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Abstract

As a significant aspect of language, vocabulary has been largely suggested to be learned and recollected
in appropriate contexts and not in isolation. This collaborative action research aimed to examine the
effect of contextual vocabulary learning techniques on Iranian EFL students’ vocabulary learning. Given
this, a case study was conducted to investigate an eighth-grade high school student’s difficulty in
remembering vocabulary. The study was conducted in a virtual teaching setting using Shad Application
during the corona pandemic era. The data were collected and triangulated using interviews, vocabulary
tests, and observation during a virtual educational semester. In order to solve the student’s difficulty, two
cycles of research were followed. In the first cycle, considering a principle for teaching vocabulary
(Nunan, 2003), the student was asked to make sentences with the new words, record her voice, and listen
to the recorded voice every night for about one week, doing so for all the book units. Through this
technique, the researchers aimed at improving the student’s writing and listening skills as well as her
grammatical and lexical knowledge. As this technique failed to effectively work on the particular student,
the second cycle was followed using a technique called orthographic text dictation (Sawyer & Silver,

1972), in which the student was asked to study the words of each chapter, and the researchers would

1- Corresponding author
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dictate them to her in sentences. In the next sessions, the student was supposed to study the words of the

new unit plus all the words of the previous unit(s). The findings revealed an improvement in the student’s
vocabulary learning after the second cycle. The current research indicates no privilege to a special
technique for all the individuals, and the appropriate technique should be chosen based on the particular

learner(s)’ needs and requirements.

Key words: Action research, Vocabulary, Contextualized vocabulary learning, Orthographic Text Dictation,
Virtual instruction
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Introduction

English is one of the subjects Iranian students should take in middle school and high school level; a
subject that contains four skills, including listening, speaking, reading, and writing. To develop these
skills, students need to have lexical knowledge of language, which is considered to be a central element
of a second language (Schmitt, 2000). As Nation (2001) puts it, vocabulary is one of the most important
language components in learning English which is essential for both developing those four skills of
English and self-expression as well. In other words, to be a successful user of language it is essential to
have appropriate knowledge of vocabulary. Without that, neither can language users understand others
nor can they express themselves. Furthermore, vocabulary learning is an imperative part of learning a
foreign language (Schmitt & Carter, 2000). Besides, many researchers indicate that real communication
is a result of suitable and adequate vocabulary learning as compared with learning grammar rules only
(Cook, 2013). Nation (2001) also describes the relationship between vocabulary knowledge and language
use as complementary: knowledge of vocabulary enables language use and, conversely, language use

leads to an increase in vocabulary knowledge.

Due to the importance of vocabulary knowledge in learning a second or foreign language, one of
the teachers' duties is to provide their learners with strategies that help them to learn vocabulary as
effectively as possible. One of these strategies is contextual learning. According to Hull (1995),
“Contextual learning theory says that learning occurs only when students process new information or
knowledge in such a way that it makes sense in their frame of reference” (p.24). He continues that based
on this approach to learning and teaching, meaning is sought in context, by searching for meaningful and
useful relationships. Therefore, learning vocabulary in isolation, without using them in contexts, fails to
lead to the active and efficient development of lexical knowledge; an issue which still can be seen in
some of the English classes at schools, in which the vocabularies are presented in isolation and
consequently, learners just memorize them for a very short time and forget the previous ones as they start

to learn new vocabularies. Besides, they are not aware of the correct use of the words in sentences.

Significance of the study

In Iranian schools, the population of the classes is usually more than the standard level. Thus, the large
population of the classes, time limit, students' differences in their proficiency level in English, and even
teachers' unawareness of new methods and their great belief in memorizing the vocabularies in isolation

prevent them from thinking about other techniques for teaching vocabularies but teaching in isolation.

——
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Furthermore, even if they want to apply some solutions and techniques to teach the vocabularies in

contexts, they will encounter some problems. If they want to use movies, it is not possible to find an
appropriate movie containing all the vocabularies of every chapter of the book. If they want to introduce
and use applications, it will not work that much, because all the students do not have access to smart
products that support Android or 10S applications. Besides, if they want to introduce extra books, they

will not be legally allowed to force students to buy them.

