
According to Decarrico 
(2001), implicit or “incidental 
vocabulary learning is 
learning that occurs when the 
mind is focused elsewhere, 
such as on understanding 
a text or using language for 

289)

Conclusion
In sum, learning vocabulary occurs 

both implicitly and explicitly. In implicit 
learning the mind is not focused on 
vocabulary, but elsewhere. Whereas in 
explicit learning learners’ attention is 
drawn towards vocabulary as a language 
item. The conditions of noticing, retrieval 
and elaboration pave the ground for 
explicit learning to occur. To enhance 
vocabulary learning, learners can be 
taught to research corpora through the use 
of concordancing programs. This inductive 
approach to learning is called Data 
Driven Learning (DDL). It helps learners 
internalize vocabulary.
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Activities which are based 
on concordance lines can be 
used as consciousness-raising 
tasks to provide learners with 
opportunities to discover 
language vocabularies before 
expecting them to produce 
them (Fox, 1998 & Willis, 1998) 

In the same line, Lamy and Mortensen 
(2012) recommend teachers to encourage 
their students to be more active in their 
vocabulary learning: depending on their 

level, they can be invited to discover 
new meanings, to observe habitual 
collocations, to relate words to syntax, or 
to be critical of dictionary entries. 

Activities which are based on 
concordance lines can be used as 
consciousness-raising tasks to provide 
learners with opportunities to discover 
language vocabularies before expecting 
them to produce them (Fox, 1998 & Willis, 
1998). Furthermore, they help learners to 
note the gap between their use of a word 
and the way(s) native speakers use it. 
Figure 2 shows an analysis activity of this 
type.
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Learners can be trained on how to use 
concordancers. By doing so, learners 
become their own researchers finding 
examples and developing their own rules 
for language learning. This approach is 
called Data Driven Learning (DDL) by Tim 
John.

Data Driven Learning (DDL) is 
an inductive approach to learning 
in which learners acquire an 
understanding of language patterns 
and rules by becoming more involved 

researching corpora, usually through 
the use of a computer-based 
concordancing program. Instead of 
studying patterns and rules, learners 
naturally internalize them. This 
approach can stimulate learners’ 
interest in language and give them 
a sense of empowerment and 
responsibility for their own language 
education. (Beatty, 2003, p. 61)

O’Keeffe, McCarty, and Carter (2007) 
add that this approach leads to forming 
generalizations. They cite Johns (2002) 
who saw DDL “as a process which 
‘confront(s) the learner as directly as 
possible with the data’, ‘to make the 
learner a linguistic researcher’ where 
‘every student is Sherlock Holmes’” (p. 24) 

One of the programs which 
can help us to identify the 
most typical meanings and 
patterns for each word is 

is an important tool (software) 
in corpus linguistics which   
  can find every occurrence of 
    a particular word or phrase

As far as teaching and learning 
vocabulary is concerned, Jiezhi and 
Jianhua (2013) state that in a classroom, 
a corpus and a concordancer can be 
used to discover and determine meanings 
of words and phrases; to identify useful 
phrases and unfamiliar collocations; to 
discriminate words with similar meanings.     

Lea rning
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be feasible.
Kennedy (1998) states that corpus-

based studies have repeatedly shown 
that the normal use of language 
includes “considerable use of recurrent 
prefabricated constructions” (p. 270). Due 
to these studies, the boundary between 
lexis and grammar has become much less 
clear. As a result, the focus of language 
teaching has shifted away from principled 
ways of learning vocabulary and grammar 
to learning how to do things with words. 
This has led to a “pedagogical emphasis 
on messages and the messengers rather 
than the linguistic system which carries 
them” (p. 281). Furthermore, the central 
role of the language teacher has shifted 
from being a source of knowledge to an 
organizer of tasks. 

