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Abstract
This study investigated whether Lexical Inferencing (L1) and Morphological Instruction
(MI) can significantly affect EFL learners’ reading comprehension, furthermore, it also
examined their effects on the learners’ vocabulary retention over time. 60 homogeneous
EFLlearnerswere randomly assigned to two experimental and a control groups. After the
pre-test, participants of the first experimental group received lexical inferencing strategy
training for six 45-minute sessions. The second experimental group was also provided with a
morphological instruction for six 45-minute sessions, and as for the control group, the
participants followed their regular reading comprehension course. After the treatment, two
post-tests with a short time interval were administered to the three groups and the obtained
data were fed to different statistical tests to spot the probable differences among the three
groups’ first post-test performance as a measure of their learning differences and the
second post-test performance as a measure of the learners’vocabulary retention differences
over time. Results of the paired t-tests showed that lexical inferencing instruction had a
statistically significant effect on EFL learners’ reading comprehension development. On
the other hand, it was found that morphological instruction had no statistically significant
effect on EFL learners’ reading comprehension development. The ANOVA analyses
revealed that there was no statistically significant difference between the effects of lexical
inferencing and morphological instruction on EFL learners’ reading comprehension
development. Furthermore, no significant difference was found between the effects of
lexical inferencing and morphological instruction on EFL learners’ reading comprehension
development over time.
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1. Introduction
Reading as one of the central skills of language can provide an important part
of input required for the development of English as a foreign language (EFL)
learners’ L2 proficiency. Most of the time, the goal of reading is to drive the
intended meaning; therefore, the primary goal behind reading different texts is
to get some meaning and to comprehend what the text is trying to convey.
Studies show that several factors contribute to reading comprehension, one
of which is the knowledge of vocabulary as the most basic meaning conveying
element of language. Although studies have reported constant and reliable
correlations between vocabulary and reading comprehension (Bromley, 2004;
Dalton & Grisham, 2011; Laufer, 1997; Paribakht & Wesche, 2006, to name a
few), a causal relationship is yet to be found.
To come across unknown words while reading different texts hampers
comprehension and consequently slows down the learners’ general proficiency
development. The situation becomes worse when the number of unknown
words is high. Since looking up the words in dictionaries is quite timeconsuming and sometimes boring, it can be used as the last resort. On the other
hand, as Nagy (1997) states, there are many arguments against the efficiency of
direct teaching of all needed vocabularies because there are too many words to
teach and there is a lot to learn about each word. In line with the learnercentered views of education, several studies suggest that the readers make use
of different strategies which involve less effort and less time (e.g., Gu &
Johnson, 1996; Schmitt, 2000) to deal with the difficult texts. Accordingly,
English teachers can facilitate the EFL learners’ word knowledge growth
through explicit teaching of vocabulary learning strategies. The goal of such
instruction is to help students develop word consciousness and autonomy in
determining the meaning of difficult words.
2
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Lexical inferencing (L1) and morphological instruction (MI), are
considered as two leading strategies for vocabulary knowledge development
highly recommended by many scholars (Bellomo, 2009; Diaz, 2010; Farsi, 2008;
Kieffer & Lesaux, 2008; Kirby et al., 2012; Laufer, 1997; Paribakht, 2004; Qian,
2004; Zhang & Koda, 2013; to name a few) as they can help readers to cope
with unknown words and have a better understanding of the texts.
The dearth of research to attest the effectiveness of L1 and MI strategies
for Iranian EFL learners’ vocabulary knowledge development and the lack of
comparative studies of the two strategies compelled the researcher to examine
their probable effects on the second language (L2) learners’ reading
comprehension since a great contribution of vocabulary knowledge is logically
manifested in the reading comprehension of L2 learners.

2. Review of the Related Literature
2.1. Vocabulary Knowledge and Reading Comprehension
The role of vocabulary knowledge in reading comprehension of L2 has been
deemed as crucially significant. Both language teachers and students
acknowledge

