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 Most pedagogical practices focusing on lexical learning are based on receptive skills 
and presume that the productive knowledge of a lexical item develops naturally out of 
the receptive familiarity with the item. Recently, the beneficial effects of using a lexical 
item has been outlined by a number of researchers. The research findings, however, are 
inconclusive. This study investigated the differential effects of production-oriented and 
reception-oriented treatments on lexical acquisition in terms of receptive and productive 
measures. The results indicated that the effect of production is significantly and 
positively different only on productive measures. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Lexis is an indispensible element of language learning and use. Lexical knowledge has been found to be 

good predictor of receptive and productive skills. After quite a long period of attaching secondary status to 
vocabulary, it is now believed to have a central role in language learning. Some researchers go as far as claiming 
that “lexical competence is at the heart of communicative competence” [3] possibly because lexical items 
convey, “the basic information load” [20] of the learners’ communicative meanings. Every language learner is 
immediately aware of the fact that lack of vocabulary knowledge severely impedes language learning and use. 
In spite of this salience, for several decades vocabulary was the victim of a teaching tradition, which maintained 
that, contrary to grammar, “vocabulary could simply be left to take care of itself” [5]. Thus, language pedagogy 
and research hardly attempted to make any interventions with respect to vocabulary.    

Current research recognizes the significance of vocabulary in language learning. This research trend has 
continued to try new techniques conducive to effective vocabulary learning including: incidental vocabulary 
acquisition through input, intentional vocabulary learning [15], and focused vocabulary activities after a 
meaning-driven task. Against the backdrop of these attempts which have engrossed the attention of materials 
developers and teachers, L2 learners’ problems with vocabulary learning especially in Iranian EFL context still 
persist. Learners tend to forget words both in recognition and production and this hampers their ability to use 
language. Different high-stakes tests, which a typical student takes during his/her studies invariably, include a 
section, which challenges students’ knowledge of vocabulary. As a result, teachers are steadily faced with 
students’ inexorable questions on how to cope with this predicament. Unfortunately, the available techniques 
hardly provide a sound basis for consolidating knowledge of learnt vocabulary. Furthermore, they afford little if 
any opportunity to progress to productive knowledge of words. The problem can be partly attributed to Laufer’s 
[15] observation that “learners practice words less than they encounter them” (p. 231). Laufer [14] thus 
suggests, “Pushing learners to use words” (p. 267). The question about the role of productive learning of words 
in vocabulary acquisition has aroused much interest in recent years particularly in alignment with the tenets of 
output hypothesis [23]. 

 
Productive Learning Of Vocabulary: 

Henriksen [11] distinguished between three dimensions of word knowledge. Two dimensions of partial-to-
precise knowledge and shallow-to-deep knowledge are related to comprehension but receptive-to-productive 
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dimension deals with the ability to access and use a word. Melka [16] established the distinction between 
receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge. He stated that the process of learning a word usually starts with 
receptive knowledge and gradually becomes productive. The traditional view on receptive and productive 
vocabulary learning is that receptive learning leads to productive knowledge of words. Research on the 
receptive-productive dimension of word knowledge and the relationship between receptive and productive 
vocabulary learning has yielded mixed results. Several studies provide empirical evidence on the critical role of 
output in developing productive vocabulary acquisition [7,8]. In this line of research, the need for productive 
tasks is accounted for by postulating that productive vocabulary learning needs different interventions than those 
needed for promoting receptive knowledge. Some other studies found positive effect for sentence writing and 
composition writing in developing word knowledge both productive and receptive [12,26]. Still another line of 
studies have indicated the negative effect of sentence writing on vocabulary learning [2,10]. Rott [21] also found 
no effect for output condition. Some studies have investigated the mediating factors in the relationship between 
productive learning and the development of productive knowledge. For example, Webb [26] showed that 
productive vocabulary learning was more effective in developing productive word knowledge only when time 
was different for receptive and productive tasks otherwise receptive learning enhanced both receptive and 
productive knowledge. Against the background of these studies, a new line of research based on Swain’s [23] 
output hypothesis has attempted to offer evidence on the effect of output production in promoting L2 
acquisition. The proposition is that when learners are pushed to produce output, between their original 
production and its reprocessed form, language learning takes place [24]. This effect results from learners 
noticing a hole in their current state of knowledge and their seeking to fill that hole in a subsequent input. 
According to de la Fuente [7], producing lexically focused output can create some of the postulated functions of 
output in output hypothesis—noticing, hypothesis testing, metalinguistic, and fluency enhancement.  

