
It is widely agreed that English curriculum in the Hong Kong education system has extensively been developed and the students here started learning English at their first day at the kindergartens. Thus, one would expect that their English proficiency is higher than that of their counterparts in Mainland China. However, this is not necessarily the case, as a recent study (McNeill, 96) involving two groups of English student teachers, one from Hong Kong and the other from the Mainland, revealed that the latter group generally has a significantly higher vocabulary competency than the former. Seeing this unexpected result, it is worth investigating the difficulties encountered by Hong Kong students in their vocabulary learning process. In order to achieve this, the three most common problems shown by them in the two public examinations (CE & ASL UE) are discussed, on which the following identification of the difficulties is based; finally, the pedagogic implications which can be drawn from the difficulties are suggested, with reference to Jack C. Richards’ article ‘The Role of Vocabulary Teaching’.

A. Problems Most Commonly Found in Public Examinations

1. Poor Spelling
Students’ low spelling ability lies in two major aspects. The first is their weak spelling-pronunciation associations. Students usually treat spelling and pronunciation of a given vocabulary as discrete information of that word, thus, even if students are given the pronunciations of the vocabularies, they are unlikely to spell them out correctly, and vice versa. For instance, all the 96, 97 & 98 ASL UE Examiner Reports of the listening component included a list of vocabulary that were spoken to but were commonly mispronounced by the candidates
. As the pronunciations of the misspelled forms usually have only one vowel or consonant different from those of the correct forms, one would agree that it is the students’ immature grasp of the link between sounds and the 26 alphabets (i.e. in what alphabets can a particular sound be realised) rather than their complete ignorance of the sound inputs which created the undesirable spellings. This problem is especially evident in the presence of consonant clusters, as in the example ‘clutures’ for ‘cultures’ [Examinations Authority (EA), 97].

The second problem concerns the affixes. These include the misuse or the omission of the necessary inflectional suffixes plural ‘-s/-es’ and the past tense ‘-ed’ which alter only the number or the tense of the vocabularies, and are thus slightly less problematic than those of the derivational prefixes and suffixes which change the whole meaning or part of speech of the words
. In some extreme cases, the original meanings are reversed as well, like the confusion between ‘-ness’ and ‘-less’. 

2. Recognition of Context

This problem refers to the learner’s use of such confusing words that are close in spelling to the desired vocabularies but their meanings are nonsense in the particular context. Before investigating the problems, it should be noted that context is realised at two levels: the global context as revealed at the whole discourse level and the microscopic word collocations as revealed at sentence level. For the former, many types of discourse are characterised by a set of vocabularies that are likely to appear, for example, in job advertisements, one would expect to find such phrases as ‘competitive salary’ and ‘fringe benefits’. Students are, however, usually not aware of these sets and this results in their use of the mentioned confusing words instead. These accounted for why the expression ‘comparative salary’ was found in the job advertisement in 96 UE listening test, ‘snack bite’ instead of ‘snake bite’ suggested as a possible hazard in the 98 test, and ‘culture shop/short/sock’ for ‘culture shock’ as a problem, also in the 98 test (EA, 96 & 98). 

For the latter, students are usually reported to pay no attention to the collocation patterns within vocabulary phrases (e.g. in Examiner Reports on 96-98 UE Listening test, and 99 CE Paper 2), which leads to their producing phrases like ‘due with’ for ‘deal with’ (EA, 98)
. There are two possible reasons for such mistakes. First, students may overgeneralise the use of the collocation patterns that they have learned. For instance, they overgeneralise the pattern ‘many hours’ (a specific unit of time) to mean ‘long hours’ (a time interval for an activity) in the 99 CE paper 2 (EA, 99). Second, some vocabularies are polysemous, i.e. they have more than one meaning, and each of them requires specific collocation patterns. Thus, students are easily confused by, or even completely unaware of the existence of, these different patterns, let alone using them correctly on their own
.                