Accordingly, the current study has the potential to familiarize English teachers with the possible
effects of two simple contextualized vocabulary teaching techniques, which can help them to teach the
vocabulary through contexts and avoid teaching them distinctly. In simple words, they do not need any
applications, extra books, searching for movies, etc. Both sentence making and orthographic text
dictation are simply applicable and even help learners to get more autonomous regulating their own

learning.

Obijectives of the study

The current study aims at discovering the effects of two contextualized vocabulary learning, including
sentence making and orthographic text dictation on an eight-grade student who had been taught the
vocabularies in isolation so far. The main objective is, thus, to see if these contextualized techniques

make any difference in improving student's vocabulary, and if they do, which one is more effective.

Literature review

A number of studies have proved the effectiveness of contextualized vocabulary techniques. As an
illustration of this, in a research conducted by Lin, Hwang, Fu, and Cao (2020), a contextual technique,
particularly contextual gaming approach was used to teach grammar to an experimental group consisted
of first-year college students in a northern Taiwanese university, while, the control group was taught the
grammar with a conventional technology-assisted English learning approach. The results of the study

showed that experimental group error rate was significantly lower than that of the control group.

In another research by Hosseini and Salehi (2016), contextualized reading tasks were used to
investigate the possible effects of various contextualized reading tasks, including dictionary-based, fill-
in-the-blank, and sentence-making tasks and timing on the L2 incidental vocabulary acquisition of

Iranian EFL learners. The participants included six classes, three of them were exposed to the tasks with
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time restrictions and three classes without time restrictions. The results showed that time plays an

important role in learners’ performance, and the classes without time restrictions had better performance.
However, for time restriction condition, the mean score of the sentence making learners was greater than

other learners.

In another research, Ebrahimain and Nabifar (2015) compared the effect of three vocabulary
learning methods, including word-part, word-card, and context-clue methods. The methods were
implemented on 60 Iranian high school students that were divided into three groups, for a process that
lasted about four weeks. The teacher for all the three groups was the same, but the method for every
group was different. Every group received a different kind of treatment to learn forty new vocabularies.
Then, the groups took posttests and the results indicated that the group receiving context-clue method

had a higher score than the groups receiving the two other methods.

In another comparative study done by Mediha and Enisa (2014), the effectiveness of traditional
methods versus contextualized methods on vocabulary learning were compared. In the mentioned
research, 40 ninth grade students represented the participants; half of them as the control group who
received the vocabulary words through traditional methods, including a lists of words and the use of
dictionary, and the other half as the experimental group who received the vocabulary words through
contextualized methods, including short stories and reading texts. The performance of the groups in both
posttest and retention test revealed that the experimental group was more successful in vocabulary test;

and contextualized methods were more effective than traditional methods in vocabulary teaching.

In a research done by Tuti Rohayati (2013), to investigate the effectiveness of implementing
contextualization in teaching vocabulary, 30 students were chosen for the control group and 30 students
were chosen for the experimental group. The experimental group was treated by using contextualization
through REACT for four meetings, and the control group was treated by using a traditional method to
teach vocabulary; the grammar-translation method, in which students were supposed to memorize the
words in isolation. Then, both groups were given a post-test and the post-test score of the experimental
group was higher than the control group. Therefore, contextualization was recommended to be applied

in teaching vocabulary to elementary students.

In another investigation by Baleghizadeh and Nasrollahy (2011), thirty-three Iranian EFL learners
were asked to learn 20 challenging English words in two conditions. They learnt half of the words in

“three consecutive sample sentences plus their Farsi equivalent” and the other half with first language
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(Farsi) definition and without context. The results of immediate and delayed tests indicated that learning

in context is more effective than learning in isolation without any context.

In another research by Arikan and Taraf (2009), two groups of English young learners were taught
a set of vocabulary words; one group consisted of 15 participants who received the instruction through
Grammar_Translation_Method and the other 15 participants received the instruction through
contextualized technique, including watching cartoons. The results indicated that the group who received
the instruction through cartoons, outperformed the group who received the instruction through GTM.