Howatt and Widdowson (2004) add that 
corpus findings have found their ways to 
teaching materials shifting the focus of 
pedagogical attention from grammatical 
to lexical features. They maintain that the 
findings of corpus analysis demonstrated 
the “primacy of lexis as a determining 
factor in the patterning of usage” (p. 359) 
and that grammatical regularities are 
dependent on the lexis they are associated 
with. They conclude that these findings, 
which suggest “grammar is subservient to 
lexis” (p. 359) have brought new insights 
into the nature of language in use. 

To analyze a corpus, researchers have 
developed systems and software for the 
automatic analysis of texts in terms of 
grammar and meaning. The most basic 
format used in displaying information 
about the linguistic elements in a corpus is 
listing and counting. The lists produced by 
software are of different kinds ranging from 
simple word lists, to more sophisticated 
analysis (Kennedy, 1998).

One of the programs which can help us 
to identify the most typical meanings and 
patterns for each word is concordancer. 
Concordancer is an important tool 
(software) in corpus linguistics which 
can find every occurrence of a particular 
word or phrase. This idea is not new and 
many researchers over the years have 
manually concordanced the Christian 
Bible, for example, finding and recording 
every example of certain words. With a 
computer, we can now search millions 
of words in seconds. The search word or 
phrase is often referred to as the key word 
or node and concordance lines are usually 
presented with the key word/phrase in the 
centre of the line with seven or eight words 
presented at either side. These are known 
as Key-Word-In-Context displays (or KWIC 
concordances) (O’Keeffe, McCarty, and 
Carter, 2007). Concordance lines are 
usually scanned vertically (see Figure 1).

  

ether in northern Ireland is no different in a way then em what they were desperately
way

subject to study in college in fact it’s a way of life and you find this right
and how could he present things in such a way that he would persuade people
ul and the purpose of life is to live in such a way that when you die your soul is
t he was obviously he obviously lived a certain way of live and they wanted to know
lem that they had to deal with in a different way they couldn’t deal with it by
asically in football stadium that’s the easiest way
sking for you ok I find this the most effective way
speculative because there is no evidence either way
e theologian starts from the top and works his way
rts from the ground so it speaks and works its way
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Nation (2003) adds that meaning 
focused use of language encourages 
retrieval.  Nation (2005) recommends the 
following ways to help learners remember 
and retrieve previously met words.
1. Spend time on a word by dealing 

with two or three aspects of the word, 
such as its spelling, its pronunciation, 
its parts, related derived forms, its 
meaning, its collocations, its grammar, 
or restrictions on its use.

2. Get learners to do graded reading and 
listening to stories at the appropriate 
level.

3. Get learners to do speaking and writing 
activities based on written input that 
contains the words.

4. Get learners to do prepared activities 
that involve testing and teaching 
vocabulary, such as Same or different ?, 
Find the difference, Word and picture 
matching.

5. Set aside a time each week for word 
by word revision of the vocabulary that 
occurred previously. List the words 
on the board and do the following 
activities.

a) Go round the class getting each learner 
to say one of the words.

b) Break the words into parts and label the 
meanings of the parts.

c) Suggest collocations for the words.
d) Recall the sentence where the word 

occurred and suggest another   
context.

e) Look at derived forms of the words.

Explicit vocabulary learning 
occurs through instruction by 
which learners’ attention is 
focused on vocabulary

Elaborating is the third condition which 

strengthens the memory for an item. 

Receptive generative use and productive 
generative use lead to elaborating and 
enriching the memory. An example of 
the former is meeting a known word in 
listening or reading and an example of the 
latter is using a known word in contexts 
that the learners have not used it before.

Data Driven Vocabulary Learning
Willis (1998) asserts that “the study 

of language is often corpus based” (p. 
44) and that corpora provide a picture of 
language helping us describe the grammar 
and lexis of the language. 