3. Insufficient Vocabularies

Students are often critictised to have a lack of sufficient vocabularies to express themselves and to interpret meanings conveyed by others. In fact, this problem falls into two major categories. The first is small number of vocabularies that they learn in schools. Here, learning means both the orthographic (i.e. the spelling) and phonological forms (i.e. the pronunciation) are acquired, and it is the students’ limited knowledge of these two forms which is claimed to be the major cause of even form 7 students’ poor spelling accuracy (e.g. in 95 & 97 UE listening Test) (EA, 95a, 97). 
    The second category concerns the vocabularies that students have already learnt their orthographic but not the phonological form. Thus, if students are to pronounce such words, they just ‘skip and slur over’ them or simply ‘make some guttural sounds’ (EA, 95b). Seeing the potential embarrassments so produced, students are reluctant to use this kind of vocabularies whenever a choice is available, like chatting and group discussion, which in turn restricts the degree of the lexical variations in their language used in such occasions. Actually, this problem is related to the lack of spelling-pronunciation associations previously discussed; it is this lack which leads to the phenomenon that the correct spellings of words, either given or memorized by students, do not necessarily imply correct pronunciations of them
.

B. Students’ Learning Difficulties as revealed by the above Problems

In this section, the students’ difficulties in vocabulary learning that are related to the problems identified above are discussed under the headings of such problems.  

1. Poor Spelling

In typical Hong Kong classrooms, vocabulary building is not considered as an independent component of the curriculum. Instead, it is integrated into the teaching of the four major skills, i.e. reading, writing, oral, and listening. Thus, one would expect that much of the teaching focus is put on the teaching of these four skills, and that not much time and effort are allocated to vocabulary teaching. Seeing this and the tight teaching schedules, in teaching the former two skills, teachers generally highlight only the meanings of the vocabularies that are essential for students’ acquiring these skills in the prepared teaching materials, while neglecting such other aspects of the vocabulary knowledge as pronunciations and affixes, even the spellings of such vocabularies are frequently assumed to be memorized by students spontaneously. This gradually imposes on the students a difficulty in enhancing their spelling competency, since many of the neglected areas (especially affixes and spelling-pronunciation links) are influential to one’s spelling ability as previously discussed. 

In teaching the latter two skills, although there is occasionally an additional emphasis on the pronunciations of the vocabularies present in the teaching or drilling materials, such vocabularies account for only a small proportion of the total number of vocabularies taught, since lessons for teaching these two skills are relatively small in number after all. In this sense, students still find it difficult, if not impossible, to build the necessary spelling-pronunciation associations for the vocabularies that they have learnt. More unfortunately, according to Arthur McNeill (94), many teachers underestimate or even unaware of the need to explicitly draw students’ attention ‘on various inflectional and derivational word forms’, which obviously contributes to their poor understanding of the affixes. Besides, owing to the prevalent use of different materials in teaching the different skills, the vocabularies taught in a particular lesson are usually not ‘recycled’ and reinforced in other lessons, and this, together with all the above, further inhibits the development of the students’ already superficial knowledge concerning word spellings.   

2. Recognition of Context

Student’s difficulty in becoming aware of the contextual clues in their vocabulary productions is, to a large extent, accounted for by their most popular learning strategy—rote learning. For many Hong Kong students, vocabulary learning involves only continuous memorisation of word lists (Biggs, 92, Watkins, 83, quoted in McNeill, 95), in which only the meanings but not other aspects of the knowledge of vocabulary are acquired. Particularly, students’ negligence of the collocations and the discourse genres in which the vocabularies can occur directly leads to their poor understanding of these aspects. 

Even in situations where the contexts of the vocabularies to be learnt are provided (e.g. those elicited from textbook passages), students are seldom urged to pay attention to the particular collocation patterns used in such contexts and the relative frequencies of occurrence of such vocabularies in the genres to which the contexts belong. This, together with the above, results in students’ low consciousness of the contextual element while learning and using the vocabularies, and, in particular, the situation is even worse if the definitions of the vocabularies in the above word lists are to be checked up in the dictionary by students themselves. In such cases, they usually tend to complete the lists by copying only the first translation from the entries of those vocabularies in an English-Chinese dictionary, which eventually results in a bilingual word list with incomplete meanings presented. In learning vocabularies through such lists, one could easily see the difficulty of students’ grasping completely the various meanings of words, especially the polysemous ones, and this in turn worsens the context-related problems discussed above.        

3. Insufficient Vocabularies

Regarding this problem, there are two major learning difficulties identified. The first is the students’ difficulties in exposing themselves to vocabularies extensively, which probably result from teachers’ underestimating their students’ ability and missing the opportunity to teach much more than they have done (Laufer, 98). In this sense, the students have not learnt enough vocabularies from teachers’ instructions and since they, as passive learners, seldom strive for other learning opportunities, they have not developed a lexicon with a size large enough to tackle the public examinations and are thus criticised in successive years’ examiner reports.

