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This study attempted to investigate how task type and involvement load affected EFL learners’
receptive and productive lexical knowledge across time. A total of 74 participants were randomly
assigned to one of four groups and each group learned 6 target words through reading with one of
four form-focused tasks inducing different involvement load. The lexical gains of both receptive
and productive knowledge were measured by immediate and delayed posttests. It was found that
task type had a significant effect on the acquisition of L2 receptive knowledge across time. In
terms of productive vocabulary knowledge, the effect of task type was only significant in the im-
mediate test but not significant in the delayed test. The involvement load had no significant effect
on the acquisition of L2 receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge across time. This result
did not support the Involvement Load Hypothesis, indicating that the theory did not hold true
across L2 vocabulary learning conditions and the three components of task-induced involvement,
i.e., need, search and evaluation, might give no equal weight to their contributions to L2 vocabu-
lary acquisition.

I. INTRODUCTION

dental vocabulary learning from reading is discouragingly
low-efficient for L2 learners (Horst, 2005; Horst, Cobb,

Being regarded as the cornerstone of all language
learning activities, vocabulary plays a vital role in second
language acquisition and development (Nation, 2001; Pu-
lido, 2009; Schmitt, 2008). Some scholars agree that ex-
tensive reading and incidental learning lead to a valuable
accumulation of vocabulary (Nagy, Herman, & Anderson,
1985; Pitts, White, & Krashen, 1989; Wesche & Paribakht,
1996). Other researchers, however, have proved that inci-
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& Meara, 1998; Hulstijn, 1992; Laufer, 2003; Waring
& Takaki, 2003). One reason is that L2 learners have to
pass a threshold for incidental vocabulary learning (Co-
ady, 1997; Nation, 2001, 2006; Schmitt, 2008). Laufer’s
(2000) research showed that the average vocabulary size
of EFL learners from different countries fell well short of
the vocabulary threshold. It is not surprising that most L2
learners see vocabulary accruement as a substantial diffi-
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culty in learning a foreign language (Laufer & Hulstijn,
2001; Schmitt, 2008). Another explanation may be the low
level of individual engagement with the new word in read-
ing-only activities (Schmitt, 2008). Craik and Lockhart’s
(1972) cognitive theory of depth of processing was widely
accepted and manipulated to precisely conceptualize ‘en-
gagement’ and the notion assumed that the more deeply
a word was processed, the more effectively it would be
learned (Ellis, 1994; Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001; Pulido,
2009).

A number of researchers have thus argued that vocab-
ulary enhancement techniques and form-focused vocab-
ulary tasks, which induce a certain depth of processing,
can help promote effective and efficient lexical learning
for L2 learners (Folse, 2006; Hu & Nassaji, 2012; Huang,
Wilson, & Eslami, 2012; Hulstijn & Laufer, 2001; Keat-
ing, 2008; Laufer, 2003, 2005; Laufer & Girsai, 2008;
Min, 2008; Nassaji, 2003). For instance, some vocabulary
enhancement tasks such as reading plus dictionary look-
up, reading with word-focused vocabulary exercises were
empirically proved to outperform reading-only activities
in promoting L2 learners’ lexical knowledge (K. S. Cho &
Krashen, 1994; Knight, 1994; Paribakht & Wesche, 1997).
In light of these findings, researchers generally reached a
consensus that form-focused instruction was indispensable
for L2 vocabulary acquisition (Keating, 2008; Laufer,
2005; Schmitt, 2008). Nonetheless, some word-focused
tasks were demonstrated to be more beneficial than others.
For example, Joe (1995, 1998) found that using the target
words in original sentences was superior to using them in
unoriginal sentences in terms of vocabulary knowledge
gains. Hill and Laufer (2003) proved that dictionary look-
up tasks contributed more to word retention than reading
with glosses.

For the purpose of explaining why certain tasks pro-
duced greater gains in vocabulary acquisition than others,
Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) proposed the Involvement
Load hypothesis (ILH), which contended that the acqui-
sition and retention of a new word were conditional upon
task-induced involvement, i.e., the higher the involvement
load, the more the vocabulary knowledge would be ac-
quired. The notion of task-induced involvement makes it
possible to operationalize the general cognitive concept of
elaboration and depth of processing from the perspective
of form-focused vocabulary tasks. The proposal of ILH
has triggered much research on form-focused vocabu-
lary task effectiveness in terms of different involvement
load indices (e.g., Bao, 2015; Bruton, 2007; Hulstijn &
Laufer, 2001; Keating, 2008; Y. J. Kim, 2008; Laufer,
2003, 2005; Zou, 2017), and it still remains inconclusive
whether task-induced involvement has better explanatory
power for L2 lexical retention and retrieval. The task-in-
duced involvement is a three-dimensional construct, with
need, search and evaluation as its components. The ILH
also hypothesizes that the presence of one component is
always better than its absence and the same component
always leads to the same amount of learning. The research
conducted on this issue was far from sufficiency and most

previous studies were concerned with evaluation. Another
constructing component search, therefore, was examined
in this study. The operational research questions were as
follows:

1) How do task type and involvement load affect L2
learners’ immediate and delayed vocabulary acqui-
sition?