that

inadequate

vocabulary

knowledge

may

lead

to

comprehension breakdown. Many studies (for example, Bromely, 2004; Chall,
1978; Dalton & Grisham, 2011; Droop &Verhoeven, 2003; Laufer, 1997;
Sterberg, 1987) underscore that there is a strong relationship between students’
vocabulary knowledge and their reading comprehension abilities. According to
Paribakht and Wesche (2006), reading comprehension and vocabulary
knowledge are inseparably linked. Laufer (1997) while pointing out the role of
other factors contributing to reading comprehension highlighted the role of
vocabulary knowledge as the best predictor of one’s reading comprehension
success. Laufer (1991) argued that at all proficiency levels there was a
3
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significant correlation between vocabulary scores and reading comprehension
scores. Anderson and Freebody (1983, p. 367), indicates that “people who do
not know the meaning of many words are most probably poor readers.
Due to the attested importance of vocabulary knowledge for second or
foreign language skills development, it is quite essential for both EFL teachers
and learners to look for efficient vocabulary teaching and learning strategies
and techniques. “Vocabulary learning strategies are defined as a part of
language learning strategies which are in turn viewed as a part of general
learning strategies” (Nation, 2001, p. 352). Many studies have explored the
significant contribution of such strategies in language learners’ general
language learning success during the last two decades (e.g., Gu & Junson, 1996;
Nassaji, 2003; Nation, 2001; Oxford & Scarcella, 1994; Schmitt, 1997).

2.2. Studies on Lexical Inferencing Strategy
Lexical inferencing strategy of vocabulary learning has been studied in different
projects in recent years, and various results are found. Fraser (1999) for
example reported that participants of her research on lexical processing
strategy use applied L1 in 58 percent of the cases when they come across
unfamiliar words. According to Schmitt (2008), L1 is one of the effective
strategies for determining the meaning of unknown words while reading a
written text. According to Nassaji (2003, 2004); Huckin and Bloch (1993);
O’Malley and Chamot, (1990) lexical inferencing is a cognitive process in
reading comprehension which involves the reader in some mental processes
while trying to guess the meaning of words. Similarly, Wesche and Paribakht
(1999) believe that through the use of L1, the comprehension of difficult texts
becomes possible. They also indicate that during this cognitive process the
readers try to figure out the meaning of unknown words, which in turn
4
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enhances the retention power of the lexical items. Qian (2004), argues that L1
requires top-down processing in which the reader resort to different clues
ranging from low-level ones to mid-level clues such as sentential, and then to
more global ones.
Kaivanpanah and Moghaddam (2012), examined the role of reading
proficiency in the Iranian EFL learners’ use of knowledge sources in L2 and L1
and the level of success in guessing the meaning of unknown target words. They
found that L2 reading proficiency contributes to L1 and the more proficient
readers made more correct inferences than the less proficient counterparts.
They also found that using certain knowledge sources is not the only reason for
success in inferencing, but effective use of these knowledge sources is also
necessary.
In another study, Riazi and Babaei (2008) investigated Iranian female EFL
students’ level of L1 and its relation to their L2 proficiency and reading skill.
To this end, five elementary, five intermediate, and five advanced learners were
asked to think aloud while they read a text. It was done to distinguish the
knowledge sources they used for guessing the meaning of the unknown words.
After taking a multiple-choice reading test, the results showed that for L1,
elementary learners used contextual, intralingual, and interlingual clues; while
intermediate students used only contextual clues and participants in the
advanced group used contextual and intralingual clues. It was also found that
the highest number of L1 belonged to elementary learners, while the highest
number of correct guesses went to advanced learners. They concluded that
there was no relationship between overall L1 skill and learners’ reading
performance.
In a recent study, Hu and Nassaji (2014) attempted to explore L2 learners’
use of inferential strategies and its relationship with their inferencing success.
5
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To this end, they conducted a mixed-design study. Results of think-aloud
procedure revealed that Chinese EFL learners used twelve types of inferential
strategies. Based on the learners’ success in inferential processes they were
divided into two groups, namely, successful inferences and less successful
inferences. Quantitative and qualitative analysis of the obtained results showed
that participants of both groups differed not only in the degree to which they
used specific strategies but also when and how they used them effectively. They
concluded that successful inferences had some key characteristics. These key
characteristics were frequent use of evaluation and monitoring strategies, a
combination of both textual and background knowledge, self-awareness, and
repeated efforts to infer the target words’ meaning. Further, they noted that
the determining factor for successful inferencing was the quality not the
quantity of the strategy use.

