specified in empirical

research in order to make comparisons possible. (MSE)
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FOREIGN LAI‘«G UAGE VOCABULARY LEARNING =

A CRITERION OF LEARNING ACHIEVEMENT

In this paper I am not going to present any data c. original research, but
simply direct your attention to a problem that I came across while working

on my thesis (af Trampe 1982). The. thesis is partly about foreign language
vocabulary learmng lt sets out from the observatlon that we seem to acqunre

of repetmon and/br dlctlonary look ups before they dre rehably stored in
1ong terin memory. Sorie words are obviously less difficult to learn than
others and it seems worthwhile to try and find out what makes 2 word
dxfﬁcult to leam if we want to do thlS however, at least two notions must be
made clear. First of all we must specify what we mean by saymg that a "vord
has been learned. Secondiy; the notion of difficuity should be analyzed and
the use of the term be made exphcnt in each particular case. )

I shall take it as evident that the crizerion of Ieammg achleverrent varies
dependmg on such factors as stage of proﬁcnency in the forelgn language,
the different goals of different kinds of language courses; and ]udgements on
the unportance of different toplcs or semantic ﬁelds I will discuss a blueprint
for leammg criteria, then rather than a leammg criterion.

The specification of a criterion of learning achievement faces us with at
least two decision complexes. Firstly. we must look at the word as a lexical
item in the lmgu:stlc sense, and state the-necessary condmons asto the lexical
information to be mternahzed by the leamner. In other words; what should
the learner know about the word for us to say that it has been_ learned?
Bneﬂy, (see eg Anward 1976 and Stroud 1979 for detall‘, lexlcal com-

syntactic and semantic charactenstlcs of a lexlcal item: The semantic charec
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teristics include a specification of the basic meaning of the item and its
semantic_relations to other items. The same meaning may also have several
related meanings or nuances of meaning, relating to such factors as style,
verbal and situational context etc. To ¢his we can add the notion of inten-
tional meaning and say that an item can be understood at different levels of
intention: .

(‘lark & €lark (l977) l use the word ”processes to refer to the produetlon
and compi tehension processes, but in addition to thls a dlstmctlon between
written_and spoken language must of course he introduced: Note; further
more, that oiner processes (e.g. translation) are sometimes - perhaps in-
advertently — taken to be criterial in tests; experiments and teaching situ-

ations:
The decisions to be reached about the dlflErent processes and about lexlcal

mfonnatlon arc twofold Ftrst we must select the number of processes and

must decide on_the degree to which the resultmg selection of specrflcatlons
shall be mastered before the criterion is satlsﬁed in practlce these decrslons
WI" be based on the _experience: of tl'.e teacher or researcher, but there will

also be an element of personal belief and personal priorities in the decision-

- today _whether to mc.ude or exclude different skills based on the spoken-
written distinction. Regarding the comprehension and production processes,
everyone will agree on comprehension as a necessary condition ofleammg

achlevement The quesllon is to what extent pmducnon should be a necess-

"TOdUCthl’l skrlls ln studies based on the spontaneous or elrcrted speech of

From an epistemologlcal point of view, however, I cannot see how we
t:ould maintain that someone who understands a word, but does not use it in
producnon has not leamed that word Besldes, it is usually agreed that the

comprehended though not actively used. It also seems to be the case that
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chrldren,ganfunderstand more. than they <an express (Clark & Clark 1977:
487, Benedict 1979). One would cxpect the same prmcrplea to apply to
forergn language learners Add to this the limitations of elicitation jproce-
dures; and the fact that production is dependent on factors other than learn-
mg (e .g: “intention to commumcate"\ anal the comclus‘lon must be that pro
duction cannot be a necessary condition o< leamrng achieverient for all words
and all learners.