 
Objectives of The Study: 

The present study aimed to investigate the effect of output sequencing before encountering input on Iranian 
EFL learners’ retention and production of word form and meaning. Experimental and control conditions varied 
in terms of (1) the presence or absence of output tasks before encountering the relevant reading passage, and (2) 
the kind of involvement with the relevant input. Both conditions had an opportunity to do a cued drafting 
activity at the end of the treatment so that the writing practice is kept constant for them. The present 
investigation attempted to study task-essential target vocabulary in the context of process writing which is a text 
type mainly focused on tool names and actions necessary for the process. It sought to find out whether creating 
need for target vocabulary items in the context of an output task leads to better noticing and learning of 
vocabulary than an input-based task. More specifically, the current study addressed the following research 
questions: 

 
1- Is there any difference between (a) output task performance before encountering model text, and (b) 

reading comprehension plus cued drafting in terms of the effect on word production? 
2- Is there any difference between the above conditions in terms of the effect on immediate receptive 

retention? 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 
Participants: 

The study was conducted during a university semester in two intact EFL classrooms. The participants were 
Iranian students from diverse majors taking their English course in Islamic Azad university-Khoy Branch. Each 
class consisted of 44 students. Thus, the total number of participants taking part in the study was 88 students. To 
ensure that the groups comprised homogeneous participants, a proficiency test was administered before the 
study. The classes were then randomly assigned to an experimental group (EG) and a control group (CG). 

 
Target Forms: 

Target vocabulary items consisted of 48 words that were extracted from among the content words of the 
texts selected for the study. Six process paragraphs were employed as the target texts based on a survey on the 
materials which had not been covered by the students. A process is the sequence of steps that explain how 
something is done either to enable people to carry out new tasks or to make sure that people do things in correct 
order [22]. The reason to use process paragraphs as target texts for the study is that a process is easy to write if 
the directions are given and places an immediate focus on vocabulary. The language of the process paragraph 
mainly consists of imperative or modal verb forms and the name of tools, ingredients, equipment and materials 
that are necessary for performing a particular task. Thus, the student can immediately associate a vocabulary 
item with what it refers to in the actual world or conversely notice the hole for a particular vocabulary item 
when he wants to recreate the process. The vocabulary items selected for the study consisted of the names of the 
materials and the actions necessary for performing the process. Word selection was carried out during the first 
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week after the proficiency test. Eight passages in process text type were selected and 8 words were extracted 
from each of them. The resulting 64 words were administered to the students in the format of Vocabulary 
Knowledge Scale [18]. The results of the test helped the researcher cross out two passages with most known 
words and finalize 6 passages with most unknown words. From each of the six target passages, 8 most essential 
for the process and least known words were selected as the target vocabulary items to investigate the effect of 
independent variables on vocabulary learning and retention. The results of the word selection test served also as 
the pre-test data of the study. Based on the results of this test, only the data from those students who had 
reported zero knowledge of the target items were analyzed. Besides serving as the source to select and extract 
target vocabulary items, the target passages were also used for various purposes during the study including: to 
prepare output tasks, as model texts for experimental group, and to construct reading comprehension exercises 
for control group. 