2.3. Factors Affecting Learners’ Lexical Inferencing Success
According to Nation (2001), guessing from context is highly influenced by
learners’ proficiency level, and a good level of proficiency is required for
successful inferencing. Tavakoli and Hayati (2011) while investigating the L1
success of a group of Iranian students, found that high-intermediate level
students are more successful than low intermediate students. In addition to
proficiency level, studies indicate that learners use a wide range of knowledge
sources for making lexical inferences (e.g., Bengeleil & Paribakht, 2004; comer,
2012; Haastrup, 1991; Paribakht &Weshe, 1999). According to Schmitt and Mc
Carthy (1997), Linguistic knowledge, world knowledge, and strategic
knowledge are the knowledge sources that contribute to effective use of
context. Comer (2012) introduced a range of knowledge sources for L1
including, contextual cues, word level knowledge, sentence level knowledge,
6
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discourse-level knowledge, and background knowledge. Nassaj (2003) states
that grammatical knowledge, discourse knowledge, word knowledge, and
morphological knowledge are the available knowledge sources for readers’
lexical inferencing. He also argues that successful L1 highly depends on how
the readers use and link different knowledge sources.
On the other hand, according to Nassaji (2004), there is a significant
relationship between the depth of vocabulary knowledge and the degree and
type of strategy use and success in L1. Read (2000) defines the depth of
vocabulary knowledge as how well one knows the words; in other words, it is
the quality of one’s vocabulary knowledge while the breadth of vocabulary
knowledge is defined by Nation (2001), as the number of words one knows. In
fact, it is the quantity of one’s vocabulary knowledge. Carlisle (2007) maintains
that “breadth and depth of word knowledge are key factors in reading
comprehension” (p.78). Marzban and Hadipour (2012) revealed that both the
depth and breadth of vocabulary knowledge were correlated with learners’ L1.
However, depth of vocabulary knowledge was found to have a greater impact
on L1 success than the breadth of vocabulary knowledge.
Hirsh and Nation (1992) indicate that success or failure in L1 is highly
dependent on the density of unknown words. They also note that high density
of unknown words decreases readers’ inferencing success. According to Laufer
(1991) and Haastrup (1991), a threshold level of vocabulary is also needed for
successful L1. Laufer and Kalavski (2010) defined vocabulary threshold as the
minimum number of vocabulary knowledge which is necessary for reading
comprehension. Moreover, Mondria and Wit-de-Boer (1991), indicate that the
amount and quality of contextual clues influence readers’ success at guessing.
According to them, a context which provides sufficient clues is a rich context
and enables readers to infer the meaning of unknown words easily and
7
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correctly, while the poor contexts with inadequate contextual clues make
inferencing hard or even sometimes impossible. Goodman (1971) also argued
that adequate contextual clues encourage the readers to follow the
“psycholinguistic

guessing game” and finally distinguish the meanings of

unknown words (p. 128). According to Kaivanpanah and Alavi (2008),
contextual factors such as text characteristics, word characteristics, existence of
contextual clues, and topic familiarity affect learners’ L1 ability. The ability to
distinguish such contextual factors is a determining factor for the readers L1
success (Huckin & Bloch, 1993).

2.4. Morphological Instruction Studies
Robinson (1989), argues that attention should be given to non-context
dependent strategies for vocabulary learning since they enable the learners to
negotiate the meanings of words consciously. In recent years the investigation
of the role of MI in improving language learners’ reading abilities has attracted
researchers’ attention (e.g., Carlisle, 2007; Diaz, 2010; Kieffer & Lesaux, 2007,
2008; Farsi, 2008; Mountain, 2005; Tong, Deacon, Kirby, Cain, & Parrila,
2012). Nagy and Anderson (1984) note that the readers can work out the
meanings of about 60 percent of the new words through morphological analysis
based on the predictable component parts. Similarly, Nation (2001) maintains
that the learning burden of words decreases if the learners are able to learn and
distinguish the known parts (i.e., affixes and roots). Kieffer and Lesaux (2007,
2012), state that “when it comes to teaching vocabulary, little knowledge of
root words, prefixes, and suffixes goes a long way” (p.134).
According to Anderson and Freebody (1983) since a great number of
English words have been shaped through the combination of different
morphemes, making the readers aware of these combinations can help them to
8
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enhance their morphological awareness and consequently lead to vocabulary
growth. Likewise, Nation and Baur (1993) state that a large number of words in
English have Greek, Latin, and French origins and a great number of other
words are made up of distinguishable parts (i.e., roots and affixes), so making
the students aware of them through morphological analysis will increase their
morphological awareness, which really can help them to deal with many
unknown words while reading different texts. In other words, the justification
for MI is that it helps English learners to uncover the meanings of thousands of
derivational and multisyllabic high frequency and low-frequency words. Hence,
morphological

instruction

increases

language learners’