2) Is there any interaction effect between task type and
involvement load?

3) How does the constructing component search of
task-induced involvement contribute to the degrees
of L2 vocabulary acquisition?

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) proposed ILH to capture
the cognitive notion of elaboration (Craik & Tulving,
1975) and depth of processing (Craik & Lockhart, 1972)
by conceptualizing the motivational-cognitive dimensions
of task-induced involvement. According to ILH, the con-
struct of task-induced involvement includes three factors,
namely need, search and evaluation, which are quantifi-
able to show different prominence degrees and determine
the total involvement load of a given task (Laufer & Hul-
stijn, 2001). As the motivational, non-cognitive element,
need is the intrinsic or extrinsic drive to finish a task, with
its presence/absence and prominence degrees indexed as
no need (need— = load index 0), moderate need (need+ =
load index 1) and strong need (need++ = load index 2). As
the cognitive dimension, search and evaluation involve
attentions related to the meaning and form of vocabulary
knowledge. Search is the effort to find the meaning or the
form of unknown words, dichotomously indexed either
as no search (search— = load index 0) or the presence of
search (search+ = load index 1). Evaluation is comparing
a given word with other words and deciding its proper use
in a specific context, indexed as no evaluation (evaluation—
= load index 0), moderated evaluation (evaluation+ = load
index 1), or strong evaluation (evaluation++ = load index
2). The ILH assumes that higher involvement indices will
result in better learning in L2 vocabulary knowledge.

There emerged a number of empirical studies to in-
vestigate the theory of ILH by examining the efficacy of
form-focused tasks inducing different involvement load
indices on L2 vocabulary learning and retention, but the
results were inconclusive. On the one hand, some studies
provide confirmatory evidence for the predicative power
of ILH. Hulstijn and Laufer (2001) compared three tasks
with different involvement load indices: reading with an
index of 1 (need+, search—, evaluation—), reading and
gap-filling with an index of 2 (need+, search—, evalua-
tion+), composition writing with an index of 3 (need+,
search—, evaluation++), and they found that composition
writing which induced the highest involvement load was
more conducive to both the initial learning and retention
of unknown words than the other two with different lower
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loads. Incorporating proficiency level as a moderator, Y.
J. Kim (2008) partially replicated the experiment done by
the ILH proposers and extended the predicative power of
ILH to lower-proficient learners. Keating (2008) found
sentence writing (need+, search—, evaluation++), which
induced the same involvement elements and the same total
load index of 3 as composition writing, also led to better
gains in lexical retention than cloze activities. Y. J. Kim’s
(2008) experiment comparing sentence writing and com-
position writing confirmed the ILH assumption that the
same involvement load would result in the same acquisi-
tion regardless of task type.

On the other hand, there are also some studies supply-
ing unsupportive results. Although most studies favored
the efficacy of output writing tasks over other tasks such
as cloze activities (e.g., Bao, 2015; Eckerth & Tavakoli,
2012; Hulstijn & Laufer, 2001; Keating, 2008; Y. J. Kim,
2008), Folse (2006) suggested that sentence writing task
which induced strong evaluation was equally effective as
gap-filling task which induced moderate evaluation. This
finding was further evidenced by Laufer’s (2003) research
which indicated that sentence writing was no more effec-
tive than sentence completion plus dictionary use (need+,
search+, evaluationt), although both of them induced the
same involvement load index of 3. Contradictory with Y. J.
Kim’s (2008) research, this study suggested that different
factors might contribute differently to task-induced in-
volvement. Meanwhile, cloze activities (involvement load
index = 2) was not statistically proved to be better than the
reading-only task (involvement load index = 1), especially
in terms of L2 word retention (Hulstijn & Laufer, 2001; Y.
J. Kim, 2008). The above studies suggested that the same
involvement load did not lead to similar word learning,
nor did the higher involvement loads necessarily lead to
better word learning (Bao, 2015).