 
Instrumentation: 

The tests used in the study included the following. A Preliminary English Test (PET) was administered at 
the beginning of the semester to ensure the homogeneity of the groups regarding their general proficiency in 
English. To measure students’ initial familiarity with the target words, vocabulary knowledge scale developed 
by Paribakht and Wesche [18] was adopted for the pretest. This test was also adapted for measuring students’ 
receptive vocabulary gains in terms of acquisition and retention of vocabulary items under study in the receptive 
posttest. Vocabulary knowledge scale uses a five-point scale for each lexical item which is answered on a self-
report basis by all students for all the lexical items included in the study. “The scale ratings range from total 
unfamiliarity, through recognition of the word and some idea of its meaning to the ability to use the word with 
grammatical and semantic accuracy in a sentence” [19]. The adaptation in the receptive posttests was that the 
fifth point was deleted for this study because it interfered with the productive section of the posttests.  

Some adaptations were also made in the scoring of the Vocabulary knowledge scale from the method 
suggested by Paribakht and Wesche [18,19]. A score of 1 indicated that the student marked category one and a 
score of 2 was assigned if the student marked category two or wrote a wrong meaning for category three, four, 
and five. A score of 3 was given if the student wrote a close but unacceptable meaning for categories three, four, 
and five. To distinguish between correct meanings written for category three and category four, a score of 4 or 5 
were respectively assigned for accurate responses to these categories. Scores of 6 and 7 were allotted to 
responses which marked category five. But two distinct scores for responses using the word in a sentence 
signified a distinction between sentences which were only semantically correct and sentences which were 
correct both semantically and grammatically. It should be noted that scores of 6 and 7 were not going to be used 
in posttests since they lacked category five.  

To measure students’ productive vocabulary learning, all posttests included a productive section consisting 
of sentences with a cued blank. The L1 equivalent and picture clue for the target word were provided next to the 
blanks. Thus, all posttests included two sections, including a Vocabulary knowledge scale section as receptive 
posttest (RPT) and a productive test section as productive posttest (PPT). Students’ productions were scored in 
terms of both whole word (WW) and partial word (PW) supplying. In whole word scoring, only exact answers 
were given a score of one. In partial word scoring, word fragments produced by students were scored based on 
Barcroft’s [1] Lexical Production Scoring Protocol.  

Target vocabulary items were introduced through flashcard lists. Each of the flashcard lists included 14 
words selected from each of the target passages, 7 target words and 7 non-target vocabulary items. Each word 
on the flashcard list included information about its written form or spelling, a translation into L1, and a picture 
of the item. The instructions on the flashcard list required the students to connect relevant items.  

The tasks used in the study included output tasks and reading comprehension exercises. The type of output 
task used for the study was picture and L1-cued reconstruction tasks in which learners wrote a process 
paragraph based on a series of pictures and L1 cues. Six reading comprehension exercises, one from each of the 
target passages, were also prepared to be given to the control group as part of the treatment. As it was noted 
earlier, the finalized passages were used as model texts for experimental group as part of the treatment. 

 
Procedure: 

The current research involved six cycles involving a pretest-posttest quasi-experimental design. It was 
conducted over a period of eight weeks during part of the normal class time. The class time consisted of one and 
a half sessions every week. A week before administering word selection test, a proficiency test was given to the 
students and after analyzing the results, the main sections of the study were launched. Word selection test was 
administered the next session, which led to selecting target texts from which target words were going to be 
extracted. After preparing tasks from the selected texts, the six treatments and subsequent posttests were given 
on weeks three through eight.  