morphological

awareness (e.g., Carlisle, 1995).
Kieffer and Lesaux (2012) investigated the role of derivational
morphological awareness in reading comprehension of 952 six-grade students
from different language background and found that morphological awareness
directly contributes to reading comprehension. Kirby et al. (2012) in a study
investigated the effect of morphological awareness on five measures of reading
from grade one to three. They tried to examine the nature and extent of the
relationship between students’ reading development as a result of their
morphological awareness. For this aim, 103 students from grade 1 to 3 were
chosen. Based on the results they concluded that word reading and reading
comprehension were influenced by the students’ morphological awareness.
Sritulanon (2013) investigated the effect of MI on the reading ability of low
proficiency adult EFL learners at a university in Thailand. The subjects of the
study were randomly assigned to control and experimental groups. For the
experimental group, the researcher provided MI to enhance their reading
abilities, and the participants of the control group followed their regular
classes. At the end of the experiment, the scores from the vocabulary and
9
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reading comprehension tests were analyzed. Results of the study revealed that
there was no statistically significant difference between the pre-test and posttest scores of the control group and experimental group.
Diaz (2010), through an experimental design study, attempted to determine
whether MI improves high school language learners’ spelling, vocabulary, and
reading comprehension. The obtained results from 140 students showed MI
had a significantly positive effect on learners’ vocabulary, spelling, and reading
comprehension. He concluded that mastery of simple and complex morphemes
was necessary in order to help the students understand high-level word
constructions. Finally, he argued that MI cannot improve students’
performance unless it becomes a major part of the language curriculum.
In another study, Kieffer and Lesaux (2008), examined the relationship
between morphological awareness and reading comprehension of Spanishspeaking English language learners from fourth through fifth grade. Students’
ability to decompose derived words while reading was assessed using an
experimental task. It was found that the magnitude of the relationship between
morphological awareness and reading comprehension increased between
fourth and fifth grades. They argued that students’ awareness of words’
morphological structure not only improves their understanding of the
individual words but also it improves overall reading comprehension.
Asgharzadeh, Rahimi, and Kalhor (2012) investigated the effect of explicit
morphological practice on 60 Iranian intermediate EFL learners’ reading
comprehension improvement and concluded that explicit morphological
practice improved Iranian intermediate learners’ reading comprehension.
Carlisle (2003) also examined the role of lexical processing of morphologically
complex words for elementary years students to find out its relationship with
children’s acquisition of morphological knowledge for reading comprehension.
10

The Role of Lexical Inferencing and Morphological…

The third graders were given two tasks involving lexical analysis of
morphologically complex words. Two years later, they were given a measure of
processing derived words in sentence context and a reading comprehension
test. Results of the study indicated that lexical analysis of complex words in the
early elementary years contributed to vocabulary and reading comprehension
by the late elementary years.
According to the brief outlined review of the literature while L1 and MI
have been shown to be useful for English speakers; this benefit has not been
fully and comparatively investigated in Iranian English language learning
contexts. Against this backdrop, this study seeks to illuminate the possible
effects of strategy training on the development of Iranian EFL students’
reading comprehension. For the stated purpose the study addresses the
following research questions:
1. Do lexical inferencing and morphological instruction have any significant
effect on EFL learners’ reading comprehension development?
2. Do lexical inferencing, morphological instruction and no-strategy based
traditional instruction have a significantly different effect on learners’
reading comprehension development?
3. Is there any significant difference among the effects of lexical inferencing,
morphological instruction, and no-strategy traditional instruction on the
EFL learners’ reading comprehension development over time?

3. Methodology
3.1. Participants
Participants of this study were 60 third grade high school students ranging in
age from 17 to 19. All participants were male and native speakers of Turkish.
Based on the results of a general English proficiency test (PET in this study),
11
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out of the initial 86 students,those whose score fell between one standard
deviation above or below the mean were selected as the participants of the
main study and were assigned randomly to three 20 member groups (one
control and two experimental groups).

3.2. Instrumentation
Preliminary English Test (PET for School-Aged Learners)
As a Cambridge English Language Assessment (previously known as
Cambridge ESOL) general English proficiency test for School-Aged learners,
PET is internationally renowned as a valid and reliable test. However, its
reliability was reassessed using Cronbach M measure of internal consistency.
Table 1 presents reliability estimation results.

Table 1.The Result of Cronbach’s Alpha for PET
N of Participants

N of Items

Cronbach’s alpha

86

42

.876

As is evident above in Table 1, the test was highly reliable (M= 0.87).

Reading Comprehension Test
Three parallel reading passages followed by reading comprehension question
items were extracted from a book published by Cambridge university press
entitled “Read This!” Intro (Daphne, 2012) and were considered as the pre and
post-test s package. It must be noted that a panel of three experienced English
teachers, who were teaching in the same school where data were collected,
were asked to comment on the appropriateness of the selected texts and the
test for the participants’ level of reading proficiency. Hence expert judgment
was employed as a measure of the validity of reading comprehension tests.
After being viewed by the experts, the validity of the test was relatively assured.
12
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Furthermore, Cronbach’s alpha consistency was run to estimate the reliability
of the reading comprehension test (Cronbach M=0.89).

