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Abstract: Currently, a growing number of educators are aware of the need to look for new approaches to replace the “spoon-

feeding” method. Therefore, the context-based strategy began to emerge. This study aims to investigate how students derive 

information through contextual clues by examining the progress of Chinese middle school EFL students in terms of word 

recognition. The participants of this study included 20 eighth grade students from the same middle school. The participants 

sat for two different quizzes: a contextual vocabulary quiz (quiz A) and a direct instruction quiz (quiz B). In quiz A, the 

participants inferred the meaning of the target words from the example sentences, whereas in quiz B, the students utilized the 

accompanying English explanation to guess other new words. These students were in the experimental and control conditions, 

respectively. The two quizzes comprised of 15 multiple choice questions (MCQ) which differentiated the participants’ word 

recognition response to two different learning methods. There were two significant findings from this study. First, the results 

showed that the context-based strategy leads to a better vocabulary learning performance compared to the direct instruction 

strategy. Second, although it is not as effective as the context-based strategy, the direct instruction strategy may assist EFL 

learners in remembering words in short term. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background information  

Vocabulary instruction is an essential component of language learning. As a basic important but difficult 

point, vocabulary mastery is of great significance in the process of improving English literacy skills. Nagy 

stated that the correlation between vocabulary and reading comprehension ability is reciprocal and bi-

directional because a person’s reading speed and ability to seize information can be improved by enlarging 

vocabulary [1]. Prior research has shown that many L2 English learners found it challenging to guess the 

meaning of unfamiliar words from the original contextual information. Many students are able to read 

words, but they do not know, unable to use, or identify the contextual information in or around the 

recognized words to infer or derive the meaning of any unknown words they encounter while reading 

content area textbooks [2]. Traditionally, rote learning is characterized by cognitive load and is insufficient 

for inferring textual meaning. Furthermore, educators have found that the skills of talents are not equal to 

the ambition of developing applied bilingual talents when traditional spoon-feeding is used in education to 

train talents with competitive ability in the new century. Therefore, a growing number of Chinese students 

are objecting spoon-fed education and rote learning. In turn, this has made many researchers perceived that 
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explicit vocabulary instruction, such as contextual analysis, may play a prominent role in learning words 
[3]. Mart stated that a context-based strategy does not only help learners to absorb grammatical structures 

but also clarify on how these structures apply to specific contexts [4]. Lai and Hu stressed that in the absence 

of a sufficient context, modern technology do not to exert effective assistance in second language learning 
[5]. 

Three main areas of concern are recognized in this study, which include enhancing English reading 

skills, coping with contextual vocabulary analysis tests, and expanding students’ vocabulary to achieve 

high-level input comprehension.  

 

1.2. Research question  

(1) To what extent do context-based instruction assist Chinese EFL learners in acquiring L2 English 

vocabulary as compared to direct instruction? 

(2) Which of these two instructions is more likely to have a significant positive impact on student’s 

vocabulary learning? 

 

1.3. Significance of the study 

The study aims to contribute to language learning research in two ways. First, it aims to show how English 

vocabulary instruction can be improved and second, to assist learners to recognize the effectiveness of the 

context-based strategy for English vocabulary instruction. The research about these aspects of language 

learning is significant and meaningful in regard to the teaching of English as second language (ESL) in 

China. Findings from this research would contribute to the popularization of the context-based strategy in 

Chinese students’ English vocabulary learning, thus encouraging more students to practice the skills of 

deriving target information from contexts.  

Although several studies have confirmed that the context-based strategy is beneficial in English 

vocabulary learning as foreign language (EFL) learners, researchers rarely study the use of the strategy 

among learners from mainland China. In regard to that, this study aims to fill in the research gap. By testing 

the efficacy of the proposed method for contextual vocabulary instruction among lower intermediate EFL 

learners, this study offers a practical foundation for pedagogical decisions when implementing the context-

based strategy. This study attempts to prove the efficacy of context-based learning over direct instruction 

approach by comparing the posttest performance of the same participants after using the two methods. 