In a research conducted by Atay and Ozbulgan (2007), the effectiveness of memory strategy
instruction and learning through context on the ESP vocabulary recall was investigated. Fifty male
pilots participated in this study and they were divided to two groups. Although both groups used a same
course book, the control group received memory strategy instruction, involving using some form of
imagery, or grouping (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 1991), and the experimental group received
contextualized instruction. At the end of the study, both groups took a posttest to find out whether two
groups differ in their scores in terms of vocabulary knowledge. The results showed that contextualized

instruction was more effective and the scores of experimental group was higher than the control group.

Overall, past studies express the effectiveness of contextualized vocabulary techniques, however,
none of them investigated the effect of repetition, particularly the effect of listening based repetition on
the results. In other words, the goal is to identify whether there is any difference between participants
who learn vocabularies in context, without any repetition and review, and the participants who repeat
and review the context through listening for about one week or more. This study was done considering
the effect of this factor in terms of sentence making as well as orthographic text dictation technique, and
no previous research in the field has been reported as to its effectiveness as a contextualized technique

on learners' vocabulary improvement.
The following questions are accordingly addressed in the present study:

¢ Is sentence making technique effective inherently or it needs some prerequisites to be effective
for our particular student?
e Is orthographic text dictation technique effective in improving the student’s vocabulary recall?

e Isthere any privilege to any of the techniques of sentence making and dictation?

Method

—
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The goal of the study was to improve the student's vocabulary, using the two techniques of sentence

making task and orthographic text dictation. This study incorporated an Action Research (AR), which is
a process of investigating a real classroom situation to identify and improve the quality of actions or
instruction (Johnson, 2002). For stakeholders in educational environments, action research can be an
excellent option; especially for teacher researchers (Mills, 2011). Specifically, action research helps
teachers to be empowered by gathering data and then, using them in decision making about their own
classrooms (Book, 1996; Fueyo & Koorland, 1997; Hensen, 1996). Then, the empowered teachers can
use the best techniques and practices that meet their students' needs in the best way (Johnson, 2021).
Consequently, students' performance and achievement can be improved (Marks & Louis, 1997;
Sweetland & Hoy, 2002), and educational environments particularly schools as learning communities

can become more efficient (Detert, Louis, & Schroeder, 2001).

Participants of the study

The subject of the study was an eighth grade student, a female, in one of the middle schools
of Iran. During our observation of the class, we observed that the teacher used to ask students
the vocabularies and their meaning in isolation. She used to ask students the English words
and students were supposed to say their Persian equivalents and vice versa. Clearly, some of
the words could be memorized easily, yet some of them were difficult to memorize in
isolation and without any context. Our case study student had problems in learning and
remembering some of the vocabularies of the book. This was indicated in her performance in
vocabulary tests and her answers to the teacher’s questions; whereas, most of the students of
the class had no problem; since they have been going to English institutions and the words
and generally the book was not difficult for them. Accordingly, we chose a student who had
a low level of English proficiency, and had no experience of attendance in English

institutions.

Instrumentation

Data gathering instruments in this study included interview, observation and test. The interview was
conducted with the teacher of the class, about her teaching method, problem, treatment, and the student.

An interview was also conducted with the student to make sure that the student had difficulty in learning
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and remembering them indeed. An observation was applied by the researchers in which the processes of
teaching and learning in the class, performance of the student during implementation the treatments, and
the effects of the treatments were observed. The other instrument for data collection was a final test which
contained twenty sentences for dictation.

Procedure of the study

Like any other AR, this AR had four general stages, including planning stage, acting stage, observing
stage, and reflecting stage. In the planning stage, the researchers identified educational problems, then,
limited the topic to only one of those educational problems, thought about possible solutions to solve the
problem, and finally, chose one of the solutions and planned for its implementation. In the acting stage,
they applied the treatments on the subject. The first treatment for this study was sentence making task,
in which the student was asked to choose one to five vocabularies of every chapter, make sentences with
them, record her voice while reading them aloud and translating them, and finally listen to her voices for
every chapter for about one week. Every week, she was supposed to work on vocabularies of only one

chapter.