The second difficulty concerns the distinction between active and passive vocabularies
. In Laufer’s 98 study of students’ development of these two types of vocabularies, it was found that although students have a very high potential in internalising the vocabularies that they encounter into their passive lexicon, they lack incentive in converting these passive vocabularies into active ones (Laufer, 98). This partly results from the ‘grading conventions in schools’ which emphasise ‘correctness’ and seldom reward ‘lexical richness’ (Laufer, 98). Not unexpectedly, such grading criteria prevents the students from using a proportion of learnt words both in oral and written forms, even if they know, but may not be completely sure about, the meanings and spellings of these words. 

Indeed, although such conversion reluctance of the students would not affect their interpretations of information conveyed by others since they can still work out the meanings of the vocabularies that others use, it further narrows down the already small range of learnt vocabulary (which has just been discussed) that students can use in their own language productions, which ultimately results in their insufficient or inadequate vocabularies in expressing themselves.        

C. Teaching Implications

In this section, the teaching implications that can be drawn from the problems and difficulties identified above are discussed with reference to the article ‘The Role of Vocabulary Teaching’ by Jack C. Richards (76). Generally speaking, all the eight assumptions in that article concerning the nature of vocabulary competence have varying degrees of relevance to the problems/difficulties, in the sense that they shed light on the respective solutions. 

To begin with, assumption 1 highlights the continuality of vocabulary development in one’s adulthood.  However, as one would expect, if teachers only focus on teaching the meanings of the vocabularies, the discussed students’ problems of neglecting such other aspects of word knowledge as spelling-pronunciation associations, affixes, contexts etc. will persist in their future vocabulary learning, even after leaving schools. Thus, teachers are strongly urged to include all these aspects when they teach vocabulary, and explicitly highlight the significance of and the relations among each of them, so as to provide an effective framework for students to learn vocabularies during and after their formal learning at school.

Besides, in tackling students’ insufficient vocabulary, teachers should consider organising cross-level massive vocabulary expansion programs for the students. Although it still cannot be ensured that students can learn a vast amount of vocabularies at the end of each level, such constant and systematic addition of new and revision of learnt vocabularies enable students to be ‘better prepared both for productive and receptive language skills’ (Richards, 76).

      Secondly, assumptions 2 & 3 provide insights into solving the context-related problems. Assumption 2 first introduces the word lists in which words belonging to the same semantic field are arranged according to the relative frequencies of encountering them in speech or print. For the sake of further instilling contextual knowledge, teachers can amend such lists by adding the most common contexts of usage of each entity of the lists. Through this integration of frequencies and contexts of occurrence of the vocabularies, teachers can make students aware of the vocabulary sets that are likely to be identified in particular discourse genres (as mentioned in the above contextual problems section) on one hand, while allowing students’ continuing to learn vocabularies via the popular word lists on the other. 

   Besides, assumption 2 addresses the need to include word collocations in vocabulary teaching, and assumption 3 provides general criteria for discriminating the different discourse genres
. One would expect an analysis of these criteria results in a more informed and wholistic perspective of teaching contextual aspects of vocabularies than just providing students with the names of the different genres. Seeing all discussed above, it is hoped that students rote memorisation of word meanings will be replaced by a systematic one with all the necessary contextual features considered. 


Thirdly, assumption 5 assures the significance of teaching both the underlying and the derived word forms of the vocabularies. The most effective way of doing so is through introducing and reinforcing the most common derivational and inflectional suffixes. Owing to their presence in the structure of many English words, students competency in recognising and applying them can greatly improve their spelling accuracy, especially that of the derived word forms. 

In addition, this assumption also implies the importance of explicitly teaching the possible variations in spelling-pronunciation associations (i.e. different pronunciations represented by the same combination of alphabets), which is another source of students’ difficulties as discussed. Seeing that the semantic relationship between the underlying and the derived word forms are preserved by the English spelling system and not the pronunciation one (Richards, 76) (i.e. either the front or the back part of the two forms have the same spelling but not necessarily the same pronunciation), a lack of awareness of such variations may lead to students’ negligence of the possible pronunciation differences with the same alphabetical representations and thus producing such errors as preserving the same pronunciation of the first two syllables of the words ‘photograph’, ‘photographer’, and ‘photographic’ (Example from Richards, 76), since they have the same spelling for these initial syllables.       