In a nutshell, the ILH has yet to be completely con-
firmed by empirical studies in terms of form-focused task
effect on L2 vocabulary acquisition in the English as a
Second Language (ESL) context. As a matter of fact, if
we expand the examination of ILH from ESL context to
EFL context, the research results could become rather
complicated by differing from each other so much: some
fully support the hypothesis (e.g., H. S. Kim & Y. H. Na,
2010), some provide partial evidence (e.g., J. U. Hyun & J.
Y. Kim, 2016), and some provide no evidence (e.g., Bao,
2015; M. H. Kang, 2015). Although proficiency level is
not regarded as a significant moderator (Keating, 2008;
Y. J. Kim, 2008) in ESL context, H. S. Kim and Y. H. Na
(2010) noted that task efficacy differed significantly from
low-proficiency students to high-proficiency students.

As for the reasons giving rise to these conflicting re-
sults, there are two kinds of explanations. One explanation
approaches the problem from the external perspective, for
example, the differences in research design. Webb (2005)
found that task design, task time and type of vocabulary
measurement would partly determine rejecting and accept-
ing ILH. With task time controlled, Folse (2006) found
that three gap-filling activities were more effective and ef-

ficient than one sentence-writing activity. Bao (2015) not-
ed that the type of vocabulary knowledge measured might
lead to different findings, for example, sentence writing
tasks (need+, search—, evaluation++) was not more effec-
tive than translation tasks (need+, search—, evaluation+) in
terms of productive vocabulary knowledge measured. In
line with the above-mentioned limitations, this study con-
sidered both the receptive vocabulary knowledge and the
productive vocabulary knowledge with time controlled.
Following Min (2008), receptive vocabulary knowledge
was defined as the “ability to provide a correct translation
equivalent of a target words” (p. 81), whereas productive
vocabulary knowledge referred to using a target word ap-
propriately in a sentence.

The other explanation perceives the inconsistency of
the research findings from the internal perspective, i.e. the
deficiency of ILH itself. For instance, many researchers
suggested that the number of word exposures (e.g., Folse,
2006; Laufer & Rozovski-Roitblat, 2011) and different
weights of need, search and evaluation might be important
factors contributing to word retention (e.g., Bao, 2015; J.
U. Hyun & J. Y. Kim, 2016). With regard to the three ele-
ments of task-induced involvement, most studies focused
on the element of evaluation. Y. J. Kim (2008) and Zou
(2017) noted strong evaluation might be far more import-
ant than moderate evaluation for L2 vocabulary acquisi-
tion and retention. The contribution of need and search to
task-induced involvement was less studied in the existing
literature, which would be addressed in the present analy-
sis.

The present research was mainly concerned with the
effectiveness of output tasks on receptive and productive
vocabulary knowledge. In addition, most previous re-
searches were interested in varying the evaluation indexes
with need and search held constant (e.g., Bao, 2015; J.
U. Hyun & J. Y. Kim, 2016). Given the fact that each in-
volvement load component might give different weights
in contributing to L2 vocabulary acquisition, whether the
previous findings concerning evaluation could be general-
ized to other components (i.e., need and search) remained
to be confirmed. In line with the limitations of the previ-
ous literature, this study aimed to investigate how different
task types inducing various involvement loads affect the
acquisition of L2 vocabulary knowledge of middle school
students (Grade 8) in an English as a Foreign Language
(EFL) context. Meanwhile, the constructing component
search was manipulated as presence or absence to test its
specific effect on L2 vocabulary acquisition.

lll. METHOD
1. Research Design
This study adopted a 4x2 factorial design with two be-

tween-subjects factors, L2 vocabulary acquisition being the
dependent variable, which was measured as immediate recep-
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tive knowledge, immediate productive knowledge, delayed
receptive knowledge and delayed productive knowledge.
Task type and involvement load constituted the between-sub-
jects variables. Following Hulstijn and Laufer’s (2001) tradi-
tion of using reading as stimuli, this study designed four tasks
based on passage reading, i.e., three sentence translation tasks
and one sentence writing task. As one of output tasks widely
used in EFL vocabulary teaching and learning, translation
tasks were less investigated than writing tasks with only a
few examples (e.g., Bao, 2015; Laufer & Girsai, 2008). The
three translation tasks were divided into two type: two were
English to Chinese (E-C) translations (Task 1 and Task 2)
and Task 3 was Chinese to English (C-E) translation. Task 4
required the participants to do sentence-writing based on the
learning activities. The four treatments induced two kinds of
task-induced involvement: low (index = 3) and high (index
= 4). The control group of reading-only was excluded since
most of the existing studies have already proved the efficacy
of form-focused tasks. All the tasks were illustrated in detail
in Table 1.

