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In response to the recent surge of interest in incidental vocabulary learning, this
article synthesizes ideas about such learning in practice. 1 specifically derive
seven critical issues from studies on the topic. I also examine vocabulary learning
through incidental means based on various input sources while considering
[frequency, context, motivation, and strategies and tasks to foster deeper mental
processing and better retention. Findings can inform pedagogically sound guidelines
for effective vocabulary instruction. Actionable suggestions are provided to
enhance incidental vocabulary learning, given an understanding of relevant
issues.

Introduction

Vocabulary is a catalyst for second language (L2) and foreign language
(FL) learning. The importance of learning vocabulary becomes clear in
the early phases of language acquisition. L2 and FL vocabulary learning
has garnered academic interest over the past decades. Ample research
has highlighted vocabulary as a key aspect of L2 acquisition, especially
for incidental learning. These studies have documented the significance
of vocabulary learning from this instructional focus. Considering how
vocabulary can arise from instructional focus is useful for developing
skills for language learning. Once a learner acquires their first thousand
words through intentional learning during the initial stages of classroom
instruction, vocabulary acquisition occurs mainly by guessing the
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meaning of unknown words from meaning-focused input. Vocabulary
development thus occurs as a by-product of such input. This argument
offers a starting-point to ponder how incidental vocabulary learning takes
place in relation to-exercises (e.g., reading, listening, and viewing) that
entail comprehension.

To ‘achieve better text-based understanding and knowledge
construction, students need extensive vocabulary knowledge that grows
through language learning experiences. Instructors and scholars agree on
the importance of explicit, robust lessons to teach different components
of vocabulary knowledge and support learners’ verbal and written
communication. Explicitly teaching vocabulary affords students
opportunities to access academic language and discourse while
facilitating reading comprehension. However, teachers and researchers
also acknowledge the challenges of teaching every new word to learners.
Apart from explicit instruction, vocabulary scholars have investigated
learners’ ability to guess the meaning of new words from context clues.
These researchers have similarly studied ways to promote incidental
vocabulary learning (e.g., through extensive reading in input-rich
environments). Incidental vocabulary learning appears increasingly
valuable from a pedagogical standpoint: students can acquire new words
without specifically focusing on vocabulary. They can further develop
their vocabulary knowledge subconsciously when partaking in
meaningful activities such as reading. Webb (2020) defined incidental
vocabulary learning from two perspectives. In terms of pedagogy,
incidental vocabulary learning is a by-product of meaning-focused
activities; from a teaching and learning angle, an activity’s purpose
matters more than the foci of intention and attention during it. These
conceptualizations were meant to account for how this type of
acquisition emerges from meaning-focused input. Incidental vocabulary
learning seems contingent on the varied cognitive processes in which
students participate. For example, learners likely have different intentions
when engaging with input. Students’ interests, needs, and priorities
naturally differ in relation to vocabulary learning, as do their intentions —
from obtaining information, understanding a message, or identifying
language features to simply finishing an assigned task. Students’ degrees
of intention during incidental vocabulary learning inspire us to rethink
how easily such learning might accompany meaning-focused reading,
listening, and viewing activities.
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Incidental vocabulary learning can be teacher-, researcher-, material-,
or learner-driven. Students should be their own teachers to some extent.
Yet this type of learning is a challenging part of FL acquisition and
occurs rather slowly (Webb, 2020). Learning words is multifaceted,
involving form' (spoken, written, and word parts), meaning (concept,
referents, ‘and associations), and use (grammar, collocations, and
constraints on-use) (Nation, 2013). The process of incidental vocabulary
learning remains nebulous given the numerous factors that shape
students’ success when trying to infer a word. One’s level of vocabulary
knowledge, degree of exposure, word-guessing strategies, context clues,
background knowledge of target words, and language proficiency level
jointly determine incidental vocabulary learning. Such learning is
therefore influenced by attributes that are internal and external to a
student. Seven issues warrant consideration in this respect.

Critical Issues

Issue 1: Vocabulary Can Be Explicitly Taught and Acquired Through
Incidental Vocabulary Learning

Although a great deal of vocabulary is learned implicitly, some can—
and should—be taught during class. Explicit instruction of words aids in
students’ vocabulary learning and reading comprehension. However,
vocabulary also calls for understanding outside of word form, meaning,
and use. Instructors may find it easier to teach form and meaning
explicitly. Such instruction could be insufficient for the grammatical and
collocation aspects of use because this knowledge involves pattern
recognition and production. Implicit learning might be more effective in
this case. I agree with Nation (2013) that instructors can explain the
meanings of words, after which students can follow their teachers in
completing exercises, using dictionaries, and reflecting on the meanings
of high-frequency words. Meanwhile, students’ brief attention to spelling
and pronunciation should be supplemented with opportunities to
encounter and produce word forms through repeated meaning-focused
use. Students learning a foreign language acquire vocabulary through
means such as talking, interacting, listening to stories, watching TV, and
reading. Essentially, teachers must ensure that their students are capable
of negotiating words’ meanings. Instructors’ major priority may therefore
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not be teaching but planning, monitoring, and evaluating vocabulary
lessons to foster incidental vocabulary learning.

As implied, incidental vocabulary learning occurs through numerous
channels: reading a wide range of books or other written materials for
pleasure (i.e., extensive reading), watching TV and films (i.e., extensive
viewing), and listening to podcasts or other recordings (i.e., extensive
listening). Vocabulary can also be explicitly taught through tasks such as
flash cards, gap-fill exercises, and matching exercises. Teachers may
design activities to engage students in reading, listening, and viewing as
well. Yet the sheer number of words necessary for comfortable reading
or listening cannot be gained through intentional learning alone;
estimates suggest that people should know 8,000- to 9,000-word families
for comfortable reading, while 4,000-word families are needed for
listening. These grand numbers underline the need for intentional and
incidental vocabulary learning. Intentional vocabulary study can help
learners focus on meaning. Incidental vocabulary learning activities that
provide repeated exposure to words via extensive reading, viewing, or
listening might facilitate students’ closer knowledge of words’ form,
meaning, and use, including collocation. This type of learning basically
leads to a richer vocabulary.