3.3. Data Collection Procedure
The following steps were taken to collect the data. First, prior to the start of the
main study, the teacher informed the selected participants (as described above)
of the purpose of the study and its possible benefits and hence obtained their
consent. Then, the reading comprehension pretest was administered to all
participants in all three groups, and the scores were recorded. Next, the specific
treatment for the two experimental and the placebo instruction for the single
control group commenced as is described below.
Group A: Lexical Inferencing Training
In this group, the teacher trained the students how to use lexical inferencing
strategies to infer the meaning of unknown words. To provide the participants
with a practical framework of lexical inferencing, the model proposed by Clarke
and Nation (1980) was used. The model consisted of the following steps:
1) looking at the unknown word and its surrounding in order to determine the
part of speech
2) looking at the immediate grammar context of the word, usually within a
clause or sentence.
3) looking at wider context usually over several sentences, and
4) guessing the meaning of the unknown word and checking the guess
According to Clarke and Nation (1980), following the same order is not
necessary, but it is crucial to take all the steps for making informed guesses. For
training the participant how to make inferencing, six passages (a single passage
13
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for each session) were used. The passages were extracted from the book “Read

This” (Daphne, 2012). At the beginning of each session, the students were
asked to read the passage and underline unknown words. Then the teacher
chose 10 of the unknown content words which were underlined by the students
as the target words for lexical inference. Next, the lexical inferencing steps were
written on the board and explained. Each step was illustrated with some
examples. The group participants were required to follow the following steps
for guessing the meaning of the selected ten unfamiliar words.
The unknown words were chosen in turn from the passage for the whole
class to guess. One participant had the task of saying what part of speech the
word was, and then another looked at the immediate grammar context of the
word, one to guess the meaning and finally one to check the guess. For
distinguishing the part of speech of the words a kind of analysis along the lines
of ‘who does what to whom’ as Clarke and Nation (1980) suggested was
practiced. After dealing with the target words, the participants were ready to
work on their own; therefore, the teacher provided some activities as
homework for the learners to practice inferencing at home. This procedure
lasted for six 45-minute sessions.
Group B: Morphological Instruction
In this experimental group for morphological instruction, a word list containing
100 words in isolation was given to the participants, and they were asked to
underline unknown ones. Eventually, 60 unknown words were chosen as the
target words for morphological instruction (10 words for each session). Since
the goal of the technique was to help the learners recognize the most common
affixes and roots in English derivational words, word families and multisyllabic
words and enable them to analyze the words to the component parts, those
14
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words which instantiated these conditions were chosen as the target words for
strategy instruction. The process of strategy instruction involved the
participants first to analyze the unknown words into the meaningful parts and
then to add up the meaning of the parts to make a general meaning for the
whole world.
Like lexical inferencing group, to provide a practical and formal training,
the model proposed by Kieffer and Lesaux (2007) was used for Strategy
instruction in this group. This model suggests using morphology as a cognitive
strategy with the following explicit steps:
1) Learners recognize those words the meaning of which they do not know, or
they cannot deeply understand
2) They analyze the word form orphemes they recognize (both roots and
affixes).
3) They hypothesize a meaning for the word based on the word parts.
4) Check the hypothesis against the context.
The teacher taught these four steps explicitly, modeled them several
times with various examples, and provided the participants with time to
practice in the class. Similar to the first experimental group, the participants of
this group took part in six 45-minute sessions of morphological instruction.
Group C: Place bo Instruction
Participants of the control group followed their regular reading comprehension
course without any strategy training. They took part in reading comprehension
classes in which they worked on the same passages as the lexical inferencing
group for six 45-minute sessions.
After the treatment sessions, the same reading comprehension pretest was
administered to all three groups as the first post-test. The participants were
15
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encouraged to try using those strategies they were taught in their peculiar
intervention program. After two weeks the reading comprehension test was
administered again to all the three groups once more as a delayed post-test to
investigate the efficacy of the strategies for the EFL learners’ reading
comprehension development over time.

4. Results
In order to answer the research questions, the obtained data were fed into
statistical analyses including paired samples t-tests, and one-way ANOVA. In
the following part, concerning each research question, the results obtained are
described, and the assumed hypotheses are tested. Before embarking on
inferential statistics and hypothesis testing the pretest and post-test results of
the three groups were subjected to Shapiro-Wilk test of normality of the data
in an effort to check if one of the main assumptions of t-test and ANOVA, i.e.,
normality of data distribution, is observed on not. The results of the test are
shown in Table 2 below.

Table 2. Results of Shapiro-wilk Test of Normality

Pre-test

1st Post-test

nd

2 Post-test

Group

N

Z

Sig.