During implementing this treatment, the researchers encountered some problems; first of all,
some of her sentences were not grammatically correct. Second, her pronunciation was not correct either.
Third, the researchers could not make sure that the vocabularies were really of those that she had
problems in learning. Fourth, they could not make sure if she would listen to the voices. These factors
caused the researchers to implement another treatment; orthographic text dictation, which means using
short texts including some sentences to dictate to the student. To employ this technique, she was supposed
to study the vocabularies of one chapter. Then, the researchers would dictate to her every week. For the
next sessions, she was asked to study the vocabularies of the new chapter plus the vocabularies of the
previous chapter (s). There was no omitting indeed. Finally, after the book got finished, she was asked
to take a dictation containing twenty sentences. The researchers would implement the first treatment
along with dictation as well. In the observing stage, the researchers observed the effects of the treatments
on the subject, and in the reflecting stage, they analyzed the data of the implementation of both

treatments, and compared them to get the findings of the study.

Before doing these steps, the researchers visited the class and observed teacher's teaching
methods and learning conditions. They had also an interview with the teacher about the nature of the
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problem, the required treatments, and also about the student. They also joined the class about three weeks

before following the above mentioned AR steps.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed through a comparison between the subject's performance during sentence making
technique and orthographic text dictation technique. Criteria for the first technique included correctness
in terms of grammar, correctness in terms of spelling, and correct pronunciation. The sentences the
subject made during the process should have met all of these criteria. If the sentences met all the criteria,
then, she was allowed to move on to the next criteria, including translating the sentences in order to see
if she was able to guess and remember the meaning of the words in sentences, recording her voices, and
listening to them as the last criterion. However, as she could not move on to the last criterion of this

technique, another cycle was initiated.

Criteria for the second technique included correctness in terms of spelling and their correct
translation that was more important than the previous criterion. Through this technique, first of all, the
student was supposed to write the sentences correctly. Second, she was supposed to remember and guess
the meaning of the target words (i.e., the words that were difficult for her to remember in isolation) based
on the whole sentences and the whole text. Then, the last step and the last criterion included translating

the sentences correctly.

Findings of the Study

The present study aimed to examine the potential effect of sentence making and orthographic text
dictation techniques on the student’s vocabulary learning. Given this, two cycles of research were

followed. As follows, the results are presented in light of the study cycles.

Cycle 1: implementing sentence making technique

The first research question addressed whether sentence making technique could be
effective inherently or it needed some prerequisites to be effective for our particular student.

Table 1 shows the results of sentence making task in terms of correct sentences.
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Table 1

The Results of Sentence Making Technique in the Student’s Vocabulary Development

Chapter Total Correct Correct sentences  Correct sentences Completely
sentences sentences in terms of in terms of Correct
in terms of pronunciation spelling sentences
grammar
1 2 1 2 1 1
2 5 1 3 4 -
3 5 2 3 4 1
4 2 1 - 2 -
5 2 1 1 1 -
6 3 - 2 1 -
7 5 2 2 3 -

Through sentence making technique, the total number of sentences made by the
student was twenty-four. Among these sentences, only two of them were completely correct;

in other words, they were correct in terms of grammar, pronunciation and spelling.

The other sentences were incorrect, whether grammatically or in terms of pronunciation and
spelling. Based on the results, the subject had serious problems with grammar, and since the
focus of the study was on the vocabulary and also due to the time limit and the fact that
every chapter of the book had something new in terms of grammar, it was not possible for
researchers to work on the grammar. Furthermore, the student’s efforts to write
grammatically correct sentences sometimes caused her to forget the correct form of
vocabularies. As a result, the researchers applied dictation techniques from the fourth session

in order to keep vocabularies in focus.

Accordingly, about the first question, it can be said that this technique would be
effective for learners who have problems only with vocabulary. Thus, learners with lack of

knowledge of grammar and serious problems with that may not be able to take benefits of

—
| —

\f



@
oladj glial ylasaid 8 alsadiila 4?

this technique, at least in a short time. Thus, one of the prerequisites of using this technique

is having a good level of grammar which can be regarded as the most important prerequisite.

The second and third prerequisites are related to spelling and pronunciation. When a
sentence is written, it should be correct in terms of spelling and be read correctly. Now, one
can think of repetition, that may be effective if the prerequisites mentioned earlier are

available.