 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Theoretical framework 

The context-based strategy for second language learning refers to utilizing scenarios to simulate students’ 

social context [6]. This strategy uses practical experiences or fictitious examples in the classroom instead of 

theoretical teaching methods. According to Avargil and other researchers [7], context-based pedagogy 

focuses on student-centered activities and inquiry-based laboratory investigation while minimizing 

traditional lectures and ‘cook-book type’ laboratories. In other words, this strategy allows learners to focus 

on understanding what has been presented to them rather than the language of the presentation, which can 

be regarded as content-based instruction (CBI). This approach can strengthen student’s learning potential 

beyond their first language. The advantages of this strategy include intrinsically motivating students’ 

interest as well as nurturing them to have greater adaptability and flexibility in word recognition. Students 

can then be exposed to daily language usage within relevant contexts instead of isolated fragments of the 

language. Contextual analysis refers to a strategy that readers use to predict a word from the context where 
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it appears. Nonetheless, deriving information from secondary language sources may be difficult for lower-

level learners. Implicit language texts can confuse learners and give them the impression that they do not 

fully comprehend new words. In contrast, direct instruction allows instructors to teach by explicit, guided 

instructions and theoretical knowledge explanations [8]. One of the strengths of direct instruction is 

efficiency. Students only need to follow the instructions step-by-step to attain the learning objectives. 

However, the structure of direct instruction may be inflexible and hinder the creativity of learners. 

Instructors need to have subject matter expertise and be well prepared ahead of time so that they can 

effectively explain a certain knowledge information to develop learners’ thinking skills.  

 

2.2. Summary of primary research  

Previous literatures primarily focused on how the contextual-based strategy affects learners’ vocabulary 

and reading. In a study conducted, learners who received context-based instruction demonstrated better 

reading comprehension than those who received instruction using the “wide reading” method [2]. Ilter’s 

research is used to explain the impact of the context-based strategy on reading comprehension [3] and 

vocabulary development [2]. A study conducted by Luo and Sun on EFL learners’ word recognition 

processes when reading unfamiliar texts is interrogated [9]. Secondary research articles by Nagy [1] and Mart 
[4] demonstrated the significance of context-based strategy for vocabulary and grammar instruction. Holmes 
[10] and Nelson [11] also outlined context-based linguistic activities in detailed. 

Recent primary research on context-based strategy for English learning investigated the impact of the 

strategy on intermediate learners’ word recognition processes. 

Luo and Sun [9] interviewed two intermediate Chinese learners using a “think out loud” method. The 

study showed that these learners either skipped challenging words or attempted to guess them, which were 

regarded as obstacles in text comprehension. The results also revealed that Chinese learners commonly 

used root words to infer meaning. For example, learners merely need to understand the meaning of “ache” 

to guess the meaning of “stomachache” or “earache.”  

In Nelson’s research [11], learners were required to use newly acquired, challenging vocabulary in a 

classroom discussion. Subsequently, each learner’s proficiency of these words was measured via a cloze 

quiz. The study aimed to identify the presence of a correlation between students’ perceived language 

learning and the empirical findings related to contextual learning. In that study, the learners were reluctant 

to accept the context-based strategy because they felt that rather than engaging in contextual learning, 

simply memorizing vocabulary yielded faster short-term results. However, learners were found to be more 

likely to accept the strategy when applied over long-term (five years). 

İlter has carried out investigations to measure the extent of the impact of context-based strategy on 

reading comprehension [3] and vocabulary development [2] among learners with varying English language 

levels. The participants in these studies were assigned to experimental and control groups. The students in 

the experimental group were trained to guess the meaning of new vocabulary from the text, while the 

students in the control group practiced reading comprehension using the “wide reading” strategy. The 

instructional procedures for the experimental group included four steps: first, the introduction of strategy 

to locate contextual clues; second, the “Slow Advance” step, in which the reading speed would be slowed 

down; third, the “Stop and Rewind” step, in which the preceding sentences would be read again; fourth, the 

“Play and Question” step, in which once the meaning of a new word is guessed, the word is substituted 

with the new word and reading is continued. The control group also had four steps: first, the participants 

are grouped as pairs; second, when a partner is reading a text passage, the other needs to correct the errors 

from the text by listening; third, after reading, both students would use dictionaries to check the meaning 

of the new words from the text individually; fourth, after summarizing all the new words, each pair would 

discuss with each other any of the words that have ambiguous meaning. All the participants were involved 
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in the two training programs twice a week for half a month. The final test results indicated that students 

from the experimental group had better learning performance than those from the control group.  