Control

20

.925

.126

Inferencing

20

.969

.730

Morphology

20

.969

.739

Control

20

.968

.709

Inferencing

20

.978

.900

Morphology

20

.926

.127

Control

20

.974

.844

Inferencing

20

.933

.179

Morphology

20

.930

.156
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As the Table shows, the scores in the pre-test, the first post-test, and the
second post-test administrations were all normally distributed since in all cases
the p-value was above the critical 0.05 level (p>0/05). After making sure of the
normality, the obtained data were fed into different statistical tests including
paired t-tests and one-way ANOVAs to spot the probable differences among
the three groups.
The first research question sought to investigate if lexical inferencing and
morphological instruction have any significant effect on EFL learners’ reading
comprehension development. To answer this question, the pre and post-test
results of the two L1 and MI groups were subjected to two within-group
comparison using paired samples t-test. Table 2 presents the descriptive results
of the analyses.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for the Paired Sample t-tests
Pair 1
Pair 2

Mean

N

SD

Std. Error Mean

pretest of inferencing

10.95

20

4.47

1.00

1stpost-test of inferencing

14.70

20

4.62

1.03

pretest of morphology

11.50

20

4.85

1.08

12.70

20

3.41

.76

st

1 post-test of morphology

Table 3 summarizes the descriptive information of the two groups’ pre and
first post-test. Accordingly, it seems that the mean score in lexical inferencing
group has undergone greater change in comparison with the mean of
morphology group after the implementation of the treatments. However, As
stated above, to check for the statistical significance of the differences between
the mean scores of the pre and post-test results of the two groups paired
samples t-tests were run. The results are presented in Table 4 below.

17
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Table 4. The Results of Paired-samples T-test
Paired Differences
Mean

SD

Std. Error

95% Confidence

Mean

Interval of the

t

df

Sig.
(2-tailed)

Difference

Pair 1

Pre-test & 1st

Lower

Upper

-3.75

3.07

.68

-5.18

-2.31

-1.20

2.70

.60

-2.46

.06

-5.45 19

.000

-1.98

.062

Post-test of Inferencing
Pair 2

Pre-test & 1st Post-test

19

of morphology

As is evident in table 4, Lexical inferencing had a statistically significant
effect on the EFL learners’ reading comprehension improvement since t(19)=
-5.45, p=0.00<0.05. However, it was found that morphological instruction did
not have a statistically significant effect on the EFL learners’ reading
comprehension improvement as t(19)=-1.95, p=0.06>0.05. Hence the null
hypothesis for the lack of any significant difference in the pre and posttreatment tests of Lexical inferencing group was rejected while the null
hypothesis for the Morphological instruction strategy was confirmed.
The second research question was raised in an attempt to see whether
lexical inferencing, morphological instruction, and no-strategy based traditional
instruction have a significantly different effect on learners’ reading
comprehension development. In order to answer this research question and
test the related null hypothesis a one way ANOVA analysis was on the post-test
results of the three groups. Table 5 summarizes the descriptive information of
the three groups’ post-test results.
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Table 5. Descriptive Statistics for the First Post-test Results ANOVA Analysis
95% Confidence Interval
N

for Mean

Std.

Mean SD

Error

Lower

Upper

Bound

Bound

Minimum Maximum

Control

20

13.35 3.32

.74

11.79

14.90

7.00

19.00

Inferencing

20

14.70 4.62

1.03

12.53

16.86

6.00

24.00

Morphology

20

12.70 3.41

.76

11.09

14.30

7.00

19.00

Total

60

13.58 3.86

.49

12.58

14.58

6.00

24.00

Table 5 summarizes the first post-test results of the three groups. As it is
apparent, lexical inferencing group mean (X=14.7) is higher than the other two
groups.In order to check the statistical significance of the differences among
the groups, one-way ANOVA was run on the data.
Table 6 below presents the ANOVA analysis results achieved for the
comparison of the first post-test results of the three groups.

Table 6. ANOVA Results of the Three Groups’ First Post-Test
Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

Between Groups

41.63

2

20.81

1.41

.25

Within Groups

838.95

57

14.71

Total

880.58

59

As is evident above in Table 6, it was found that the difference among the
three groups first post-test mean scores did not come up to a statistically
significant level (F(2,59)=1.41, p=.25).
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Finally, in order to answer the third research question which looked for any
significant difference among the effects of lexical inferencing, morphological
instruction and no-strategy traditional instruction on EFL learners’ reading
comprehension development over time a one-way ANOVA was run on the
second post-test scores of the three groups. Table 7 summarizes the descriptive
information of the analysis.