“Corpus is a body of written text or 
transcribed speech which can serve 
as a basis for linguistic analysis and 
description” (Kennedy, 1998, p. 1). Hyland 
(2006) defines a corpus as “a collection of 
naturally occurring texts used for linguistic 
study” (p. 58). He adds that corpus does 
not present new theories about language, 
but it can provide fresh insights on features 
of language use. He asserts that corpus is  
a “more reliable guide to what language is 
like than human intuition” (p. 58). Corpus 
actually provides an evidence-based 
approach to language teaching and 
learning. 

From the 1920s, there was a tradition 
of word counting in texts to discover the 
most frequent and the most pedagogically 
useful words and grammatical structures 
for language teaching purposes 
(Kennedy, 1998).  According to Hyland 
(2006), frequency is central to corpus 
studies describing “the commonest use 
of the commonest words” (p. 59). The 
assumption is that if something happens 
often enough in the past, it is likely to occur 
in the future too. Therefore, predicting and 
categorizing the domain under study will 
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Nation believes that to enhance 
vocabulary learning three conditions need 
to be satisfied: noticing, retrieving and 
elaborating. Noticing plays an 
important role in the process of 
explicit learning (Schmidt, 1990, 
2001). In vocabulary learning, 
it involves paying attention to a 
word as a language element. 
It can be achieved through the 
following techniques:

such as putting the word in 
italics or bold type

the text, or in a glossary

in a list at the beginning of the 
text 

dictionary
The second condition is retrieval. It is a 

way of strengthening and establishing the 
learning. It can be receptive or productive. 
Nation (2003) elaborates on these two 
types of retrieval as 

[Retrieval] involves recalling the 
meaning or part of the meaning of 
a form when the spoken or written 
form is met (receptive retrieval), 
or recalling the spoken or written 
form in order to express a meaning 
(productive retrieval). (p. 396)

(keyword) based on similarity (phonologic 
or orthographic) with the L2 target word. 
Then a strong association must be 
constructed between the target word and 
the keyword. Finally, a visual image is 
constructed to strengthen the relationship 
between the keyword and the target word; 
a more bizarre image is more preferable 
because it helps the word to become more 
memorable (Decarrico, 2001). 

Explicit Vocabulary Learning
Explicit vocabulary learning occurs 

through instruction by which learners’ 
attention is focused on vocabulary. 
This kind of learning also significantly 
contributes to vocabulary development 
(Hunt & Beglar, 2002; Zimmerman, 
1997). To give a general picture of explicit 
instruction for vocabulary learning Hunt 
and Beglar state, “Explicit instruction 
involves diagnosing the words learners  
need to know, presenting words for the first 
time, elaborating word knowledge, and 
developing fluency  with known words” (p. 
258). They add that this kind of instruction 
is necessary for beginners whose lack of 
vocabulary limits their reading ability. 

According to Nation (2003), being 
familiar with the high frequency words is 
the “essential basis of all language use 
and deserves a great deal of attention 
in language teaching materials” (p. 395). 
Table one provides information about 
frequency words. 

Table 1: 

Vocabulary level Number of word families Percentage(% 
coverage of text Sources

High frequency words 2000 80 West (1953)

Academic vocabulary 570 10 Coxhead (2000)

Low frequency words 11,000 5

  Proper nouns - 4.5
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Beyond a certain point 
or proficiency in learning a 
foreign or second language 
the acquiring of any new 
vocabulary is probably going 
to be implicit than explicit. 
Many practitioners believe that 
vocabulary development is 
essentially what is known as an 
explicit—implicit continuum, 
where learners benefit from 
explicit or implicit learning 
depending on the stage of 
their language learning career. 
(p. 112)

According to Nation (2003), 
being familiar with the high 
frequency words is the 
“essential basis of all language 
use and deserves a great 
deal of attention in language 

Hunt and Beglar (2002) state extensive 
reading and listening encourage implicit 
learning. Research has confirmed that 
implicit vocabulary learning through reading 
occurs (Zimmerman, 1997). This kind of 
learning “can benefit language curricula 
and learners at all levels” (Hunt and Beglar, 
2002, p. 259). Low proficiency learners and 
beginners can benefit from graded readers 
because they will repeatedly be exposed to 
high frequency vocabulary. Nation (2003) 
recommends “reading at least one graded 
reader every week and at least five books 
at a level before moving to the next level” 
(p. 398).