These studies used several contexts to investigate learners’ vocabulary learning processes. This study 

would like to investigate whether the context-based strategy will have the same effect on Chinese middle 

school students who have been brought up in the exam-oriented education environment. Several creative 

learning methods in previous literatures would be applied into this study, such as the “Stop and Rewind” 

step and substituting guessed words for unknown words. These detailed educational measures may have 

significant pedagogical implications for reducing Chinese students’ academic burden on vocabulary 

memory.  

 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research design 

Two quizzes and two posttests were used to assess the English word recognition of eighth-grade students 

from a middle school in Nanchang. The study focused on analyzing the effects of context-based instruction 

on ESL learners and its educational value in supporting word recognition. A quantitative approach was 

used to measure the difference of efficacy of direct instruction and context-based instruction on the learning 

performance and comprehension process.  

The data collected were used to compare the posttest performance of the participants using quiz A and 

quiz B to measure the effectiveness of the two instruction methods. The participants’ grades for both quizzes 

were compared to demonstrate the learning approach that the participants preferred. 

Convenience sampling was used as the sampling strategy. After attaining a certain level of familiarity 

with the students, the English teacher’s assistant, who frequently interacted with the students was involved 

in the study.   

 

3.2. Participants 

The participants were lower intermediate EFL eighth grade students from a Chinese middle school in 

Nanchang, an inland second-tier Chinese city with a strong exam-oriented education environment. All the 

participants, with age between 15 and 16 years old (12 boys and eight girls), had taken English courses for 

at least six years before they were recruited for the study. The participants were selected based on their final 

examination grades from the previous semester. The top 20 students, with average scores of 85.55 points 

(SD ≈8.21), were recruited to participate in this study. The reason for selecting the top 20 students was that 

they had demonstrated good middle school English knowledge, indicating that they have the potential to 

develop higher-level learning and thinking skills.  

Weak students have been hypothesized to be more likely to guess the answers in multiple choice 

questions (MCQs), which would impact the validity and reliability of the experimental data. Therefore, 30 

students with the lowest examination scores from the previous semester’s English examination were 

excluded from the study. The participants selected were assumed to have some basic learning strategies, 

such as deducing the meaning of words from details provided, linking prior knowledge to text, scanning, 

and skimming. 

 

3.3. Instruments 

3.3.1. Pretest A and posttest A 

In this quasi-experiment, quiz A and quiz B are equivalent to the experimental and control conditions. 

Pretest A was adapted from the AP Language and Composition Vocabulary Quiz by an educationist ,
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Deanna L. Nelson [11], that applied the context-based strategy to develop students’ word recognition. The 

quiz was revised from a cloze quiz to a MCQ quiz as it was hypothesized that the original quiz would be 

difficult for middle school students to answer. In total, 15 MCQs were included in the pretest. Example 

sentences which contained target words were presented, and the participants were asked to identify the 

meaning of each target word from the options presented, which included near-synonyms or synonyms of 

the target word. Pretest A aimed to assist the participants’ comprehension of words using the context-based 

strategy. After quiz A, the participants were found to be more receptive to the context-based approach. The 

posttest assessed the participants’ retention of the meaning of the target words presented in the pretest. 

 

3.3.2. Pretest and posttest (quiz B) 

The test format and the questions in pretest B and the posttest review were identical to those in pretest A. 