Table 7. Descriptive Statistics for the Delayed Post-test
95% Confidence
N

Mean

Interval for Mean

SD Std. Error

Lower

Upper

Bound

Bound

Minimum Maximum

Control

20

13.95 4.97

1.11

11.61

16.28

4.00

22.00

Inferencing

20

13.25 4.32

.96

11.22

15.27

3.00

19.00

Morphology

20

12.85 4.80

1.07

10.60

15.09

6.00

23.00

Total

60

13.35 4.65

.60

12.14

14.55

3.00

23.00

The second post-test mean scores of the three groups as is reported is Table
7 are apparently minimally different. The statistical significance of the attested
differences was checked using a one-way ANOVA. Table 8 presents the
inferential statistic results of this analysis.

Table 8. ANOVA Results for the Three Groups Delayed Post-Test
Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

12.400

2

6.200

.279

.757

Within Groups

1265.250

57

22.197

Total

1277.650

59

Between Groups

According to Table 8, no statistically significant difference was found between
the L1, MI, and the control group in their delayed post-test reading
comprehension performance (F9(2,59)=0.279, p=.757>0.05.
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5. Discussion and Conclusion
While some studies have confirmed that both lexical inferencing and
morphological instruction can positively affect the readers’ reading
comprehension ability, the results obtained in this study revealed that lexical
inferencing strategy could lead to improvement of the EFLlearners’ reading
comprehension, but morphological instruction was not found effective in this
regard. On the other hand, the difference between lexical inferencing and
morphological instruction in their effect on the learners’ reading
comprehension was not found to be statistically significant. As the comparisons
conducted to answer the second and third research questions did not reveal a
significant difference between the L1 and MI, the only significant difference
which was reported for the difference between L1 pretest and post-test results
was questioned by the researchers of the study due to the increased risk of type
I error commitment and the lack of logical significance. This finding is in line
with those studies which highL1ghted the role of context and contextdependent programs for vocabulary instruction (e.g., Clarke & Nation, 1980;
Laufer, 1996; Nation, 2001). Nation (2001) believes that attention to word form
through morphological instruction may result in ignoring the context, and using
context is more likely to result in correct guesses than using word parts
(personal communication, November 4, 2014).
Laufer (1996) also states that it is naïve to think that if language learners
make use of guessing strategies, they are always deemed to make successful
guesses, because these strategies will not automatically lead the learners to
successful guesses since it is not possible for the readers to control all the
factors that directly or indirectly influence their guessing. Therefore it can be
said that as Nation (2001) states, some realistic and favorable conditions are
required for the readers to be able to infer the meanings of unknown words.
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EFL learners’ lack of lexical inferencing success in this program might be
related to some reasons that are to be discussed briefly in the following part.
The rather brief literature review conducted for the present work revealed
that the learners’ proficiency level is one of the determining factors in learners’
success in strategy use. Since the general proficiency level of the participants of
this study as the results of the homogeneity test (PET) shows, regarding the
general proficiency level, they can be considered as lower-intermediate or
elementary language learners. It is reasonable not to expect an immense
change in learners’ reading comprehension development after strategy training.
This is in line with Comer (2012), in that because of the students’ low
proficiency level they were not able to successfully guess the meaning of
unknown words.
This finding is also congruent with the finding of

Gao (2012), who

investigated some low proficiency undergraduate students’ lexical inferencing
ability and discovered that the participants’ lexical inferencing ability was
influenced by their proficiency level and low-level participants were not able to
utilize right strategies for inferring the meaning of unfamiliar words.
This study also confirms the findings of the study conducted by Riazi and
Babaei (2008) who investigated Iranian EFL students’ level of lexical
inferencing and its relation to their L2 proficiency and reading skill. It was
found that there is no relationship between overall lexical inferencing and
students’ reading performance.
Another explanation for the inadequacy of lexical inferencing strategy
training might be attributed to the model of instruction used in this study that
was proposed by Clarke and Nation (1986). It can be argued that this model
encourages the readers to primarily rely on very immediate context only in
which the unknown word exists and ignores the whole context. For solving this
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problem, as Hu and Nassaji (2014), indicated for successful inferencing, the
readers should not rely merely on the local context in which unknown words
are located rather they should continue reading the subsequent sentences for
verifying and monitoring their inferences throughout the whole reading
process. The findings of this study confirm those of Nassaji (2006) in that,
reliance on the context alone is not sufficient for successful lexical inferencing.
Haastrup (1991), believes that any guesses must be informed, logical, and
based on using all available Linguistic andnon-Linguisticclues. The readers’
lack of success in lexical inferencing might also be attributed to the learners’
inadequate use of required knowledge sources since the appropriate use of
different knowledge sources is of critical value for successful inference making.
Another probable reason for not gaining the expected results after lexical
inferencing training might be related to the learners’ inadequate breadth and
depth of vocabulary knowledge. It seems reasonable to test EFL learners’
breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge prior to strategy instruction
through some vocabulary size tests and depth of vocabulary knowledge tests
and as Laufer (1991) indicates, make sure that they have reached a threshold
level of vocabulary knowledge which is needed for successful lexical
inferencing. According to Nation (1993), knowledge of around 3,000-word
families is the vocabulary threshold that is required for dealing with language
skills.
On the other hand, one possible reason for the ineffectiveness of
morphological instruction might be related to the learners’ low proficiency
level. Results of some morphological instruction studies show that Iranian EFL
learners with higher levels of proficiency benefited from explicit morphological
instruction (e.g., Asgharzadeh, Rahimi, & Kalhor, 2012); and this benefit has
not yet been shown for the EFL learners with lower levels of proficiency. This is
23