- Now, the goal of most language rourses is both pioduction and compre-
hension. Even so, we must use the production condition with drscrrmmatron.
If we disc'iss the principles of foreign language learming in terms of pro: uc-
tion only, there is an obvious risk of drawing the wrong conclusrons about
the leammg process and about eaching hlethof With regard to the latter,

begmners fonergn language leammg may actually benefit from the exclusion
of production skills:

The conclusron above must be held m mmd when we decrde on the degree
of processmg mastery — referred to here. as the degree of ﬂuehr:yt The latter
term is usually taken to mean speaking fluency, but, as Leeson (1975) poirits
out, fluency is_determined by both comprehension and production factors,
and we can drstmgulsh between encodrng ﬂuency and def'odmg ﬂuency
The degree of fluency can be stated rather grossly as encoding rate and
decoding rate. 7

Let us now tum to the selectlon of lexreal mfonnatlon One basrr: problem
L1; the. acqursrtlon of vocabulary is alrfe long process in whlch we_contin-
uously add new words and new meanlng to those we already possess. Whereas
there has been some research done on the first stages of this process, very
little is known about the begmnmg stages in forergn language leammg Usual-
ly, the grammatlcal and semantic categories of the linguists’ deserrptrons of
adult L1 are taken for gianted, but, even though they seem appropriate for
adult L1 vocabulary development; they might not be adequate for the early
;tages in seeond and forergn ianguage learmng Hakuta (l981)and McLaugh

lin_ €1981) discuss this problem Notwrthstandmg this possibie inadequacy;

and trying to put it rather non-committally, we must make a choice for each
lexical item — semantrcally = &s to what meanmg(s) semartic relations and
intentional level(s), and — grammatically — as to what form(s) and con-
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- albert drffuse - knowledge of grammar rs necessary as the leamer must be
able to ldenufv the word regardless of morphological shape At the other en.’
of the scale both tie lexical and the grammatical meaning is understood/
expressed

For the phonologrcal lzvel we can think of the choice as berng one of level
or levels of specification;, where the minimzl requirement is that perceptual
equivalence obtains {to the leamei). In a teleological model of the spezaker

saggested by tindblom (forthcommg) perceptual equrvalence is the funda-
mental characteristic of different realizations of a word (cf. de Saussure's
statement "Dans la langue il n'y a que des différences™). The native speaker:
liowever, will bc able to operate on more specified leveis as well, and he can
for instan'ce E:hbbsé tb speak rﬁbré 6i’ léss diStithly débéhding dri his jifdgéi
language learner will judge a number of natrve L2 spea'<ers forms as per-
ceptually equivaleat, and he will tolerate deviations from the native norm in
his_own production provided perceptual equivalence is upheld to him. He
wrll however, have a low level of tolerance for noise and reduct|ons as he

listener. As he becomes more proﬁcrent this wrll change and his own L2
productlon will be more _approximated to the native norm — i.e. he will be
able to operate on more specified levels, too.

As an example of a minimal cnterlon on the phonetrc/graphemrc level l
W|ll take the cr? terron used when scormg responses in my own study of letter

correctly or not. The data consrsted oftape recorded re dr
Russran words: ln each case a response was consrdered correct rf the readrng

cedure had to. be related to the responses of each Subject per se -eg: f
a Subject. consrstently pronounced the Russian letter k as ]d3/ and_no other

letter was given this pronunciation, the letter was considered correctly iden
tified.
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The degree to which lexical information is to be learned can be referred
to as the degree of accuracy. It shouid be stated for each level of lexrcal mfor
matron in each processing mode, and could, it is suggested be expressed as
the percentage of correct responses, where_ccriectness is determined accord-
mg to the chosen criterion; e 8. % realtzatronsofWOrd x profiouniced at the
level of specrﬁcatron a The drgree of accuracy can; of course; be set differ.
ently for different levels of lexical mformation; and there rs probably an
rmbalance bs'tween levels to the effect thal one i is less mclmed to accept

In theory then a criterion of leammg achtevement should be set for each
word - Or group of words. In practice, this i is seldom done; or done in a very
general way only {i.. for all vi.rd" or with rough distinctions sich as the
one between active and passive vocabulary). Uniess the criterion used in ex:
perimerits etc. is riot obvious, I think it should he specified and stated in re-
search. rc-ports If not; the results of different studies will be ex tremely hard
to compare Given satrsfactory cnterza there will of course still be problems

- both in research and teaching practrce -- With respect to elicitation proce

dures comprchension testmg, lmga istic descnptron the judgemeni of correct-

ness and the measurement of ﬂuency

gmmng of this paper - that of drffculty l ﬁnd drfﬁculty a pivotal co r;sept in
research on foreign language leaming. It seems to me, however, that this con-
cept has been tieated rather simplistically ia ihe literature; snd that - in
the future — we should -concentrate on the elaboration of this concept In
such endeavours, cxplrcn learning achievement criteria will crtainly be
helpful.
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