Issue 2: Reading Input Is Essential to Incidental Vocabulary
Learning

Reading is a primary source of input for L2 and FL learners. Difficulty
with reading is a common problem for this population, and related
obstacles can impede comprehension and the building of form—meaning
links for new words while reading. This phenomenon may explain why
some students find it challenging to pick up new words incidentally from
reading. The relationship between vocabulary and reading is dynamic.
Limited vocabulary and background knowledge contribute to reduced
reading comprehension. In return, lower levels of reading input may lead
to fewer opportunities for vocabulary learning. Teachers should be
cognizant of the link between the density of unknown words and
reading, for which learners need to have 98% coverage to demonstrate
adequate and unassisted text comprehension (Hu & Nation, 2000). I
would like to recommend reading materials that suit students’ language
proficiency extensively as one way to prompt incidental vocabulary
learning. This proposition is in line with Nation’s (2007) assertion that a
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well-balanced L2 course should include roughly equal opportunities for
learning through four strands: meaning-focused input (e.g., listening and
reading); meaning-focused output (e.g., speaking and writing); a focus
on form (e.g., opportunities for deliberate learning); and fluency
development in listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Typically,
deliberate learning accounts for 25% of a course; the other 75% should
consist.of communicative strands. Teachers need to weigh a course’s
balance to encourage incidental vocabulary learning from meaningful
language input (e.g., comprehensible reading). Learners should make the
best use of what they know by working with understandable materials
across the skills of listening, reading, writing, and speaking. Once
fluency develops, learners can expand the size of the language unit.
Developing fluency in reading may also enable learners to move from
reading at the word level to making use of vocabulary, phrasal, and
syntactic knowledge while reading.

According to an early study on incidental vocabulary learning from
reading (Nagy et al., 1985, p. 234), “incidental learning from context
during free reading is the major mode of vocabulary acquisition during
the school years, and the volume of experience with written language,
interacting with reading comprehension ability, is the major determinant
of vocabulary growth.” Research supports the knowledge of words
gained in small increments through repeated encounters in text. In
addition, many studies have shown that incidental vocabulary learning
through reading can fuel lexical development. Work on the incidental
learning of single words in the contexts of L1 (Nagy et al., 1985), L2 (Day
et al., 1991), and FL (Waring & Takaki, 2003) reflects the potential of
reading in incidental vocabulary learning. Other studies (Pellicer-Sdnchez,
2017; Webb et al., 2013) have documented the value of reading for
learning collocations. Choosing appropriate texts and tasks (e.g.,
theme-related texts and tasks requiring word-level and text-based
comprehension) should be considered as well, given the need to harness
reading as a vocabulary development tool. Abundant evidence has
reinforced reading’s effectiveness for incidental vocabulary gains with
respect to word form and meaning. However, focal texts can be
manipulated: difficult words might appear at varying frequencies in a
story or feature glosses that render the context readily understandable
(Teng, 2020). Indeed, aspects of word form and meaning are likely to be
gradually learned incidentally as they are seen over time while reading
(e.g., Chen & Truscott, 2010; Horst et al., 1998; Pigada & Schmitt,
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2006; Rott, 1999; Saragi et al., 1978; Waring & Takaki, 2003). The
manipulation of frequency and context clues in reading studies may be
comparatively rare in authentic texts. Nonetheless, materials with rich
context clues-can prompt comprehensibility and inference—both core
conditionsin which incidental vocabulary learning transpires from
reading.  Fluency development and meaning-focused input and output
require’ students to deal with large quantities of reading material and to
repeatedly face target words.

Issue 3: Captioned Videos Can Maximize Incidental Vocabulary
Learning

Captioned TV has been proposed to accelerate incidental vocabulary
learning, such as when discerning form—meaning links for new words
(Montero Perez, Peters, Clarebout, et al., 2014; Teng, 2022a). Educators
worldwide have generally acknowledged the potential of captioned
videos to enhance EFL students’ vocabulary development, an important
part of English language learning that carries long-term implications for
academic progress. Peters, Montero Perez, and their research team have
led explorations into ways to facilitate incidental vocabulary learning
through captioned videos. I have recently focused on incidental
vocabulary learning among EFL students and particularly youth by
examining captioned video use in an Asian context. Captions transform
videos into storybooks as a stream of written text reinforces visual and
audio material. These comprehension aids were originally developed for
the deaf or hard of hearing (Danan, 2004). Scholars have contended that
the cognitive process involved in watching captioned videos is not as
overwhelming as the process for bimodal input: Captioned videos act as
a boon for learning (Vanderplank, 2016), particularly for EFL students
with limited language skills (Teng, 2021). Studies have further shown
that captioned videos enable learners to increase their attention, improve
processing, reinforce prior knowledge, and analyze language (Winke et
al., 2010). A meta-analysis (Montero Perez et al., 2013) revealed that
captioned videos heavily influence students’ listening comprehension and
vocabulary learning as well.