Iranian Journal of Applied Language Studies,Vol 9, No 1, 2017

in line with those of Sritulanon (2013), who conducted a study to investigate the
effect of morphological instruction on the reading ability of low proficiency
adult EFL learners in Thailand. It was found that morphological instruction did
not improve EFL learners’ vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension
of the learners who had low level of language proficiency.
As Clarke and Nation (1980) state, mastering a list of high-frequency
affixes and roots is useful, but some affixes and roots have several meanings
and analyzing transparently clear words most probably leads the readers to
interpret the unknown words incorrectly.
It may also be justified to argue that the time spent on morphological
instruction was not sufficient for the EFL learners of the present study since as
discussed earlier most of the morphological instruction studies were carried out
over a relatively longer period of time (e.g., Carlisle, 2003; Kirby et al.; Tong et
al., 2011). Hence, more time and practice might have been needed for effective
morphological instruction programs. In line with this view, Diaz (2010) argues
that morphological instruction cannot improve students’ performance unless it
becomes a major part of the language curriculum.
It can also be argued that morphological instruction may show its positive
impacts on learners’ reading comprehension after a time interval. Carlisle’s
(2003) for example, who examined the role of lexical processing of
morphologically complex words in the elementary students to find out its
relationship with children’s acquisition of morphological knowledge for reading
comprehension. The third graders were given two tasks involving lexical
analysis of morphologically complex words. Two years later, they were given a
measure of processing of derived words in sentence context and a reading
comprehension test. Results of his study revealed that lexical analysis of

24

The Role of Lexical Inferencing and Morphological…

complex words in the early elementary years contributes to vocabulary and
reading comprehension by the late elementary years.
However, the findings of this study seem not to support those of Kieffer
and Lesaux’s (2008), who claimed that students’ awareness of words’
morphological structure not only improves their understanding of the
individual words but also it improves overall reading comprehension and their
vocabulary retention power. The findings are also in contrast with those of Diaz
(2010), who attempted to determine whether morphological instruction
improves

high

school

language

learners’

vocabulary

and

reading

comprehension. The obtained results from his study showed that
morphological instruction has a significantly positive effect on learners’
vocabulary, and reading comprehension.

6. Conclusion
Although it seems the study could not achieve the expected outcomes; the
findings seem to provide some useful theoretical and pedagogical implications.
Firstly, since the results of the study did not provide enough evidence to claim
that lexical inferencing and morphological instruction could significantly
improve low proficiency EFL learners’ reading comprehension, it can be
concluded vocabulary knowledge seems to be necessary but not enough for the
low proficiency level EFL learners reading comprehension development and
other contextual, Linguistic and cognitive factors should also be considered as
significant determinants of reading comprehension development. Secondly,
vocabulary teaching and learning strategies may help develop EFL learners
vocabulary knowledge but not necessarily lead the readers to a better
understanding of the texts however, as Oxford and Nyikos (1989) argue, an
important advantage of the use of learning strategies is that such strategies help
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the EFL learners become more autonomous and self-directed; therefore for
achieving an acceptable level of self-efficacy both low and high-level EFL
learners are required to employ such learning strategies more frequently for a
prolonged time period (Zimmerman & Pons, 1986).
Finally, strategies are value-neutral and should not be regarded as
inherently good or bad (Schmitt, 2000), in other words, no single strategy is a
panacea which can help all language learners in any contexts. Different studies
show that some strategies may work for a group of learners in a special context
which may not work for another group in another context and depending on a
number of variables such as learners’ proficiency level, background knowledge,
context of learning, and learners’ characteristics, the teachers should employ
the strategies that can help the learners acquire vocabularies efficiently.
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