TABLE 1
Task Types and Involvement Load
Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4
.. Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4
Pardcipants (0, JOR CP0 e s0)
Reading Reading Reading Reading
(+ marginal (+ dictionary (+ dictionary (+ marginal
Treatment glosses) look-up) look-up) glosses)
E-C E-C C-E Sentence
translation  translation  translation writing
need+ need+ need+ need+
Involvement  search— search+ search+ search—
load evaluationt++ evaluationt+ evaluation++ evaluation++
3 “ “ 3

Note. (3) and (4) mean involvement load indices.

2. Participants

The participants in this research were two parallel classes
of Grade 8 students (n = 74) in a middle school in China.
They all started to learn English when they were in Grade
3 in their primary schools, that is to say, they have already
received five years of English education following the same
curriculum. Before the experiment, all the participants re-
ceived a pretest to ensure their vocabulary size was on the
same level between groups. The vocabulary size test (see
Appendix 1) consisting of 20 vocabulary items was adapted
from Nation and Beglar’s (2007) first 1000 and second 1000
words to measure participants vocabulary size. The pretest
showed that their vocabulary size ranged from 200 words to
1000 words with an average of 587 words. The National En-
glish Curriculum for Compulsory Education (2011 version)
requires 1,500-1,600 words for Grade 9 students. On this
basis, the participants’ vocabulary size was still limited. Each
class was divided into 2 groups randomly and altogether the 4
groups completed the 4 tasks inducing two types of involve-
ment load respectively. Therefore, there were four groups in
the experiment as shown in Table 1. Table 2 showed the de-

scriptive statistics for participants’ vocabulary size across the
four groups, indicating the normal distribution of scores with
the Shapiro-Wilk test nonsignificant. The homogeneity of
variances was examined by Levene’s test (F(3, 70) = .56, p >
.05). Thus, a one-way ANOVA was conducted to show there
was no significant difference among the four groups in terms
of vocabulary size (F(3, 70) = .255, p = .857 > .05).

TABLE 2
Descriptive Statistics for Participants’ Vocabulary Size
Across Groups
Group n M SD Skew2SE Kurt.ZSEShaPvam;te“
1 17 582 95 .39 .39 90 .07
2 17 6.06 1.09 20 20 92 .16
3 20 575 121 34 34 92 .10
4 20 585 1.14 32 32 92 .10
3. Materials

1) Reading Materials and Target Words

The reading passage (see Appendix 2) was selected from
the final examination paper for Grade 8§ students. The text
containing 124 words and 6 target words was selected ac-
cording to the following criteria. First, the participants’ teach-
er identified the words that they might not know and then 20
students from a different class at the same grade were asked
whether they knew the target words or not. The target words
contained 4 nouns, 1 verb and 1 adjective: type, cashier,
downtown, decision, similar and choose.

2) Tasks

The experimental tasks differed in treatments and degree
of involvement load (see Table 1). The tasks involved in the
study were divided into 4 types, depending on the induced
task-involvement load with the different vocabulary enhance-
ment measures and form-focused exercises (see Appendix 3
for examples). Task 1 involved reading comprehension with
marginal glosses and word-focused exercises demanding par-
ticipant to translate English sentences into Chinese with the
target words in bold. Task 2 required participants to complete
reading comprehension with dictionary look-up activities and
then the same translating exercise as in Task 1. Task 3 and
Task 4 focused on the productive output of the target words.
Participants in task 3 were required to finish the reading
comprehension with dictionary look-up and Chinese to En-
glish sentence translation with the given words. The reading
comprehension part in Task 4 was the same as that in Task 1
but the word-focused exercise was to write original sentences
with the target words. Based on ILH, the component search
was manipulated to be absent or present to test whether it
contributed to vocabulary acquisition. All the four tasks were
required to finish in twenty minutes.
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3) Vocabulary Test

The study employed Min’s (2008) modified Vocabulary
Knowledge Scale (VKS) to measure learners’ receptive and
productive vocabulary knowledge in immediate and delayed
lexical retention. Min’s VKS was adapted from Paribakht and
Wesche’s (1993), using a 4-point scale with self-report and
performance items incorporated together. The first two cat-
egories are related to the participants’ self-perceived knowl-
edge of the target words. The third category is used to test the
participant’s receptive vocabulary knowledge and the fourth
category for the productive vocabulary knowledge. In this
study, the measurement of the EFL learners’ vocabulary were
related to the last two categories in Min’s modified VKS. For
the convenience and avoidance of misunderstanding, the in-
strument was translated into Chinese (see Appendix 4 for an
example).