Captioning, therefore, serves a supporting role by offering people
multiple representations of the same information (Teng, 2021).
Fortunately, captioned videos are openly available today, with the



Understanding Incidental Vocabulary Learning in Practice 13

internet and multimedia technologies being great allies. Empirical work
on vocabulary learning has ‘unearthed several notable themes: (1) the
demonstrated effects of captioning conditions on incidental vocabulary
learning (Montero Perez, Peters, & Desmet, 2014; Teng, 2022b); (2) the
impacts of incorporating advanced organizers to strengthen incidental
vocabulary‘learning from captioned videos (Teng, 2019a, 2022c); (3)
frameworks or models related to captioned video adoption in an FL
context (Teng, 2021; Vanderplank, 2016); (4) the roles of word-related
factors; such as frequency, in incidental vocabulary learning from
captioned videos (Majuddin et al., 2021; Teng, 2019b); (5) learner
characteristics that may influence incidental vocabulary learning from
such videos (Sudrez & Gesa, 2019; Teng, 2022a, 2022b; Teng &
Mizumoto, 2023); and (6) these videos’ effects, including in terms of
bilingual subtitling, from an eye-tracking perspective (Montero Perez et
al., 2015; Wang & Pellicer-Sanchez, 2022). This research agenda can
familiarize scholars and classroom practitioners with how best to apply
captioned videos for incidental vocabulary learning. Such videos
additionally expose students to meaning-making processes and
opportunities to practice language input. These videos can further affect
the type and quality of input learners encounter, how they deal with that
input, and how they reflect on their output. Accordingly, teachers may
leverage captioned videos to bolster students’ interest in discovering new
words. The rise of digital media, within and beyond educational settings,
will likely continue to draw attention to how these videos can expedite
incidental vocabulary learning. Future studies should address captioned
videos’ impacts on this form of learning along with the role of individual
differences in learners’ cognitive readiness for this instructional strategy.

Issue 4: Students’ Motivation Plays a Part in Independent Learning

Learning a word involves both receptive and productive vocabulary
knowledge. Receptive knowledge represents one’s ability to recognize
the form, meaning, and use of a term, whereas productive knowledge
enables one to use the term properly (i.e., in form and meaning; Nation,
2001). Acquiring productive vocabulary knowledge is especially difficult
because it requires supplemental learning of novel spoken or written
output patterns. Students whose L1 writing systems, sounds, or
morphological combinations vary from those of the target language are
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likely to struggle. Learners may need to know only a few distinctive
features of a term’s form to understand receptive vocabulary knowledge.
At the same time, their grasp of word form must be more precise for
productive vocabulary knowledge. Students may find vocabulary
learning challenging or the accumulation of vocabulary knowledge slow.
These frustrations are normal; only a few words, and a small part of
what is required to know a word, can be learned at any given time. The
more complex the word-based information is, the more likely learners
are_to misinterpret a new word. People can sometimes acquire many
words receptively through extensive exposure to natural language
acquisition settings. By comparison, only a small proportion of words
that are acquired receptively become productive. Receptive and
productive vocabulary reside on a continuum, such that a person’s
productive vocabulary knowledge is far less than their receptive
vocabulary knowledge. This fact should spark contemplation of how
motivation informs receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge
acquisition. Teachers should attend to potentially tricky aspects when
students are learning a particular word; this way, instructors can strive to
motivate their students. For instance, teachers can offer students chances
to see or use a word in ways that establish new mental connections
around it. Instructors might also devise activities involving the productive
use of vocabulary knowledge or provide students with feedback when
searching for and evaluating target words during related exercises.
Motivation may be the “neglected heart” of vocabulary teaching and
learning. According to self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017),
motivation follows a progression from “controlled to autonomous” (p. 3)
and is anchored by amotivation (i.e., lack of motivation) and intrinsic
motivation. Intrinsically motivated learners may find vocabulary learning
inherently pleasant; amotivation arises when learners have no goals for
such learning. Extrinsic motivation lies at the center of the continuum and
can be subdivided into external regulation (i.e., learning regulated by
external rewards or punishments), introjected regulation (i.e., learning
partly controlled by internal feelings or pressure), and identified
regulation (i.e., learning resulting from conscious acceptance of personal
goals) (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Instructors should orient learners toward
intrinsic and identified regulations to foster self-determined vocabulary
learning. Students who lean toward external and introjected regulations
may cease to devote additional effort to vocabulary learning if they deem
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doing so to be unnecessary. Students may also seek information for
enrichment when acquiring vocabulary. Learners’ motivation or interests
can be activated in-a few ways. One approach involves referencing timely
topics, music, or films to create a relevant class culture. Another option is
to encourage self-expression through personalized tasks, idea journals,
and speaking circles. Teachers can also engage the class by choosing a
vocabulary learning topic that appeals to students’ lived experiences.
Digital games can promote learner-centeredness and create space for
meaningful communication; these conditions should then spur motivation,
lessen anxiety, and allow for the integration of vocabulary learning skills.
Technology offers a third means of prompting out-of-class language
experiences: intriguing digital environments, such as social media
platforms, can help students apply prior vocabulary knowledge and
express themselves.

In terms of classroom activities, learners may seek knowledge
enrichment (e.g., information on derivative affixes) from resources such
as dictionaries or textbooks. Students might also find it beneficial to join
group activities to develop other kinds of skills. For example, tasks
involving semantic maps can drive vocabulary learning because students
need to use only existing knowledge. Teachers must furnish some
information to guide students through specific vocabulary-learning
activities. However, care should be taken not to spoon-feed too much
information that may increase learners’ cognitive load. Students’ efforts
to discover and develop meaning enhance their vocabulary learning and
their independence from the teacher.

