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[An extensive paper based on this presentation has been accepted for publication in the Asian EFL
Journal. It should appear in December or January under the title: Vocabulary Size, Background
Characteristics, and Reading Skill of Korean Intensive English Students. The author would encourage
anyone interested in a more detailed account to watch for it. The Asian EFL Journal can be accessed at
http://www.asian-efl-journal.com/ ]

Introduction

The unbearable opacity of reading is a whimsical way of calling attention to the fact that when a reading
teacher asks students to engage in silent reading in class, it is nearly impossible to observe what they
actually do because the process of reading is not publicly observable.

Characterization of the author’s reading class in terms of focus on activities (Level 3 in a 4-level
IEP: After exiting from Level 4, students are eligible to register for regular university classes.)
V¥ time spent in class reading

VWV post reading small group discussion

0 vocabulary building

\ increasing word knowledge (e.g., affixes, roots)
\? syntactic knowledge (explicit focus light)
N discourse processing (organization cues: temporal, additive, causal, adversative)

VW text structure (headings, graphic depiction: e.g., topic-subtopic, cause/effect, time order...)
VY background knowledge (cultural frames, general education

\ = estimate of degree of time/emphasis on each aspect over 1-2 week period

Theoretical Underpinnings
Reading is an incredibly complex cognitive-linguistic activity. Among the theoretically distinct but
empirically separable components of reading are:

- word recognition (decoding: involves orthographic & phonological processing and semantic
access)

- vocabulary knowledge *

- word knowledge (intraword awareness, morphological knowledge...

- syntactic processing

- discourse processing

- knowledge of text structure

- strategic action (supports comprehension, including when reader must compensate for limitations
in other components, e.g., inadequate vocabulary) *

* = particularly emphasized in this research

The Study

Eleven Korean students from the presenter’s reading course in USU’s Intensive English program and five
Korean undergraduate students participated in the study. The study examined the relationship between
breadth of vocabulary, previous EFL study and performance in the reading of an academic text. The
author used the Swansea Levels Tests to estimate vocabulary sizes and collected information on
background characteristics via questionnaire. The students were trained to think-aloud during reading.



They then read a 960-word text and thought aloud (in Korean or English) as they attempted to work out
the meaning of the text. Their performances were video-recorded and their verbal reports were transcribed
and analyzed.

Result Summary

Students with more total hours of high school English instruction tended to score higher on the
vocabulary measure, and students with more vocabulary tended to process the text more quickly and rely
less on a dictionary. However, students with larger vocabularies did not always appear to be the more
skillful readers. The author found some evidence that the better readers demonstrated superior syntactic
knowledge that enabled them to rely more on the text and less on compensatory strategies.
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