4. Procedures

The experiment was carried out during class hours on
two separate days over a 2-week period. The pretest (vocab-
ulary size test), the treatment and the immediate vocabulary
knowledge test were administered on the same day in the first
week. The delayed vocabulary knowledge test was carried
out two weeks later. During the experiment, the EFL teacher
divided each class into two groups with the same number of
participants randomly and asked them to finish one of the
four tasks. The sentence writing group were required not to
copy the sentence in the reading passage. All the four tasks
were required to finish in twenty minutes. After the treat-
ment, the participant was given a 5-minute break and then
the teacher carried out the immediate vocabulary test without
announcing in advance. Two weeks later, the researcher went
to the school again to deliver a delayed posttest to the same
participants without announcement.

5. Scoring and Data Analysis

The scoring criteria for measuring participants’ vocabulary
knowledge followed Min (2008). One point was awarded to
Category 3 and Category 4 if the answer was right. Category
3 was used to test the receptive knowledge of a target word
and if the Chinese meaning of the target word was right, one
point was given. Category 4 was used to test the learners’
productive knowledge and if participants used the target
word correctly in making the sentence, one point was given.
The grammatical misuses and improper meaning of the target
words led to zero point. One experienced EFL teacher graded
the tests and the researcher checked the grading. To address
the research questions, one MANOVA was performed first to
find the effect of task type and involvement load; then a set of
ANOVAs were conducted to detect the respective difference.
All the statistical analyses were conducted via SPSS 25.

IV. RESULTS
1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 3 showed the descriptive statistics of task type
effect. The task-induced involvement was controlled for
two types: lower involvement load with an index of 3 (Task
1 and Task 4) and higher involvement load with an index
of 4 (Task 2 and Task 3). We could see that learning gains
in receptive vocabulary knowledge were always greater
than the productive counterparts in both immediate and
delayed posttests, although the gap between the receptive
and productive knowledge in the delayed test was be-
coming smaller. It was also noteworthy that different task
types contributed differently to L2 vocabulary acquisition.
Task 4 which involved sentence writing resulted in highest
scores in L2 vocabulary learning (receptive: M = 5.00;
productive: M = 2.60) and retention (receptive: M = 2.90;
productive: M = 1.75), followed by Task 3 which was
Chinese to English translation. Concerning the effect of
task-induced involvement, it was noted that the descriptive
statistics provided contradictory results. In terms of both
receptive and productive lexical knowledge, Task 3 with
a higher involvement load (index = 4) produced better
results than Task 1with a lower involvement load (index
= 3), which was consistent with ILH predication. None-
theless, Task 3 did not produce a higher mean score than
Task 4 even though it carried a higher involvement load.
This result was contradictory with ILH, which claimed
higher involvement load produced better learning. Table
4 showed that if the involvement loads were grouped into
low and high levels, the tasks with a lower involvement
load resulted in higher gain scores in both initial learning
and retention than the tasks with a higher involvement
load, lending no support for ILH.

TABLE 3
Descriptive Statistics of Task Type Effect
Immediate posttest Delayed posttest
Task n  Receptive Productive Receptive  Productive
M SD M SD M SD M SD

13) 17 3.18 159 124 1.30 1.82 1.70 1.18 1.1
2(4) 17 235 166 1.18 1.24 1.18 1.02 1.00 1.12
3(4) 20 480 2.04 235 1.87 210 L.71 170 1.66
4(3) 20 5.00 197 260 1.70 290 1.83 1.75 133

Note. (3) and (4) mean involvement load indices.

TABLE 4
Descriptive Statistics of Involvement Load Effect

Immediate posttest

Delayed posttest

Invollve(linent Receptive Productive Receptive Productive
o0a

M SD M SD M SD M SD
. L0W7 37 4.16 2.00 197 1.66 241 183 149 143
(index = 3)
High 37 368 220 181 168 168 149 138 146
(index = 4)
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2. Effects of Task Type and Involvement Load

Since L2 vocabulary acquisition was measured by both
immediate and delayed receptive and productive vocabu-
lary knowledge, a MANOVA was run to test the effect of
task type, the effect of involvement load and their inter-
action. The results of MANOVA for the immediate and
delayed L2 vocabulary acquisition were shown in Table
5. The results indicated that task type (F(4, 67) = 8.540, p
<.05, #° = .192) had a significant effect on L2 vocabulary
acquisition and retention. However, there was no signifi-
cant effect of involvement load (F(4, 67) =2.576, p > .05),
nor did the interaction between task type and involvement
load reach a significant level (F(4, 67) =.149, p > .05).