Issue 5: Deeper Mental Processing and Better Retention Guide
Incidental Vocabulary Learning

According to Ellis (1994), implicit learning calls for attention to a
stimulus but does not involve other conscious operations; repetition has a
strong impact. Explicit learning is comparatively more conscious: students
propose and test hypotheses while seeking language structures. Explicit
learning can also include a search for principles or the application of
given rules, thereby promoting cross-modal form—meaning associations.
One’s quality of mental processing greatly influences this type of learning.
Overall, it appears important but difficult to map knowledge of word form
to knowledge of word meaning. The partial information learned about a
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new word may explain why vocabulary teaching is only moderately
effective, in that students usually retain a slight proportion of the words
taught in class. This outcome could be further related to the inefficiency
of vocabulary- teaching. I concur with Nation’s (2021) suggestion that
vocabulary- teaching becomes unproductive for certain reasons. First,
instruction cannot possibly cover all high- and mid-frequency words,
which‘are essential for achieving 98% coverage of written text featuring
the 9,000 most frequent word families. Second, teachers do not devote a
reasonable amount of time to each focal word. The role of vocabulary
instruction is therefore limited. Teachers need to recognize that more time
should be spent on vocabulary learning. Specifically, language teachers
should engage in job-related introspection related to five main tasks (Nation,
2021): (1) planning (e.g., how to ensure that vocabulary learning occurs
through the four aforementioned roughly equal strands); (2) organizing (e.g.,
developing independent, paired, and group activities for listening and
reading); (3) training (e.g., helping students familiarize themselves with
vocabulary learning strategies); (4) testing (e.g., assessing students’
vocabulary size or levels); and (5) teaching (e.g., serving as an information
source when students complete vocabulary exercises). Objectively,
learners should be granted opportunities to repeat, notice, retrieve, meet,
and use new target words in multiple contexts. Potential word attrition
should decline as a result.

Schmitt and Schmitt (1995, p. 135) claimed that “the deeper the
mental processing used when learning a word, the more likely that a
student will remember it.” This supposition underscores the role of mental
processing in incidental vocabulary learning. The argument may also
reflect the so-called “depth of processing hypothesis,” which states that
mental activities that require more elaborate thought, manipulation, or
processing of new words will facilitate students’ learning of those words
(Craik & Lockhart, 1972, p. 671). Rather than rote repetition, which is
based on shallow processes, instructors may need to consider deeper
semantic processing—-creating a mental image of a word’s meaning,
judging a word’s formality, or grouping a word with conceptually
associated terms—to enhance word learning. The involvement load
hypothesis (ILH) put forth by Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) offers a richer
understanding of the depth of processing hypothesis in incidental
vocabulary learning. The ILH consists of one motivational aspect (need,
which represents the importance of knowing a word to the learner) and
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two cognitive/information, processing aspects (search and evaluation).
Search refers to a learner’s attempt to determine the meaning of an
unknown word. Evaluation is the comparison of that word or meaning
with other words and meanings to assess whether it fits a specific context.
Incidental vocabulary learning tasks in which these variables are highly
present require more depth of processing from students and thus generate
more pronounced incidental vocabulary learning outcomes (e.g., Kim,
2008). In a meta-analysis (Yanagisawa & Webb, 2021), the ILH was
significantly predictive of vocabulary learning and explained 15.0% and
5.1% of the variance in effect sizes on immediate and delayed posttests,
respectively. Yet individual differences, such as in learners’ L2 proficiency
and cognitive involvement (Kim, 2008) or in their metacognitive
regulation awareness of task-induced involvement load (Teng & Zhang,
2021), might be more/less important to consider when implementing
pedagogic ILH-based tasks. Interestingly, as long as L2 learners’
cognitive and language abilities allow them to complete vocabulary tasks
within a given time, then deeper processing of new words—especially the
evaluation component of ILH-based tasks—will prompt L2 vocabulary
acquisition. I particularly enjoyed Yanagisawa and Webb’s (2022)
meta-analysis, which expanded the general understanding of the ILH.
They found that revising the evaluation component by differentiating
between types of strong evaluation (i.e., sentence-level varied use and
composition-level varied use) led to a better model fit. In practice,
learners may benefit more from using a set of unknown words together in
a text (e.g., a composition) than from using each word in a separate
sentence. Using a set of words in a passage may elicit greater processing
of how words can be used meaningfully. Yanagisawa and Webb (2022)
also created formulas grounded in seven components (need, search,
evaluation, sentence-level varied use, composition-level varied use,
frequency, and mode) to calculate tasks’ effectiveness indices. All other
factors being equal, a task with a higher effectiveness index was
estimated to produce larger incidental vocabulary learning gains than one
with a lower effectiveness index.

Content is an additional factor that encourages more thorough
mental processing and better retention for incidental vocabulary learning.
This line of research shows that maximizing exposure to and interaction
with vocabulary in rich contexts provides suitable conditions for learning
unknown vocabulary. Webb’s (2008) article is one of the most cited
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articles regarding the quality of context and how it affects incidental
vocabulary learning. Whereas Webb argued that the number of
encounters is integral to form learning, the quality of context is more
important for meaning learning. This quality “provides an answer to why
gains in knowledge of meaning have varied from word to word... and
study to‘study” (Webb, 2008, p. 238). In effect, the repeated appearance
of unknown words in informative contexts may lead to faster and more
enduring meaning learning. Gaining knowledge of meaning takes longer
in less informative contexts. Initial gains “resulting from meeting an
unknown word in one informative context may be reduced in subsequent
meetings if those contexts are less informative or misleading” (Webb,
2008, p. 240). Therefore, when designing graded readers for EFL
learners with lower proficiency levels, target vocabulary should not be
presented in misleading contexts. If target words are seen in uninformative
contexts, teachers may need to provide supplementary tasks involving
those words to help learners sense their meanings. In classroom teaching,
instructors must scan the texts beforehand, consider how the context may
shape learning, and decide whether target words are likely or unlikely to
be learned.