Cycle 2: implementing orthographic text dictation technique

The second research question aimed at identifying whether there is any privilege to the
technique of dictation in improving the student’s vocabulary recall. Due to the results
mentioned earlier, the researchers used dictation from the fourth session. Every session, the
subject was supposed to study the words of some chapters and then, the researchers dictated
them to her in a number of sentences which made some short coherent texts. Every next
session, she was supposed to study the words of a new chapter accompanied by the words
from the previous chapters with no omission. Furthermore, in order to check whether she
remembered the meaning of the words, she was supposed to translate the sentences after the

dictation got finished. Table 2 shows the results of the orthographic text dictation technique.

Table 2

The Results of Dictation Technique in the Student’s Vocabulary Development

Session The total number Misspelled errors Correct translation
of sentences
4 16 6 11
5 20 5 17
6 21 3 19
7 28 2 27

As indicated in the above table, the total sentences dictated to the student was 85. Among these
sentences, only fifteen of them had misspelling errors, and as regards remembering the meaning of the
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vocabularies, 74 sentences were translated correctly. After one week, the researchers administered a

posttest, containing twenty sentences.

Among these sentences, however three words were misspelled, all the sentences were translated

correctly. In other words, she was able to recall the words, and then, translate the sentences correctly.

Based on the results of orthographic text dictation technique, it can be said that the subject had a
better performance when she focused only on vocabulary. In other words, through this kind of
dictation, the teacher is responsible for student’s correct pronunciation and putting the elements of the
sentences in correct orders.; and this factor can have positive effects on learners who are at low level of
English knowledge with regard to their grammatical unawareness. Furthermore, the fact that learners
are dealing with coherent sentences that make a coherent text in the end, not only provides them with
learning through context, but also helps them in terms of learning and recalling the meaning of the

words focusing upon the relationship between all the sentences of a given text.

Therefore, about the second question: "Is there any privilege to one of these techniques?", it can

be concluded that: For this particular student, dictation was more effective than making sentences.

In the sentence making technique. She had difficulties not only in remembering the meaning of
the words, but also in making sentences with accurate grammar and pronunciation. In fact, the use of
dictation was effective in helping the student to focus on vocabulary with a relaxed mind. Thus, it is

shown that about this particular learner, orthographic text dictation has been more effective.

Results of the interview

After the end of the both cycles, the researchers had an interview with both the student and the teacher.
The student was asked to talk about the effectiveness of both techniques in her vocabulary learning. She
explained that due to her problems with grammar, she was not able to get along with sentence making
technique. On the contrary, she found dictation technique effective in her vocabulary and spelling as

well.

The following figure shows her reactions to both techniques.
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Figure 1. Reactions to both techniques
In the following you can see the translations of some of her speech:

Sentence making technique was not effective for me, due to my serious problems with
grammar. Furthermore, my over attention to grammar sometimes caused me to have
spelling errors in my sentences. My difficulty in pronunciation was another reason which
made me not to take benefits of this technique.

In contrary, dictation was effective because of some reasons: first of all, your pronunciation
would help me to learn the correct pronunciation. Second, since it was on you to dictate
the sentences, | wasn't supposed to focus on grammar. As a result, | could study and
practice the words with a relaxed mind and then, during the process of dictation, | could
focus more on my writing and translating was easier as well.

The teacher was also asked about the implemented techniques and the subject's performance.
From her perspective, both techniques could be effective on different subjects, however, for the particular
subject, dictation was more appropriate. Furthermore, she was satisfied with the subject's performance

during dictation technique.
Discussions

From the data analysis and research findings, it can be seen that there was no improvement on subject's
performance during the first cycle of the study which contained sentence making technique. Furthermore,
this technique had even negative effects on the subject's spelling ability. The results of the first cycle are
inconsistent with a study conducted by Hosseini and Salehi (2016), who found sentence making an

effective technique on the improvement of learners' vocabulary.
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They are also inconsistent with the study done by Kargozari and Ghaemi (2011), who found

sentence making as the most efficient one, among three written exercises, including multiple choice
exercise, filling in the blank exercise and sentence making (sentence writing) exercise. Furthermore, in
support of the role of sentence making technique, some researchers have recommended that as a way to
develop vocabulary learning through having learners make a sentence containing the target word(s) to
be memorized (Dale, O’Rourke, & Bamman, 1971; Gipe, 1979 as cited in Pressley et al. 1982, p. 51).