TABLE 5
Effects of Task Types and Involvement Load
Effect Wilks’A  df F p s
Task type .662 4,67 8.540 .000 192
Involvement load 867 4,67 2.576 .055
Task x Load 991 4,67 152 963

* <.05

Based on the above result that task types significantly
influenced L2 vocabulary learning, two one-way ANO-
VAs were conducted to demonstrate the difference of
the task types in immediate posttest and delayed posttest
(see Table 6 and Table 7). Levene’s test of homogeneity
of variances showed the significance level was all above
.05. The one-way ANOVAs conducted on the immediate
posttest revealed a significant task type effect on receptive
(F(3, 70) = 8.836, p < .05, ° = .275) and productive (F(3,
70) = 84.084, p < .05, #° = .149) vocabulary knowledge.
Post hoc Tukey’s analysis showed the mean scores of Task
3 and Task 4 were significantly better than the previous
two tasks in terms of the immediate receptive knowledge
test, whereas Task 4 resulted in significantly higher scores
than the other three tasks in the immediate productive test.

TABLE 6
ANOVA for Task Type Effect on Immediate Posttest
Receptive
MS FG3,700 p o
Tasks 29.987 8.836 .000" 275
*<.05

Productive
MS FG3,70) p o
10.085 4.084 .010° .149

TABLE 7
ANOVA for Task Type Effect on Delayed Posttest

Receptive Productive
MS F3,700 p o MS F@3,70) p 7
Tasks 9.446 3.622 017 .134 1268 292 .052 .149
*n <.05

In the delayed posttest, the significant task type effect
was found only in the receptive knowledge test (see Table
7). The task type, however, produced no difference in the
delayed productive vocabulary knowledge test, i.c., all of
them played little role in the retention of the productive
vocabulary knowledge. In the delayed receptive test, Post

hoc Tukey’s comparison showed the mean score of Task 4
was significantly higher than the mean score of Task 2 but
not significantly higher than Task 1 and Task 3, which im-
plied Task 2 produced the least effect on delayed receptive
vocabulary knowledge.

V. DISCUSSION

The focus of the present research was the effectiveness
of task type and involvement load on L2 vocabulary re-
ceptive and productive knowledge. The statistical results
showed that task type had significant effect although
different tasks contribute differently to L2 vocabulary
learning and retention. However, there was no significant
effect of involvement load on L2 learners’ vocabulary ac-
quisition. In answering the second research question, the
study reported no significant effect concerning the interac-
tion between task type and involvement load, suggesting
their independent contributions to L2 vocabulary learning.
By separating task type from involvement load, this study
rejected ILH. Some previous studies, which regarded task
type as an inherent part of involvement load, at least par-
tially support the hypothesis.

Based on the statistical results, it was found that Chi-
nese to English translation task (Task 3) and sentence
writing task (Task 4) contributed more to both EFL learn-
ers’ receptive and productive word knowledge. Task 4
(gloss + sentence-writing), with a lower involvement load
index than Task 2 and Task 3, was statistically proved to
be a more effective vocabulary learning activity. Task 2
(dictionary look-up + E-C), though it induced a higher
involvement load in this study, made the least contri-
bution to vocabulary learning. As a general pattern in
both the immediate and delayed posttests, the relative
efficacy of all the four tasks could be summarized as:
Task 4 (sentence-writing, search—, index = 3) > Task 3
(Chinese-English translation, search+, index = 4) > Task
1 (English-Chinese translation, search—, index = 3) > Task
2 (English-Chinese translation, search+, index = 4). With
the value of need and evaluation being constant across the
four tasks, the presence of constructing element search
in Task 2 did not affect its efficacy in lexical learning and
retention.

One plausible explanation for the stronger effect of
Task 3 and Task 4 might be that EFL leaners’ attention
was directed more towards word forms. Both Chinese
to English translation and sentence-writing exercises
demanded participants’ attention not only to meanings
of the new words but also their forms. Task 3 and Task
4 can be ascribed to be more output-oriented tasks than
English to Chinese translations where the form of the
news words was accepted as the receptive information.
This was in line with Toth’s (2006) research that the more
output-oriented tasks might produce greater benefits for
learning since those tasks induced more internal language
processing engagement for L2 learners. Izumi (2003) also
suggested that more output-oriented tasks might facilitate
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L2 vocabulary development by forcing EFL learners to
notice L2 forms. Nation and Webb (2011) suggested that
productive generation, i.e., using a word in a new context,
would result in more learning gains. Task 1 and Task 2 in
this study were focused on meaning only while Task 3 and
Task 4 required the participants to focus on forms, which
involved more processing effort to produce the appropriate
use of the target word both in meaning and grammar. The
two different processes produced different mental effort
involved in the tasks. In English to Chinese translation
tasks, the EFL learners had to respond by encoding the
meanings of the L2 forms. In Chinese to English transla-
tion and sentence-writing context, the EFL learners had to
respond by matching the L1 with the L2 and encoding the
grammatical function of the L2, which were supposed to
induce more mental effort and thus resulted in better vo-
cabulary learning. It might be possible to distinguish these
two kinds of processes as passive output tasks (Task 1 and
Task 2) and active output tasks (Task 3 and Task 4).