The final factor that might influence learners’ processing of language
input for retaining new words is frequency. There is no “magic number”
of times a word needs to be read (or heard) before it is learned. The
number of encounters vital for incidental vocabulary learning can
vary—6, 8, 10, 12, or even more than 20 encounters may be required. A
meta-analysis on repetition (Uchihara et al., 2019) documented a medium
effect (r = .34) of repetition on incidental vocabulary learning. Moderator
analyses revealed variations in the size of repetition effects across studies.
Sources of these discrepancies included learner variables (age and
vocabulary knowledge), treatment variables (spaced learning, visual
support, engagement, and range in the number of encounters), and
methodological differences (nonword use, forewarning of an upcoming
comprehension test, and vocabulary test format). More encounters with
words in context increase the likelihood of new words being learned.
However, a threshold of encounters that ensures incidental vocabulary
learning has yet to be identified. A larger vocabulary size or better
proficiency level can positively affect incidental vocabulary learning as
well: some students have greater lexical coverage of input due to stronger
vocabulary knowledge or a greater proficiency level. For FL learners who
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need support in language learning, more repeated encounters with new
words can sustain engagement as they process input for meaning.

Issue 6: Various Input Sources Should Be Compared to Maximize
Incidental Vocabulary Learning in Practice

Vocabulary learning can occur through listening, reading, and reading
while listening. The conditions favoring learning through input include
contextual richness, spacing of repetitions, the occurrence of the same
words in different contexts, and the need to build a link between form
recognition and meaning retrieval. Much research has addressed reading,
whereas little has concerned listening, possibly due to the challenge of
learning new words without seeing them while listening. Van Zeeland
and Schmitt (2013) and Vidal (2003) critically examined incidental
vocabulary learning from listening. Jin and Webb (2020) looked at this
type of learning by listening to how teachers talk, which served as a
source of input for incidental vocabulary learning gains. Frequency,
word elaboration, predictability from word forms and parts, and L1
translation each explained the variance in students’ gains.

Other studies have compared incidental vocabulary learning in
several scenarios: listening, reading, and reading while listening (Brown
et al., 2008; Webb & Chang, 2020); reading and listening (Vidal, 2011);
reading and reading while listening (Teng, 2018; Webb & Chang, 2012);
and listening, reading, and viewing a TV program (Feng & Webb, 2020).
Reading facilitates vocabulary learning more than listening, and reading
while listening is more helpful (vs. reading) for vocabulary learning.
Even so, these outcomes are not conclusive. Many factors, such as
frequency, may affect vocabulary learning from reading while listening
(Webb & Chang, 2015) and viewing videos (Peters & Webb, 2018).
Reading, listening, reading while listening, and even viewing should be
considered parts of a well-balanced language course. More research is
needed to understand the potential of incidental vocabulary learning.
Relatedly, individual differences (e.g., learners’ vocabulary knowledge,
English proficiency, aptitude, and working memory) and word-related
factors (e.g., word occurrence frequency, context clues, and cognates)
should be taken into account to clarify aids and impediments to
incidental vocabulary learning from diverse input sources (Teng &
Uchihara, in press).
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Issue 7: Vocabulary Learning Strategies Need to Be Revitalized

There has been a recent emphasis on learner enablement, in which
teachers acknowledge students’ individual differences. Doing so is meant
to give students acvoice in the curriculum and teach them how to learn
independently.-With regard to vocabulary learning, teachers should create
a need for new words if students are expected to learn them. Raising
students’ awareness of vocabulary learning strategies is one example.
Instructors should not be overly prescriptive when describing these
tactics. Because students may have different learning styles and study
preferences, they should be introduced to an array of techniques.
Students can then decide which ones they like. Academic work on
vocabulary learning strategies, referring to a spectrum of approaches
contributing to the ongoing process of vocabulary acquisition, is
grounded in language learning research. Two landmark studies on
vocabulary learning strategies have received substantial attention. The
first, by Gu and Johnson (1996), distinguished metacognitive regulation
and cognitive strategies. The former consists of selective attention and
self-initiation; the latter includes guessing, dictionary use, note-taking,
rehearsal, encoding, and activation. The authors identified a relationship
between vocabulary learning tactics and vocabulary size. Strategies such
as semantic encoding, word list learning, and contextual encoding were
significantly related to vocabulary size. EFL learners were then grouped
into five types based on their vocabulary learning strategy patterns. Two
groups constituted the majority and differed in their use of encoding
techniques. One small group of highly successful learners (labeled
“readers”) applied context-based strategies. Another group of successful
learners (labeled “active strategy users”) actively used most strategies
more often than others. The remaining group, “passive strategy users,”
moderately adopted visual repetition; they used all other strategies far
less than other learners. Schmitt (1997) conducted a second pioneering
study by classifying vocabulary learning based on discovery strategies or
consolidation strategies. Discovery strategies involve determining the
meaning of new and unfamiliar words. Schmitt (1997) subdivided this
category into determination strategies (e.g., either guessing the meaning
of a new word from its form/context or referring to resources such as
dictionaries) and social strategies (i.e., asking others for the meaning of
a new word). Consolidation strategies focus on recalling introduced
words and were subdivided into memory (i.e., learning vocabulary via
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manipulative mental processing), cognitive (e.g., repetition or using
mechanical means, such as word lists and vocabulary notebooks),
metacognitive (i.e., self-regulating one’s own vocabulary learning), and
social strategies (e.g., learning or practicing vocabulary with peers).

