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ABSTRACT

This research has investigated the amount of vocabulary learning through
reading comprehension of short stories and direct teaching. For this purpose,
30 male and female Farsi learners were selected and randomly divided into
two groups of 15 people. Both groups were given a short story containing 10
new words. In one group, Persian learners read the story with the aim of
understanding the content and were not aware of the assessment afterwards,
but in the control group, Persian learners were told that after teaching these
words, they would be tested and their knowledge of vocabulary would be
measured. The results showed that the Persian learners in the experimental
group memorized words for a longer period of time, on the other hand, in the
intentional learning of Persian, they kept more words in memory in a short
period of time. Therefore, if the goal of language learning is short-term,
intentional learning works better. But if the long-term goal is a deeper
understanding of vocabulary, incidental learning works much better.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Learning vocabulary is a vital process in second language acquisition
(SLA) for developing proficiency. The ability to use words effectively
facilitates fluent speech and writing, requiring both knowledge
acquisition and production. While vocabulary was once considered “the
neglected aspect of language learning” (Meara, 1980), research in
recent decades has highlighted its crucial role alongside syntax in
language education and applied linguistics (Nation, 2013; Webb &
Nation, 2017). For English learners, comprehending written texts
demands knowledge of approximately 8,000 word families, while
spoken English requires 6,000 to 7,000 (Nation, 2006). This
underscores the complexity of vocabulary knowledge and its intrinsic
link to other language skills (Milton & Fitzpatrick, 2014). Without it,
comprehension and communication are impossible (Schmitt, 2010).

A key question in SLA is the most effective method for vocabulary
acquisition. Early first language research by Nagy, Herman, and
Anderson (1985) emphasized incidental learning from context, where
significant vocabulary gains occur through sufficient exposure to
written language. This concept extended to SLA, with Leow and
Reinders (2011) defining incidental learning as "learning that occurs
without the learner intending for it to happen” (p. 88). This contrasts
with intentional language learning, where learners explicitly aim to
acquire new words (Hulstijn, 2003). While incidental learning is often
seen as an unconscious, effortless process associated with natural
language exposure, intentional learning is a conscious effort, typically
occurring in formal classroom settings.

Research Questions
1. In short-term learning, which type of learning (incidental-
intentional) is more effective?

2. Which type of learning (incidental-intentional) has a longer-lasting
and more durable effect?
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Literature Review

Incidental learning has gained significant attention in second language
vocabulary research due to two primary beliefs: that learning from
context is central to vocabulary acquisition, and that naturalistic
acquisition is an optimal teaching approach (Wesche & Parikbaht,
1999). This idea emerged from observations of first language learners
acquiring vast vocabulary through contextual exposure (Nagy &
Anderson, 1984; Nagy et al., 1985, 1987). Nagy et al. (1985) introduced
incremental vocabulary learning, arguing that repeated encounters with
words in context, such as through extensive reading, lead to gradual but
cumulative vocabulary growth. This concept has profoundly influenced
second language vocabulary research, suggesting that the sheer volume
of words needed by learners cannot be solely acquired through direct,
intentional activities (Hulstijn et al., 1996).

While incidental learning is widely recognized as feasible (e.g.,
Kweon & Kim, 2008; Pigada & Schmitt, 2006), research shows its
immediate gains are typically lower than intentional learning. This
aligns with the understanding that implicit learning often involves less
cognitive effort (Leow, 2015, 2018). However, the Involvement Load
Hypothesis (Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001) suggests that higher processing
depth is linked to more significant acquisition, implying that incidental
learning, when it prompts deeper engagement, can be highly effective
for retention.

Prior vocabulary knowledge is also a factor, with some studies
showing a strong correlation between a learner's existing vocabulary
size and incidental learning gains (Vidal, 2003, 2011; Peters et al.,
2016). The mode of input also matters; reading has generally proven
more effective than listening for incidental vocabulary acquisition
(Vidal, 2011), and learners tend to focus more on text than other visual
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information in multimodal inputs (Masters & Plaser-Sanchez, 2019).
Given this, short stories serve as an ideal medium for the present study.