Fourthly, assumption 6 introduces ways of maximising the storage of vocabularies students’ minds, which are directly aimed to solve the problem of insufficient vocabularies. It suggests choosing teaching strategies ‘as a function of (students’) language proficiency’ (Henning, 73, quoted in Richards, 76). For low proficiency students, teachers are advised to adopt such strategies which focus on teaching acoustically and orthographically related words as ‘aural discrimination’, ‘songs’, and ‘rhymes’. This is to match the teaching approach with their vocabulary storage mode, which in turn increases the number of words that can be stored. Moreover, students’ affix acquisition will also be benefited since affixes are one of the major elements showing orthographic relationships between words.

More advanced students, on the other hand, appear to encode vocabularies in their memories primarily on the basis of meaning (Henning, 73, quoted in Richards, 76). Hence, teachers are recommended to use such strategies as ‘synonym and antonym games’ or even the mentioned semantically related word lists which focus on semantic links between words.  

Finally, assumption 8 discusses the need to teach contextual features again, but this time from the perspective of polysemy: the realisation of one out of all the different meanings of the polysemous words depends upon ‘the context of their expression’ (Kolers, 73, quoted in Richards, 76). This, together with the above discussion of word polysemy as a source of difficulty in students’ identifying contextual clues, reflects a mutual influence between contexts and polysemous meanings that teachers need to be aware of: the existence of polysemous word meanings distract students’ use of contextual clues in choosing the right vocabulary, while the contexts are, in reverse, essential for students’ comprehending the particular meaning conveyed by the polysemous vocabularies.     

Conclusion


After the above discussion, it can be concluded that Hong Kong learners do show a number of lexical problems both in interpreting others’ and having their own language use. These problems, in turn, reflect the existence of learning difficulties in students’ vocabulary acquisition process. Basically, the causes of these difficulties lie in two major dimensions: teachers’ teaching approaches and students’ learning approaches. Targeting these difficulties, the corresponding pedagogic implications are suggested. As a final word, it should be stressed that under no circumstances can the problems, learning difficulties, or pedagogic solutions discussed be regarded as comprehensive. Instead, what this essay attempts to achieve is to arouse teachers’ awareness of the existence of their students’ difficulties in learning vocabularies, and, more importantly, to motivate them to identify and to devise their own solutions in response to such difficulties.
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� Examples of these include: ‘manganment’ for ‘management’ & ‘perspect’ for ‘prospect’ (96), ‘flue’ for ‘flu’ & ‘skirts’ for ‘shirts’ (97); and ‘sence’ for ‘sense’ & ‘term’ for ‘team’ (98). Particularly, the confusion between ‘board’ and ‘broad’ were highlighted in all the three years’ reports. 


� Examples of the former errors include ‘special glass’ for ‘special glasses’ (EA,97), and those of the latter ones include ‘education workforce’ for ‘educated workforce’ (EA,97) & ‘oversea’ for ‘overseas’, (EA,98).


� Other inaccurate phrases so produced include: ‘code with’ for ‘cope with’ (EA, 98), ‘staff moral’ for ‘staff morale’ (EA, 96).  


� For instance, while students are familiar with the meaning of ‘company’ as a business organisation and its respective collocations ‘(textile/transport etc.) company’, they may have never encountered its another meaning as a group of people and, in turn, the collocation ‘in (other’s etc.) company’ (EA,99).     


� In the 95 CE oral component, the words most commonly mispronounced in this way even by the best candidates included: ‘palace’, ‘relatives’, ‘soap’, ‘deaf’, ‘dining’, ‘able’, ‘climate’, ‘rise’, ‘French’, ‘clearer’, ‘variety’ and ‘imagine’, the orthographic forms of which were all given in the reading passages assigned to the students (EA,95b). 


� According to Arthur McNeill (9 ), active vocabularies are ‘the words which can be both understood and used productively’, and passive vocabularies are those which students can comprehend, ‘but cannot use productively’.   


� The criteria listed in Richards’ article are: temporal, geographical, social and field variations (Richards, 76).  