Early research.‘on vocabulary learning strategies correlated them
with vocabulary knowledge. Zhang and Lu (2015) administered a battery
of vocabulary tests as well as a questionnaire on vocabulary learning
techniques. The survey covered five factors: form (i.e., mnemonic
strategies based on studying the form of vocabulary); association (i.e.,
mnemonic strategies based on associating words with semantically or
morphologically related ones); repetition (i.e., cognitive strategies based
on repetition); word lists (i.e., cognitive strategies based on word lists);
and pictures/images (i.e., mnemonic strategies based on associating the
vocabulary with images or situations). Both form and association
strategies positively predicted vocabulary size and depth, whereas word
list strategies had a negative effect. Another thread of work centers on
the effectiveness of training students through vocabulary learning
strategies. Focusing on Japanese EFL students, Mizumoto and Takeuchi
(2009) examined the role of strategy instruction. A 10-week teaching
period addressed metacognitive and cognitive approaches to vocabulary
learning. Training in vocabulary learning strategies changed students’
chosen techniques and improved the frequency of strategy use. Learners
who initially rarely applied strategies benefited most from the training:
they proceeded to choose tactics that fit their vocabulary learning needs
after training. Scholars have also examined self-regulation in vocabulary
learning. For example, Tseng et al. (2006) developed a scale including
five “volition control strategies,” namely commitment, metacognition,
satiation, emotion, and environmental control.

Overall, vocabulary learning strategies merit special attention in
vocabulary instruction. Naturally acquiring vocabulary in context is
accompanied by unique affordances and constraints in input frequency,
modality, authenticity, output demands, and vocabulary learning
strategies (Gu, 2020). The Matthew effect deserves scrutiny in incidental
vocabulary learning as well: students who can strategically deploy
vocabulary learning strategies may acquire more vocabulary than their
lower-level counterparts. A highly sophisticated view of vocabulary thus
remains needed. For instance, framing vocabulary learning as a dynamic
form of competence that is situated in authentic language use calls for
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strikingly different treatment than the static recognition of form—meaning
pairs. More should ‘also be done “from a learner perspective to fully
appreciate the skill, will, and co-construction of strategies and self- and
co-regulation -of vocabulary learning” (Gu, 2020, p. 280). Researchers
should focus on. students’ strategic learning of receptive and productive
knowledge of single words as well as multiword expression.

Implications and Concluding Remarks

The above seven issues are crucial to a thorough understanding of
incidental vocabulary learning in practice. While intentional vocabulary
learning can encourage immediate retention of lexical items, incidental
vocabulary learning has become more important for vocabulary
instruction. The extent to which incidental vocabulary learning is
possible depends on several factors: information provided by, and the
percentage of known words in, the co-text; and context, target word
salience, repetition, vocabulary learning strategies, depth of processing,
and learning motivation as discussed above. Incidental vocabulary
learning involves certain degrees of syntactic and lexical knowledge on
which learners rely heavily for comprehension. This relationship must be
taken into account for vocabulary acquisition, particularly in the
incidental learning domain. Vocabulary teaching can be supplemented
with instructional support to maximize word learning and retention;
intentional and incidental word learning are complementary. Therefore,
class time may be better spent on activities that direct students’ attention
to the target vocabulary. Meaning-focused activities such as reading,
listening, reading while listening, viewing, and viewing with captions
(whether for interest, information, or enjoyment) will contribute to
incidental word learning. Extensive reading, listening, and viewing have
the potential to provide students with rich input and expand incidental
vocabulary learning.

Among pedagogical implications, frequency of occurences has
received the bulk of attention in relation to incidental vocabulary
learning. This frequency may indeed be important for short-term
retention when dealing with single texts. Students can raise their
awareness of a word’s frequency by keeping a tally of every time they
hear or see it within a certain period (e.g., a day or a week). Students
might also keep track of words that seem to collocate with the new word
noticeably often. Other factors, such as the use of words in speech or
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writing, are similarly vital for long-term retention. Teachers may need to
consider the type of text that best aligns with students’ interests along
with the quality of contextual hints that enable subconscious vocabulary
learning. Knowing a word goes beyond knowing its meaning. Teachers
may need to provide instruction about a word’s form (spelling and
pronunciation), its grammatical characteristics, its root form and
derivatives, its frequency, its relationships to other semantic concepts,
the words it commonly accompanies, and its stylistic qualities. To do so,
teachers should choose authentic texts with informative context clues
that suit students’ proficiency levels and should develop tasks in which
learners can focus on the word level (syntactic level) and global text
comprehension. Such exercises will boost comprehension, syntactic
lexical knowledge, and presumably one’s ability to use newly acquired
vocabulary in real-world speech. Material developers also need to
contemplate how materials’ context may affect vocabulary learning. If
the context surrounding vocabulary does not assist readers in correctly
inferring words’ meanings, then multimodal glosses should be
meaningfully incorporated to help learners discern a word. Teachers may
also need to combine input sources. Multimodal texts, including video
captioning, is one input source that enhances comprehension and offers
students additional support in associating a lexical item with its meaning
(Teng, 2021). Finally, teachers play key roles in sharing effective
learning strategies and cultivating classroom conditions that inspire
students to engage in incidental learning.

For classroom practitioners, an effective vocabulary course would
involve a balance of the four strands of meaning-focused input,
meaning-focused output, language-focused learning, and fluency
development. All these strands address the same content. The design of
materials should meet learners’ needs and vocabulary levels while being
somewhat familiar. Helping students take control of their own learning is
a pillar of incidental vocabulary development. Instructors should be
involved in planning, organizing, training, testing, and monitoring
vocabulary teaching and learning. For vocabulary researchers, more
studies should be done to stress the value of appealing to learners
through different forms of meaning-focused input. The individual
differences in vocabulary learning gains that follow exposure to
meaning-focused input also deserve a closer look. With more nuanced
avenues to explore, the future is bright for understanding incidental
vocabulary learning in practice.



24 Mark Feng TENG

References

Brown, R., Waring; R., ‘& Donkaewbua, S. (2008). Incidental vocabulary
acquisition from reading, reading-while-listening, and listening to stories.
Reading in'a Foreign Language, 20(2), 136-163.

Chen, C., & Truscott, J. (2010). The effects of repetition and L1 lexicalization
on incidental vocabulary acquisition. Applied Linguistics, 31(5), 693-713.
Craik, F. I. M., & Lockhart, R. S. (1972). Levels of processing: A framework for
memory research. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 11(6),

671-684.