It should also be noted that the advantages of active
output tasks over passive output tasks had been lost over
time. In the delayed productive recall test, no signifi-
cant difference had been found among the four tasks. As
Hulstijn (2001) noted, a decline in knowledge over time
was expected since there was no rehearsal or additional
exposure to the target words. Folse (2006) also suggested
multiple encounters of an unknown word played a facilita-
tive role in lexical acquisition. No extra encounters or any
word rehearsals were conducted during the test intervals.
Thus, it was not surprising to see the knowledge decline
across time. Besides more efficient vocabulary learning
tasks, multiple encounters with target words would be
added to help the retention of the vocabulary knowledge.

The result of the present research did not provide sup-
port for ILH in which Hulstijn and Laufer (2001) stated
that higher task-induced involvement load would result in
better learning and retention. This claim was not verified
in this study. In both the receptive and productive word
recall posttests, the more engaging tasks were less effec-
tive than the tasks with lower involvement load. Task 1
(index = 3) and Task 4 (index = 3) outperformed Task 2
(index = 4) and Task 3 (index = 4) respectively. The higher
involvement load did not necessarily lead to better word
recall and retention. The lack of significant difference be-
tween the low (index = 3) and high (index = 4) groups in
this study was in conflict with lots of previous researches
that partially or completely support ILH (e.g., Hulstijn &
Laufer, 2001; Keating, 2008; Y. J. Kim, 2008), but in line
with some studies which suggested other reasons rather
than involvement load for the relative effectiveness of the
tasks (e.g., Bao, 2015).

One explanation for the finding might lie in the differ-
ent importance of the three components (need, search, and
evaluation) in ILH. Although Hulstijn & Laufer (2001)
treated every component equally important in their ILH,
the result of the present study might suggest that the pres-
ence and absence of the search component should not be
treated as an important contributing factor to involvement

load. In fact, the present study suggested a completely
different result that the presence of search inducing a
higher involvement load result in a lower mean scores of
vocabulary knowledge tests. Task 4 with the component
search absent was proved to be a more effective activity
than Task2 and Task 3 with the element search present.
The results were in conflict with J. U. Hyun and J. Y.
Kim’s (2016) study, in which they reported the presence
of search (search+) made the same contribution as mod-
erate evaluation (evaluationt) in the initial learning of an
unknown words. The one possible explanation might be
related to the participants who were the first-year middle
school students. Their teachers reported that they were
not trained to use dictionaries, which might make them
waste time in the dictionary look-up activities. The glosses
groups might have more time to process the new words
and thus had more chances to remember them. Similarly,
Folse (20006) found that when task time kept constant,
completing three gap-filling tasks was more effective that
one sentence-writing task. The findings indicated that
when designing the vocabulary learning tasks, frequen-
cy of word encounters was also an important factor that
should be considered. As Folse (2006) concluded, multiple
retrievals of a newly learnt word in superficial exercises
were a more contributing factor in facilitating L2 lexical
gains than those tasks inducing a higher involvement
load. Bao’s (2015) study also supported this conclusion
that there were other reasons rather than involvement load
for the relative effectiveness of the tasks. Hu and Nassaji
(2016) compared ILH with Nation and Webb’s (2011)
Technique Feature Analysis, indicating that more elements
should be included to operationalize the notion of depth of
processing.