Methodology

This experimental study involved 30 pre-intermediate Persian learners
(Lebanese, Nigerian, Pakistani nationalities, aged 18-22), divided into
two 15-person classes: an incidental learning group and an intentional
learning group. Both groups were taught 10 target words through a short
story, with the same instructor and teaching method. The key difference
was awareness: the incidental group focused on comprehension and
was unaware of a subsequent vocabulary test, while the intentional
group knew they would be tested on the target words.

Immediate and delayed (two-week) post-tests were administered,
requiring learners to translate the 10 target words into English out of
context. All participants were proficient in English. The collected data
underwent descriptive and inferential analysis using means, standard
deviations, independent samples t-tests, and paired samples t-tests. The
demographic distribution showed a higher proportion of women
(63.33%) overall and varied nationality compositions between groups,
though all learners were at a comparable pre-intermediate proficiency
level.

Results
For short-term learning, intentional learning proved more effective. On

the immediate post-test, the intentional learning group had a mean score
of 8.5333 (SD = 1.18723), notably higher than the incidental learning
group's mean of 7.1333 (SD = 1.88478). An independent samples t-test
confirmed this difference was statistically significant (p = 0.023 <
0.05). This indicates that when learners are aware of an upcoming test
and actively focus on words, they achieve higher immediate recall.

For long-term learning, incidental learning demonstrated greater
durability. Paired samples t-tests compared immediate and delayed test
scores within each group. In the incidental learning group, the mean
score shifted from 7.1333 immediately to 6.6 after two weeks. The
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statistical analysis (p = 0.1350 > 0.05) showed no significant difference
between these scores, indicating relative stability in retention.

Conversely, the intentional learning group's mean score significantly
dropped from 8.5333 immediately to 6.0 after two weeks. The statistical
analysis (p = 0.0000 < 0.05) confirmed a statistically significant decline
in vocabulary retention for this group. This suggests that while
intentional learning yields higher initial gains, it is more prone to rapid
decay over time. Therefore, incidental learning appears to foster more
stable and durable vocabulary knowledge.

Discussion

Our findings offer key insights into vocabulary acquisition. Intentional
learning led to superior immediate test performance, aligning with
research showing explicit instruction's effectiveness for quick initial
gains (Goo et al., 2015). This is likely due to learners' conscious effort
and awareness of upcoming assessments.

However, the most significant finding concerns long-term retention.
The intentional group showed substantial decay in vocabulary after just
two weeks, while the incidental group maintained remarkable stability.
This suggests that while intentional learning provides quick recall, it's
less effective for deep, lasting memory. Conversely, the "by-product”
nature of incidental learning—acquiring words through a primary task
like reading for comprehension—fosters more robust retention. This
aligns with the Involvement Load Hypothesis, where inferring meaning
from context leads to more durable learning (Hulstijn & Laufer, 2001).

The use of contextualized input through short stories was crucial.
Integrating new words naturally within narratives helps embed them in
a meaningful framework (Ahara, 2004), unlike decontextualized drills
that may not build lasting functional knowledge.

These results underscore the need for a balanced approach. While
explicit instruction addresses immediate vocabulary needs, extensive,
context-rich reading is vital for building a durable lexicon. This
supports integrating both incidental and direct learning strategies
(Sahraee & Ahmadi Ghader, 2015) for truly effective and lasting
vocabulary acquisition.
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Conclusion

This research highlights a crucial distinction in second language
vocabulary acquisition: intentional learning is more effective for
immediate recall, while incidental learning promotes superior long-
term retention and durability. The stability of vocabulary acquired
incidentally through contextualized reading, such as with short stories,
suggests a deeper encoding into memory. Therefore, for comprehensive
and lasting vocabulary development, educators should integrate both
explicit instruction for foundational knowledge and extensive,
meaningful reading activities to foster enduring linguistic competence.
This balanced pedagogical approach promises to equip second language
learners with a robust and readily accessible vocabulary for effective
communication.
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