In each of the treatment cycles, students in both groups carried out their group-specific activities each time 
focusing on eight of the 48 target words, based on one of the six target passages. Both groups were first 
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introduced to the new vocabulary. For this purpose, 16 words including 8 target words and 8 non-target words 
were selected from each of the original target passages and were given to students in the format of flashcard 
lists. The students were directed to look carefully at each word and the accompanying translation and picture 
clues. Meanwhile, the researcher asked them to match relevant words. No note-taking was allowed at this stage 
and the flashcard lists were collected after 5 minutes. Then, experimental group were instructed to write a 
sequence of sentences in the form of a process paragraph based on a series of pictures and an L1 cues. The 
researcher set 20 minutes for this activity. Next, students were given the model text which was the original 
passage from which the task was prepared. They were asked to read it carefully and underline those words 
which they were unsure of in their first drafting and which they considered necessary for a subsequent rewriting 
of the paragraph. This activity took 10 minutes. The treatment finished up with second drafting of the process 
paragraph based on the same cues. Each time the activity papers of previous stage were collected and the papers 
of subsequent stage were distributed. Students took a posttest at the end of the second half session.  

The sequence of activities for control group was different. After being introduced to words, students in 
control group read the original passage and completed a comprehension exercise based on it. Students were 
asked to identify the best answer for each question by taking their time and underlining those parts of the 
passage which led them to decide on a choice. The activity was arranged to finish in 15 minutes. In the next 
stage, students were asked to write a sequence of sentences in the form of a process paragraph based on a series 
of pictures and an L1 cues. Students in the control group also took a posttest at the end of the second half 
session. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 
Both questions 1 and 2 investigate the effectiveness of the output-based intervention in comparison to the 

input-based treatment. The corresponding hypotheses test which of the two conditions—an output-based or an 
input-based—results in more immediate vocabulary retention in terms of both productive and receptive 
knowledge. The first hypothesis deals with the effect of output-based or input-based conditions on developing 
productive knowledge. Table 1 illustrates the descriptive statistics of the experimental (EG) and control (CG) 
groups.  

 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of EG and CG on the Productive Posttest 

 n M SD SE 
95% CI 

Min. Max. LL UL 
PPT-WW         
 EG 44 30.29 4.2 0.63 29.02 31.57 21 38 
 CG 44 27.86 5.6 0.84 26.16 29.57 19 43 
 Total 88 29.08 5.07 0.54 28.0 30.15 19 43 
PPT-PW          
 EG 44 37.83 3.55 0.53 36.75 38.91 28.77 43.76 
 CG 44 35.45 4.2 0.63 34.17 36.72 26.91 45.37 
 Total 88 36.64 4.05 0.43 35.78 37.50 26.91 45.37 

  
To find out if there were significant differences between mean scores of output-based and input-based 

groups in immediate productive posttest, the groups’ descriptive statistics were submitted to the t-test. Since the 
productive knowledge was measured in terms of both the whole and partial word learning, the results for the 
first hypothesis were produced from two t-tests. Table 2 illustrates the results of the t-test analyses. 

 
Table 2: Results of t-test for the EG and CG performances on the Productive Posttest 

 Levene’s Test 
t df p M Diff. SE Diff. 

 95% CI 
F p LL UL 

PPT-WW  3.84 .053 2.30 86 .024 2.43 1.05 0.33 4.53 
PPT-PW  0.433 .512 2.88 86 .005 2.39 0.83 0.74 4.04 

 
As Table 4.8 displays, the results of the first t-test showed that the output-based group was significantly 

different from the input-based group in supplying whole words on the productive posttest, t(86) = 2.30, p = .024, 
with output-based group (M = 30.29, SD = 4.2) supplying more whole words than the input-based group (M = 
27.86, SD = 5.6). Levene’s F-value was also not significant, F (1, 86) = 3.84, p = .053, showing that the 
assumption of equal variances was not violated. The size of this effect, η2  = .058, as indexed by Cohen [4] was 
smaller than moderate. The results of the second t-test also showed a significant difference between the EGs and 
CGs, t(86) = 2.88, p = .005, with the output-based group (M = 37.83, SD = 3.55) providing more word 
fragments than the input-based group (M = 35.45, SD = 4.2). The magnitude of the difference in the means (η2  
= .088) based on Cohen [4] was larger than moderate. 