However, there was a difference in the question types. Participants were presented with English definitions 

of certain target words and then were asked to self-define the target words by selecting from the options 

provided, which included near-synonyms. Therefore, the focus of pretest B was to encourage the 

participants to memorize the target words by direct instruction. The posttest review aimed to demonstrate 

the effectiveness of language learning by direct instruction. 

 

3.4. Procedure 

Before formally administering pretest A and B, two students from classes other than that of the participants 

were enrolled for a pilot test to select the target vocabulary for the study. Each piloted quiz contained 20 

MCQs. The results of the pilot test showed that the students took almost half an hour to complete the quizzes. 

The feedback from the students indicated that the 20 unknown words included in the quizzes were 

challenging. Based on the students’ suggestions, the five most difficult words and a few misleading 

distractors were removed from the quizzes.  

The top 20 students in the previous semester’s English final examination were selected to participate 

in the two quizzes. The two quizzes were closed-book assessments without any dictionaries allowed.  

On June 19, the participants were given 20 minutes to complete pretest A. The answer sheets were 

returned after grading and they were instructed to mark the correct option for each MCQ. Subsequently, 

the participants were taught on how to combine context clues to identify the meaning of the target words. 

Five days later (June 24), the participants were requested to take part in posttest A. For the posttest, the 

participants were required to look for the Chinese meaning of 15 words within 15 minutes. The participants 

were then given 20 minutes to complete pretest B. After grading the pretest, the answer sheets were returned 

to the participants, and the 15 MCQs were translated from English to Chinese. Subsequently, the researcher 

explained on how to deduce the correct options. Four days later (June 28), posttest B was conducted. 

 

3.5. Data analysis 

The researcher converted the participants’ grades into data and input the data into the Statistical Package 

for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software, coding each variable with “score.” In addition to retrieving 

descriptive statistics, the analysis pointed out the samples’ grade intervals’ percentages and frequencies. By 

measuring the central tendency, the mean, standard deviation, and range of the quiz scores were 

summarized after considering several essential parameters.  

Statistical analysis was performed using t-test under the two conditions (experimental and control 

conditions). To be more specific, two paired-sample t-tests were conducted to contrast the pretests and 

posttests. The independent t-test was for the two posttests. Finally, several statistical charts were 

constructed to respond to the three research questions. 
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3.6. Ethical consideration 

Before obtaining the student representative’s consent, the students and the incumbent mentor teacher were 

briefed about the consent form and the whole research procedure. In addition to gratitude for their 

participation, the students were given constructive feedbacks in regard to their quiz results, indicating the 

common types of mistakes that students made in quizzes, which would help them gain some tips in MCQs.  

In order to safeguard individual privacy, pilot test A and B were anonymous. However, since the researcher 

needed to investigate each experimental subject’s different performance, two quiz reviews and two quizzes 

required participants to write their names. In order to ensure that the confidentiality in this study, the 

researcher labeled the participants with designated numbers rather than using their real names. 

The researcher informed the participants regarding the tasks and the research purpose as well as 

stipulated their rights to withdraw from the research at any time. Throughout the study, any students who 

wished to withdraw from the study were respected. Except for one student who dropped out of the study, 

the other 20 students completed the whole process. 

 

4. Results 

4.1. Means and standard deviations 

This study used descriptive statistics for the pretest and posttest measures in the experimental condition. 

The pretest and posttest standard deviations and standard score means are listed in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for context-based instruction (experimental) and direct instruction 

(control) conditions  

Conditions N Pretest score Posttest score 

M SD M SD 

Experimental 20 8.95 2.625 10.40 4.018 

Control 20 7.85 2.815 10.30 4.054 

 

As shown in Table 1, the experimental condition scores increased in the posttest (M = 10.40, SD = 

4.018) from the pretest (M = 8.95, SD = 2.625). The control condition scores also increased in the posttest 

(M = 10.30, SD = 4.054) from the pretest (M = 7.85, SD = 2.815). The academic performances of both 

conditions were close to each other. However, for both the experimental and control conditions, the standard 

deviation of the posttest score was higher than that of the pretest score because only 12 participants achieved 

a much higher posttest score than in the pretest. There are two explanations for the decline in the academic 

performance of the other eight participants: first, the participants were not convinced that the context-based 

strategy is conducive for vocabulary learning and second, some were too lazy to recite the words using the 

teaching methods after the pretest. It was discovered that a few participants used the “lucky dip” or “throw 

the dice” during the posttest. This phenomenon would have had a negative effect on the research conclusion.  