Danan, M. (2004). Captioning and subtitling: Undervalued language learning
strategies. Meta: Translators’ Journal, 49(1), 67-77.

Day, R. R., Omura, C., & Hiramatsu, M. (1991). Incidental EFL vocabulary
learning and reading. Reading in a Foreign Language, 7(2), 541-551.

Ellis, N. (Ed.). (1994). Implicit and explicit learning of languages. Academic
Press.

Feng, Y., & Webb, S. (2020). Learning vocabulary through reading, listening,
and viewing: Which mode of input is most effective? Studies in Second
Language Acquisition, 42(3), 499-523.

Gu, Y. (2020). Strategies for learning vocabulary. In S. Webb (Ed.), The
Routledge handbook of vocabulary studies (pp. 271-287). Routledge.

Gu, Y., & Johnson, R. K. (1996). Vocabulary learning strategies and language
learning outcomes. Language Learning, 46(4), 643-679.

Horst, M., Cobb, T., & Meara, P. (1998). Beyond a Clockwork Orange:
Acquiring second language vocabulary through reading. Reading in a
Foreign Language, 11(2), 207-223.

Hu, M., & Nation, P. (2000). Unknown vocabulary density and reading
comprehension. Reading in a Foreign Language, 13(1), 403—430.

Jin, Z., & Webb, S. (2020). Incidental vocabulary learning through listening to
teacher talk. Modern Language Journal, 104(3), 550-566.

Kim, Y. J. (2008). The role of task-induced involvement and learner proficiency
in L2 vocabulary acquisition. Language Learning, 58(2), 285-325.

Laufer, B., & Hulstijn, J. (2001). Incidental vocabulary acquisition in a second
language: The construct of task-induced involvement. Applied Linguistics,
22(1), 1-26.

Majuddin, E., Siyanova-Chanturia, A., & Boers, F. (2021). Incidental acquisition
of multiword expressions through audiovisual materials: The role of
repetition and typographic enhancement. Studies in Second Language
Acquisition, 43(5), 985-1008.

Mizumoto, A., & Takeuchi, O. (2009). Examining the effectiveness of explicit
instruction of vocabulary learning strategies with Japanese EFL university
students. Language Teaching Research, 13(4), 425-449.



Understanding Incidental Vocabulary Learning in Practice 25

Montero Perez, M., Peters, E., Clarebout, B., & Desmet, P. (2014). Effects of
captioning on video.comprehension and incidental vocabulary learning.
Language Learning & Technology, 18(1), 118-141.

Montero Perez, M., Peters, E., & Desmet, P. (2014). Is less more? Effectiveness
and perceived usefulness of keyword and full captioned video for L2
listening comprehension. ReCALL, 26(1), 21-43.

Montero Perez, M., Peters, E., & Desmet, P. (2015). Enhancing vocabulary
learning. through captioned video: An eye-tracking study. Modern Language
Journal, 99(2), 308-328.

Montero Perez, M., Van Den Noortgate, W., & Desmet, P. (2013). Captioned
video for L2 listening and vocabulary learning: A meta-analysis. System,
41(3), 720-739.

Nagy, W. E., Herman, P, & Anderson, R. C. (1985). Learning words from
context. Reading Research Quarterly, 20(2), 233-253.

Nation, I. S. P. (2001). Learning vocabulary in another language. Cambridge
University Press.

Nation, I. S. P. (2007). The four strands. Innovation in Language Learning and
Teaching, 1(1), 1-12.

Nation, I. S. P. (2013). Learning vocabulary in another language. Cambridge
University Press.

Nation, I. S. P. (2021). Is it worth teaching vocabulary? TESOL Journal, 12(4),
e564.

Pellicer-Sanchez, A. (2017). Incidental learning of L2 collocations: A classroom
study. Language Teaching Research, 21(3), 381-402.

Peters, E., & Webb, S. (2018). Incidental vocabulary acquisition through viewing
L2 television and factors that affect learning. Studies in Second Language
Acquisition, 40(3), 551-5717.

Pigada, M., & Schmitt, N. (2006). Vocabulary acquisition from extensive
reading: A case study. Reading in a Foreign Language, 18(1), 1-28.

Rott, S. (1999). The effect of exposure frequency on intermediate language
learners’ incidental vocabulary acquisition through reading. Studies in
Second Language Acquisition, 21(4), 589-619.

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations: Classic
definitions and new directions. Contemporary Educational Psychology,
25(1), 54-67.

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-determination theory: Basic
psychological needs in motivation, development, and wellness. Guilford.
Saragi, T., Nation, I. S. P., & Meister, G. F. (1978). Vocabulary learning and

reading. System, 6(2), 72-78.

Schmitt, N. (1997). Vocabulary learning strategies. In N. Schmitt & M.
McCarthy (Eds.), Vocabulary: Description, acquisition, and pedagogy (pp.
199-227). Cambridge University Press.



26 Mark Feng TENG

Schmitt, N., & Schmitt, D.(1995). Vocabulary notebooks: Theoretical
underpinnings and practical suggestions. ELT Journal, 49(2), 133-143.

Sudrez, M. D. M., & Gesa, F. (2019). Learning vocabulary with the support of
sustained exposure to captioned video: Do proficiency and aptitude make a
difference? Language Learning Journal, 47(4), 497-517.

Teng, F. (2018). Incidental vocabulary acquisition from reading-only and
reading-while-listening: A multi-dimensional approach. Innovation in
Language Learning and Teaching, 12(3), 274-288.