The second hypothesis dealt with the effect of output-based or input-based conditions on enhancing 
receptive knowledge of words. The descriptive statistics are illustrated in Table 3.  
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Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of EG and CG on the Receptive Posttest 

 n M SD SE 
95% CI 

Min. Max. LL UL 
RPT         
 EG 44 208.43 16.70 2.52 200.35 216.51 168.00 231.00 
 CG 44 198.84 15.47 2.33 194.14 203.54 163.00 227.00 
 Total 88 202.14 16.34 1.74 198.67 205.60 163.00 231.00 

 
A look at the means of the EG and CG indicates a mean difference of 6.59, 95% CI [- 0.23, 13.41]. 

However, to test the significance of this difference between mean scores of the two groups in the receptive 
posttest, the receptive posttest scores were submitted to a t-test. The results of the t-test analyses are illustrated 
in Table 4.  

 
Table 4: Results of t-test for the EG and CG performances on the Reception Posttest 

 Levene’s Test 
t df p M Diff. SE Diff. 

 95% CI 
F p LL UL 

RPT  0.49 .448 1.92 86 .058 6.59 3.43 -0.23 13.41 
 
As displayed in Table 4, the results of a grouped t-test revealed that output-based group (M = 208.43, SD = 

16.70) and input-based group (M = 198.84, SD = 15.47) did not differ significantly in their ability to recognize 
target words and supply their meanings, t(86) = 1.92, p = .058. The magnitude of the difference in the means 
was far less than moderate based on Cohen (1988). The Levene’s test of homogeneity of variances yielded 
insignificant results, F (1, 86) =0.48, p = .053. 

 
Conclusion: 

The three t-tests conducted to verify the hypotheses of the study show that the effect of output-based 
condition could only be demonstrated regarding the productive posttest and the difference in the receptive 
posttest was not significant. Studies like Toth [25], Morgan-Short and Bowden [17], Farley and Aslan, and 
Erturk [9] have produced the same results with output group outperforming the input group on productive 
measures. These results of these studies are in line with the predictions of skill acquisition theory based on 
Dekeyser and Sokalski’s [6] study. The latter study showed that input-oriented instruction may produce better 
results for comprehension skills while output-oriented instruction may be better for production skills. Skill 
acquisition theory assumes that comprehension and production skills need separate and different kinds of 
practice. 

However, this finding may not provide support for the effect of output as hypothesized by Swain [23]. 
Based on this hypothesis, knowledge emerges while production and there is no evidence to accept that such 
learning privileges productive learning. This was what Ellis and He [8] and De la Fuente [7] found support for. 
This being said, the nonsignificantly higher mean of experimental group on receptive tasks also refer to the 
better quality of the output-based learning on vocabulary recognition although not serving as a critical condition. 
This superiority failed to become significant for vocabulary recognition to the degree that Hulstijn and Laufer 
[12], Keeting [13], Ellis and He [8], and De la Fuente [7] demonstrated in their studies. Thus based on this 
study, the unique effect of output which can enhance learning process as postulated by Swain [23] could not be 
borne out since receptive vocabulary was not significantly affected by the treatment.  

If noticing is the necessary and sufficient condition for learning, it might be that the noticing built into the 
input-first task by including process paragraphs focusing on task-essential vocabulary has led to comparable 
levels of receptive learning as output-induced noticing. On the other hand, while the inclusion of a drafting 
activity for input-first groups should have balanced the effect of practice, the time on task could not be kept the 
same for experimental and control groups and the effect of more practice for experimental group on more 
automaticity should not be kept out of view. Time has been found to be a mediating factor in the difference 
between input and output groups’ performances [26]. 

Research on the effect of output tasks on learning needs designing more rigorous schemes on the one hand 
and experimenting with more mediating factors on the other. Primarily, the present study has located the need to 
contrast output-based and input-based task requirement in promoting learning. However, this study had 
limitations which can be considered in the design of the future studies. Future research needs to isolate the 
details of these results by focusing on the collaborative and individual conditions of task performance 
separately. Different task types are also in need of experimentation. 
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