Another notable feature of Table 1 is the extent of academic progression in the control group. Although 

the experimental condition has a higher mean score than the control condition, the participants in the control 

condition made greater progress compared to those in the experimental condition. This is because most 

participants felt that the question types of pretest B were harder than pretest A. To be more specific, the 

participants were able to guess the meaning of the target words by associating them with the meaning of 

the entire sentence in pretest A, whereas pretest B required just the English definition of the words. There 

is no obvious distinction compared with the Chinese explanation. In their views, it is not even as useful as 

reciting words using Chinese explanations.  
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4.2. Paired-sample t-test 

As reported in Table 2, paired-sample t-tests were used to compare the participants’ pretest scores with 

their posttest scores to assess the level of vocabulary retention. As expected, the results proved that the two 

conditions achieved significant increase in their vocabulary memory level (p < 0.05). The mean score for 

the experimental condition exceeded that of the control condition. Nevertheless, due to the limited sample 

size, Pearson correlation (Experimental = 0.336, Control = 0.401) proved that the pretest results do not have 

a strong linear correlation with the posttest (0.3 < r < 0.5).  

 

Table 2. Paired-sample t-test for pretest/posttest A and pretest/posttest B 

 

Paired-sample t-test 

t df 

Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

 

Mean 

Standard 

deviation 

Standard 

error mean 

95% confidence interval  

of the difference  

Lower     Upper 

Pearson 

correlation 

Experimental Pretest A – 

Posttest A 

-1.450 3.993 .893 -3.319 .419 -1.624 19 .012 .336 

Control Pretest B – 

Posttest B 

-2.450 3.900 .872 -4.215 .625 -2.810 19 .011 .401 

 

4.3. Independent sample t-test 

Shown in Table 3, an independent sample t-test was used to compare the scores from posttest A and B to 

explore the significance of the data. Theoretically, the analysis results conclude that the experimental 

condition tended to achieve better posttest results than the control condition. However, the p-values were 

greater than 0.05, indicating a lack of statistical significance. These results indicate that the study could not 

exclude the likelihood of a mere coincidence or generalize the findings. This is principally because of the 

small sample size, resulting in unconvincing outcomes. In order to understand more about the mechanism 

of this peculiar phenomenon, further studies are needed. Additionally, the p-value being greater than 0.05 

shows that the shape of the data distribution reasonably matches well with a normal distribution. 

 

Table 3. Independent sample t-test for posttest A and posttest B 

Group statistics 

 Test N Mean Standard deviation Standard error mean 

Posttest results Posttest A 20 10.40 4.018 .899 

Posttest B 20 10.30 4.052 .906 

Independent sample t-test 

 

Levene’s test for 

equality of variances t-test for equity of means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

Mean 

difference 

Standard 

error 

difference 

95% confidence interval 

of the difference 

Lower Upper 

Posttest 

results 

Equal variances 

assumed 

.02

7 

.870 .078 38 .938 .100 1.276 -2.484 2.684 

Equal variances 

not assumed 
  

.078 37.997 .938 .100 1.276 -2.484 2.684 
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5. Discussion 

5.1. Summary 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the pedagogical influence of the context-based strategy for 

Chinese English learners. Although the limited statistical data is insufficient to represent the situation of 

English education in China, the findings are rather consistent with those of previous studies: the vocabulary 

of the participants in the experimental condition, who were instructed with the context-based vocabulary 

method, were more extensive than that of the control group [12]. In comparison between pretest A and B, 

most participants indicated that they disliked memorizing vocabulary by English definition. They preferred 

to guess the meaning of new words from a specific context. The positive response from participants toward 

context-based instruction supports the implementation of this study’s innovative approach to teaching 

English as a foreign language. In this study, the context-based strategy has more potential educational 

benefit than direct instruction. In addition, the academic results of the students in both the experimental and 

control conditions improved to a certain degree. This finding verifies that direct instruction is still effective 

for a considerable number of participants, and it is beneficial for the vocabulary development of EFL 

learners in short term. However, there are several flaws in the study that are yet to overcome.  