Teng, E. (2019a). The effects of video caption types and advance organizers on
incidental L2 collocation learning. Computers & Education, 142, 103655.
Teng, F. (2019b). Incidental vocabulary learning for primary school students:
The effects of L2 caption type and word exposure frequency. Australian

Educational Researcher, 46(1), 113-136.

Teng, F. (2020). Retention of new words learned incidentally from reading:
Word exposure frequency, L1 marginal glosses, and their combination.
Language Teaching Research, 24(6), 785-812.

Teng, F. (2021). Language learning through captioned videos: Incidental
vocabulary acquisition. Routledge.

Teng, F. (2022a). Incidental L2 vocabulary learning from viewing captioned
videos: Effects of learner-related factors. System, 105, 102736.

Teng, F. (2022b). Incidental vocabulary learning from captioned videos:
Learners’ prior vocabulary knowledge and working memory. Journal of
Computer Assisted Learning, 39(2), 517-531.

Teng, F. (2022c). Vocabulary learning through videos: Captions, advance-organizer
strategy, and their combination. Computer Assisted Language Learning, 35(3),
518-550.

Teng, F., & Mizumoto, A. (2023). The role of spoken vocabulary knowledge in
language minority students’ incidental vocabulary learning from captioned
television. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics. Advance online
publication. https://doi.org/10.1075/aral.22033.ten.

Teng, F., & Uchihara, T. (in press). Factors affecting incidental vocabulary
learning. In F. Teng & B. Reynolds (Eds.), Researching incidental
vocabulary learning in a second language. Routledge.

Teng, F., & Zhang, D. (2021). Task-induced involvement load, vocabulary
learning in a foreign language, and their association with metacognition.
Language Teaching Research. Advance online publication. https://doi.
org/10.1177/13621688211008798.

Tseng, W.-T., Dornyei, Z., & Schmitt, N. (2006). A new approach to assessing
strategic learning: The case of self-regulation in vocabulary acquisition.
Applied Linguistics, 27(1), 78-102.



Understanding Incidental Vocabulary Learning in Practice 27

Uchihara, T., Webb, S., & Yanagisawa, A. (2019). The effects of repetition on
incidental vocabulary learning: A meta-analysis of correlational studies.
Language Learning, 69(3), 559-599.

Vanderplank, R. (2016). Captioned media in foreign language learning and
teaching: Subtitles for the deaf and hard-of-hearing as tools for language
learning. Palgrave.

Van Zeeland, H:, & Schmitt, N. (2013). Incidental vocabulary acquisition
through L2 listening: A dimensions approach. System, 41(3), 609-624.

Vidal, K. (2003). Academic listening: A source of vocabulary acquisition?
Applied Linguistics, 24(1), 56-89.

Vidal, K. (2011). A comparison of the effects of reading and listening on
incidental vocabulary acquisition. Language Learning, 61(1), 219-258.

Wang, A., & Pellicer-Sanchez, A. (2022). Incidental vocabulary learning from
bilingual subtitled viewing: An eye-tracking study. Language Learning,
72(3), 765-805.

Waring, R., & Takaki, M. (2003). At what rate do learners learn and retain new
vocabulary from reading a graded reader? Reading in a Foreign Language,
15(2), 130-163.

Webb, S. (2008). The effects of context on incidental vocabulary learning.
Reading in a Foreign Language, 20(2), 232-245.

Webb, S. (2020). Incidental vocabulary learning. In S. Webb (Ed.), The
Routledge handbook of vocabulary studies (pp. 225-239). Routledge.

Webb, S., & Chang, A. C.-S. (2012). Vocabulary learning through assisted and
unassisted repeated reading. Canadian Modern Language Review / La revue
anadienne des langues vivantes, 68(3), 267-290.

Webb, S., & Chang, A. C.-S. (2015). Second language vocabulary learning
through extensive reading with audio support: How do frequency and
distribution of occurrence affect learning? Language Teaching Research,
19(6), 667-686.

Webb, S., & Chang, A. C.-S. (2020). How does mode of input affect the
incidental learning of collocations? Studies in Second Language Acquisition,
44(1), 35-56.

Webb, S., Newton, J., & Chang, A. C.-S. (2013). Incidental learning of
collocation. Language Learning, 63(1), 91-120.

Winke, P, Gass, S. M., & Sydorenko, T. (2010). The effects of captioning
videos used for foreign language listening activities. Language Learning &
Technology, 14(1), 65-86.

Yanagisawa, A., & Webb, S. (2021). To what extent does the involvement load
hypothesis predict incidental L2 vocabulary learning? A meta-analysis.
Language Learning, 71(2), 487-536.



28 Mark Feng TENG

Yanagisawa, A., & Webb,S. (2022). Involvement load hypothesis plus: Creating
an improved predictive model of incidental vocabulary learning. Studies in
Second Language Acquisition, 44(5), 1279—-1308.

Zhang, X., & Lu, X! (2015). The relationship between vocabulary learning
strategies “and breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge. Modern
Language Journal, 99(4), 740-753.

Mark Feng TENG, Ph.D., is Associate Professor of Applied Linguistics
at Macau Polytechnic University. He was the recipient of the 2017 Best
Paper Award from the Hong Kong Association for Applied Linguistics
(HAAL), as well as the Teaching Excellence Awards by the Education
Bureau of China (2015). His research portfolio mainly focuses on L2
vocabulary acquisition and L2 writing. His publications have appeared
in international journals, including Applied Linguistics, TESOL
Quarterly, Language Teaching Research, System, Applied Linguistics
Review, Computer Assisted Language Learning, Computers & Education,
Foreign Language Annals, and International Review of Applied
Linguistics in Language Teaching (IRAL), among others. His recent
monographs were published by Routledge, Springer, and Bloomsbury. He
also edited and co-edited special issues for international journals,
including Journal of Writing Research, Studies in Second Language
Learning and Teaching, and TESOL Journal.