During the second cycle, there was a noticeable improvement on the subject's ability to remember the
words. Although, no studies have been reported in the field of the effects of dictation technique on
vocabulary improvement, the second cycle of this study indicated its effectiveness not only on
vocabulary, but also on spelling ability of the subject. As Alkire (2002) puts it, dictation can train the
students to be able to distinguish errors in grammar, spelling and punctuation that happen in their writing.
Natalicio (1965) also asserts that dictation can enlarge a student's vocabulary and fills his mind with good
standard speech. Furthermore, the results of the second cycle are in line with a more recent study
conducted by Lin, Hwang, Fu, and Cao (2020), who used contextual approach to teach grammar to a
group of students, and also a conventional approach for teaching the same subject to another group of
students. The results showed the higher score of the group who received the subject through contextual

approach.

The results are also in line with the results of the research by Mediha and Enisa (2014), who found

contextualized methods, including short stories and reading texts more effective than traditional methods.

They are in line with the research of Baleghizadeh and Nasrollahy (2011), in which the group
who had been taught the vocabulary through sample sentences plus their Persian equivalents had better
performance than the group who had been taught the vocabulary in isolation and without any context.
The results also confirm the results of the research by Arikan and Taraf (2009), who found the
contextualized techniques more efficient than Grammar Translation Method. The results of current study
are in the same line with the research conducted by Atay and Ozbulgan (2007), in which the participants
of who received contextualized instruction outperformed the participants who received memory strategy

instruction.

Conclusions
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This paper aimed to investigate the possible effects of two simple contextualized vocabulary

teaching techniques, including sentence making and orthographic dictation.

Based on the findings of this study, we came to the conclusion that sentence making cannot make
effective contributions inherently. It should be accompanied by an acceptable knowledge of grammar,
pronunciation, and spelling. In other words, it needs some prerequisites to be effective. To make a
sentence, one should be able to put the elements in a correct order. Thus, it needs the grammatical
knowledge. Then, he/she should be able to write the sentence correctly. Therefore, a good level of
spelling knowledge is also required. Any mistake in terms of spelling or even grammar may change the
meaning of the sentence. Finally, one should be able to pronounce every single word of the sentence
correctly. These factors are all important in effectiveness of sentence making task. That is why the
technique could not be effective inherently.

However, concerning the orthographic text dictation technique, it was found that this technique
could be effective on vocabulary improvement. In fact, using the words in a short coherent text makes it
easier for learners to guess, understand, learn, and remember the meaning of them. It also can lead to an
improvement on spelling ability of learners. Moreover, even learners who are at lower level of English

proficiency can take benefits of this technique.

To conclude, this study sheds light on the effects of these two techniques. Although dictation
resulted in a better performance than the sentence making technique in the present study, it is highly
suggested that there is not any privilege to any technique in general, and the best technique(s) for
particular learner (s) of a class can be completely different. Teachers are thus recommended to choose
the best techniques and practices taking into consideration the needs and characteristics of their learners

in their particular context of language teaching.
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Suggestions for further studies

This study was done for about two months and all the chapters of the book containing more than one
hundred words were covered. Also, the participant of this study was only one female student who was at

a low level of proficiency in English.

However, the results might be different especially in terms of sentence making technique, if the
researchers spend more time or work on fewer words, or if the participant is at least at a middle level of

proficiency in English.

Therefore, further studies can be done considering the following items: 1) to apply the techniques
on a larger population of learners to see how much the findings of this study are generalizable; 2) to use
both genders as participants, to see if there is any relationship between the gender and the performance;
3) to use two groups of learners and work on fewer words during two periods of time, containing a short
period of time for one group and a longer one for another group, to investigate the possible effects of
time limitation on their performance; and 4) to apply the techniques on learners who are at a middle level

of proficiency in English versus low level learners.
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34- Structured content
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50- The Blended Learning Curriculum (BLC) Design
51- Community of practice

52- Knowledge dissemination

53- Formational evaluation
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57- Memory-based
58- Copyleft
59- Open educational resources
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