Decarrico (2001) states that implicit 
learning will be greatly facilitated if 

learners use vocabulary learning 
strategies. Cunningsworth (1995) adds 
that coursebooks can teach learners 
strategies to cope with the unfamiliar 
words they encounter. Guessing from 
context is a case in point. Hunt and Beglar 
(2002) believe that learners need to know 
about 19 out of 20 words in order to guess 
successfully from context. Kelly (1990) 
asserts that since guessing from context 
fails to direct attention to word form and 
meaning, relatively little learning occurs. 
However, Hunt and Beglar add, “Although  
this strategy often may not result in gaining 
a full understanding of  word meaning  
and form, guessing from context may still 
contribute to vocabulary learning” (p. 262). 
Furthermore, more proficient learners 
use this strategy more effectively than 
low proficiency ones. Hunt and Beglar 
mentions Nation and Coady’s (1988) five 
step procedures for guessing as follows:
1. Determine the part of speech  of the 

unknown word. 
2. Look at the immediate context and 

simplify it if necessary.
3. Look at the wider context. This entails 

examining the clause with the unknown 
word and its relationship to the 
surrounding clauses and sentences. 

4. Guess the meaning of the unknown 
word. 

5. Check that the guess is correct. (p. 262-
263)

Mastering this strategy, “learners can 
begin to skip some of the steps and the 
other steps become more automatic” 
(Decarrico, 2001, p. 201).

Mnemonic devices or keyword method 
is another vocabulary learning strategy 
which helps “to link a word form and its 
meaning and to consolidate this linkage in 
memory” (Decarrico, 2001, p. 291). In this 
method first the learner chooses a word 
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Implicit Vocabulary 
Learning

Implicit learning 
mainly occurs in the 
area of vocabulary than 
other areas of language 
(Hulstjin, 2003). According 
to Decarrico (2001), implicit or 
“incidental vocabulary learning is 
learning that occurs when the 

mind is focused elsewhere, such as on 
understanding a text or using language for 
communicative purposes” (p. 289). Various 
researchers have asserted that learners 
should receive explicit instruction and 
practice for the first two to three thousand 
high-frequency words and beyond this 

threshold level, most low-
frequency words will 

be learned implicitly 
while reading or 

listening. The 
reason is that it 

is very difficult 
to guess the 
meaning of new 
words, unless 

many words 
on a page are 

known (Decarrico, 
2001). To explain this 

process, McDonough 
and Shaw (2003) refer 

to an explicit-implicit 
continuum:

Introduction
Vocabulary is central to language 

acquisition. In the past, vocabulary 
learning often received only implicit 
attention in many textbooks and language 
programs. However, the status of 
vocabulary is changing and now more 
emphasis is given to it. In what 
follows three approaches 
to teaching and learning 
vocabulary are presented 
along with some practical 
examples.
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Abstract
Vocabulary can be taught and learned in a variety of ways. The purpose of this paper is 

elaborating on three different approaches to teaching and learning vocabulary:  implicit learning, 
explicit learning and Data Driven Learning. Implicit learning mainly happens when the mind 
is not focused on learning vocabulary, but somewhere else, such as understanding a text. In 
contrast, explicit learning occurs through instruction by which learners’ attention is focused on 
vocabulary as a language item. Apart from explicit and implicit approaches to teaching and 
learning vocabulary, learning vocabulary through Data Driven Learning (DDL) is discussed in this 
paper. DDL is a kind of inductive learning approach through which learners become their own 
researchers finding examples and developing their own rules for language learning. Included in 
this paper are some practical suggestions for enhancing vocabulary learning through each of 
these three approaches.

Key Words : implicit learning, explicit learning, data driven learning, concordancer, consciousness-
raising
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