 

5.2. Limitation 

This study has high internal validity but limited in external validity. The main reason for the limitation is 

that the participants were all from one particular school. The results may be generalized to a population 

from a slightly different background, but not to all Chinese middle school students. Moreover, the emotions 

of the participants (e.g., anxiety) might have affected the validity of the study. The researcher had tried to 

help the students to relax but it was uncertain of whether it worked for the students.  

This study has two risk factors that could undermine its internal validity. First, it is possible that the 

participants performed better on the quizzes in this study compared to their regular school activities because 

of the awareness that they were in an experiment. After learning that their teacher’s assistant (the researcher) 

would conduct the study, the students who participated were extremely enthusiastic. Although the active 

cooperation from the students helped the researcher to complete the study efficiently, their growing 

enthusiasm might not be beneficial in reflecting their usual English proficiency level in this study. Second, 

the participants’ ability to retain vocabulary would also depend on their learning initiative. The researcher 

was unable to closely supervise whether the students had determined the meanings of the words according 

to the context-based strategy. As a result, this study is limited in ascertaining the impact of context-based 

strategy on students’ English learning. All of the above factors are beyond the researcher’s ability to control. 

However, it is significant to take note that this is merely an elementary-level study. The purpose was to 

share the drawbacks and limitations in the steps that had been taken. On this foundation, educators would 

have the opportunity to take into account a similar venture and realize what needs to be improved. If this is 

the case, we sincerely hope for others to critique and improve on this study. 

 

5.3. Implication 

Despite the aforementioned flaws, the results from this study still confirm the pedagogical significance of 

context-based instruction. The implications of the study can be evaluated from three perspectives: learners, 

researchers, and instructors. 

In regard to learners, this study does not only provide an easier learning approach rather than 

remembering the meaning of words, but also stresses that this approach can be widely used in advanced 

English reading. A large-scale language acquisition may not guarantee that non-English native speakers 

would acquire as much vocabulary as native speakers. In most cases, even advanced English learners need 
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to guess the meaning of words by understanding the entire sentence.  

In addition, language learners should have a strong motivation or incentive for learning a language. 

Being intrinsically and extrinsically motivated to learn a language may enable learners to approach their 

learning with an active as well as a positive approach, prompting conscious-learning strategies that 

encourage their learning beyond the classroom. 

This study also provides a new perspective in the research on L2 vocabulary learning. In this way, 

researchers will be more aware of the significant influence of the strategy and conduct more multi-

directional investigations. For example, when learners recite words, the brain response of learners toward 

different vocabulary learning methods can be manifested in the brainwaves whether different strategies 

have different influence on learners’ neuronal activities.   

For instructors, there can be further improvement in pedagogical methods in adapting to variations in 

students’ learning styles. Interestingly, in Chinese middle schools, English teachers have begun to 

implement the context-based strategy in practicing cloze. Even in the Chinese high school entrance 

examination, one of the common reading questions is to determine the Chinese meaning of a new word 

from an article. Teachers have pointed out that this kind of question is a challenge for students, and it 

consumes a lot of time for them to get adjusted. The education authorities in China have realized the 

importance of the ability to gain information from contextual clues. The context-based method has begun 

to be widely used in English education in China.  

In order to enhance learners’ contextual analysis ability, instructors ought to expose learners to the 

environment of the target language as often as possible. Extensive exposure to the target language will help 

learners to acquire vocabulary, understand the patterns of sentence formation, and improve their 

pronunciation; all of this through a subconscious process, which maximizes learners’ comprehensible input 

level.  
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