An alternative explanation might be the numerical val-
ues assigned to the components of the involvement load
index. Different components might carry different weights
in determining the task effectiveness, i.e., more weights
might be given to some components than others. While
Hulstijn and Laufer (2001) treated every component
equally when determining the involvement load index,
Keating (2008) and Y. J. Kim (2008) in their empirical
studies testing ILH suggested that the ILH had not made
fine-grained differentiations of the relative load of the
three components. Y. J. Kim (2008) indicated that different
degrees (moderate and strong) of the three components
might contribute differently to the overall involvement
load. In her study, she found that strong evaluation might
induce more involvement in processing a word than the
moderate evaluation and other two factors. Zou’s (2017)
research confirmed Y. J. Kim’s (2008) finding and sug-
gested that another layer of evaluation ‘very strong eval-
uation’ should be added to the framework of task-induced
involvement load.
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VI. CONCLUSION

This study set out to probe the effects of task type and
involvement load on L2 vocabulary acquisition across
time. It was found that task type had a significant effect
on the acquisition of L2 receptive knowledge across time.
In terms of productive vocabulary knowledge, the effect
of the task type was significant in the immediate test but
not significant in the delayed test. The involvement load
had no significant effect on the acquisition of L2 recep-
tive and productive vocabulary knowledge across time.
This result lends no support to the ILH, indicating that
the involvement load hypothesis did not hold true across
L2 vocabulary learning conditions and the components of
involvement load might give no equal weight to their con-
tributions to L2 vocabulary acquisition. Finally, there was
no significant interaction between task type and involve-
ment load, suggesting the separate effects of task type and
involvement load. This separability revealed that task type
and involvement load were independent in their contribu-
tions to L2 vocabulary learning.

It should also be noted that most studies, including the
present one, followed Hulstijn and Laufer’s (2001) tradi-
tion of using readings as stimuli. Whether those findings
could be expanded to other stimuli still remains under
investigated. Vidal (2011) used listening as stimuli and
tentatively suggested that listening might lead to higher re-
tention of incidentally acquired words for more advanced
learners. In the context of digital era, other resources could
also be applied in EFL classrooms as stimuli for vocabu-
lary learning tasks. For instance, N. Y. Kim (2018) found
video-based vocabulary tasks might be more effective than
dictionary-based vocabulary tasks. Changing input mode
might involve a different cognitive process. For future re-
search, the effect of task type and involvement load should
be expanded to other stimuli rather than reading only.

These findings have pedagogical implications. EFL
teachers should be aware that not all L2 vocabulary learn-
ing tasks serve the same purpose. When language teachers
design effective tasks, learners’ proficiency level should be
considered. For learners with low L2 proficiency levels,
dictionary look-up activities might not as efficient as pro-
viding glosses directly to the students. The adolescent EFL
learners might be not skilled at learning a new word with
the help of dictionaries. Nonetheless, for more advanced
learners, the situation might be vice versa, since the dictio-
nary look-up activities involve heavier mental load. Trans-
lating L1 to L2 is more effective than translation from L2
to L1 in facilitating both active and passive word recall.
Sentence-writing might be the most effective vocabulary
learning tasks among the four since it entails more mental
processing effort in terms of the meaning-form mapping
and contextual clueing.
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APPENDIX 1
Vocabulary Size Test

Directions: Please write down the Chinese meaning of the following words.

1. see: They saw it.

2. time: They have a lot of time.

3. period: It was a difficult period.

4. figure: Is this the right figure?

5. poor: We are poor.

6. drive: He drives fast.

7. jump: She tried to jump.

8. shoe: Where is your shoe?

9. standard: Her standards are very high.
10. basis: This was used as the basis.

11. maintain: Can they maintain it?

12. stone: They sat a stone.

13. upset: I am upset.

14. drawer: The drawer was empty.

15. patience: He has no patience.

16. nil: His mark for that question was nil.
17.pub: They went to the pub.

18. circle: Make a circle.

19: microphone: Please use the microphone.
20. pro: He’s a pro.

APPENDIX 2
The Reading Passage

Last Monday John went to the downtown. After John spent a long time shopping in the downtown, he got very hun-
gry. Across from the street there was a McDonald’s. He didn’t usually eat at fast food restaurants and didn’t know
what to order. When he looked at the menu, it was hard for him to make a decision. Not only there were ten similar
types of hamburger dinners, but there were also fish and chicken. He didn’t know what to choose. He wanted to ask
the cashier for help, but she didn't look very friendly. At last he chose a small chicken meal. “With so many choices,
it’s not very fast food!” he thought.
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APPENDIX 3
Examples of the Tasks

English to Chinese Translation (Task 1 and Task2)
e.g., The teacher chooses this book.

Chines to English Translation (Task 3)
e.g., ZIMIETXAH, (choose)

Sentence Writing (Task 4)
e.g., choose:

APPENDIX 4
An Example of the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale

cashier

(1) BREBERERME, ( )

Q) BEREXME, BRABEHNEZR. ( )

(3) HZMEEMY., EHEER (BHENERN).,
4) BEAXMEERXGF, U0
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