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Referring to my codes, I see a BK (background knowledge) and IL (illustrations) next to altar, 

confirming the interplay between those elements:  

Because of my Brazilian background, in which the word altar is spelled exactly as in English 

and reminds me of Catholic churches, I wonder if there is also a cognate in French and if it 

helped her figure out the meaning the same way as in emperor.  Francine says there is altier, but 

it is not related to altar.  Thus, I discharge any influence of the French language for that 

particular word.   

Example 8 

Leo  So, when you saw the word emperor, your French helped you to understand. 

Francine Yeah. 

Leo  And did your French help you with the word altar?   

Francine  No, no.  Uh, no, no.  It's not connected with that.  With the same meaning, no 

it's not connected with that.   

Leo  Which word are you thinking about?  

Francine  I think about uh the French word is altier, and altier when you're a noble, it's 

the way you stand when you are very straight, you feel, how can I say, you have... altier 

[unclear] you... but it's not related to that.  

Example 6 

Leo  You can understand without the pictures? 

Francine  Yeah, yeah.   

Leo  Does it mean you don't need the pictures?  What do you think? 

Francine  For this part, yeah, I don't need the picture, I think.  

Leo  And do you need the pictures for another part?  

Francine  Um, yes, for example, for this one probably for the lotus pod, for the altar, 

because I can probably guess that the altar is this furniture, and I can explain what is its 

function, what is this picture.  This one, not, because it's before. 

Example 7 

Francine Uh, I can imagine it's a kind of furniture, a little table, something like that 

because I can see it on the picture.  Some... [IL] 

Leo  And what is it used for? 

Francine  Uh.  Maybe to pray, pray gods, or to be devoted to God.  You put some, for 

example, some food, some vegetables, and you light a candle for the gods.  I can imagine 

something like that.   

Leo  A place where you pray and you offer food?   

Francine  Yeah, yeah.  In particular, in your house or you can see something like that in 

some Chinese restaurants, for example.  [BK] 

Leo  Really? 
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Leo  Not related to that.   

Francine  No, no, no.  

As per my request, she comments on an observation she had made during the classroom reading 

assessment.  After the students had finished the activities, and I was preparing to leave, she came 

to me and asked if I was going to develop a teaching method using picture books, or if that 

activity was just for my research.  I told her it was for my study, but maybe in the future I could 

develop a teaching method.  I also kept her in mind because I wanted to learn more about her 

experience with the illustrations.  Therefore, I couldn't forget to ask.    

When I look back at her comment, I wonder whether a single-reading exposure would have been 

enough.  What Francine says, her need to see and use the word in other contexts, resonates with 

the literature reviewed in chapter two, which emphasizes both the context and the use of various 

vocabulary learning strategies to make the new word stick in the memory.  Her use of the words 

remember, memorize, and visual memories makes a point to the different types of learning styles.  

Differences in learning styles could be associated with the extent to which students paid attention 

to illustrations during reading.   

Example 9 

Leo  One last comment, I would like you to elaborate on the comment you made in class 

if you remember.  Can you make one last comment about that, what you said and what 

you meant? 

Francine  I said to you that when I read the text, I understood the words I didn't know 

before. But after when I had the last document, I couldn't remember the meaning of the 

words because I... I think that the last part of your test, you need to memorize the words.  

I don't know why because when I read the text, I understood.  But after, I couldn't 

memorize the words, and I think that when you have a new word, you can understand the 

context, but to keep in mind the new word, you have probably to make some sentences, 

to see the word in other texts, to memorize the word and to memorize the meaning.  I'm 

not sure if I'm clear but, you know, for the reading, I understood, for example, I don't 

know.   



 

135 

As I move to the next narrative, I would like to remind the reader that the interview with 

Francine had an impact on my perception of the role of illustrations on vocabulary.  I understand 

the danger of overgeneralizing Francine's experience to the other interviewees.  Thus, I will be 

careful to look not so much for “things that resonate” but “things that are unique.”  

Duc (Vietnamese) 

 Duc was the first person I interviewed.  I have taught many Vietnamese before, and I 

have Vietnamese friends.  With many positive experiences with the Vietnamese community, I 

am fascinated by the small bits of knowledge that I have acquired over the years.  When Duc 

came to my office, he expressed some concern with the content of the interview.  He said that he 

couldn't talk about Vietnam, the government, or politics.  Careful not to misinterpret his 

concerns, but aware that he might not feel comfortable discussing political issues, I assured him 

that the purpose of the interview was just to learn about his reading experience.  I thanked him 

for his help and made him feel at ease.   

 As we started the interview, it didn't take long for me to learn that he enjoyed sharing his 

culture.   He seems to understand the uniqueness of his experience as a Vietnamese reader and 

Example 10 

Leo  Let's take this, for example.   

Francine  [Reading]  That's probably patch, altar... But when I needed to fill the last 

document, probably I saw too many new words, and I couldn't memorize, so...  

Leo  So, you said that you needed to see the words in order to remember? 

Francine  In this case, yeah.  For new words, probably I need to see and to read the 

word, and I can give you the meaning.  But if I see the word only one time, and after you 

close the book, you ask me to give the meaning without the story, the context, or the 

picture, I'm not sure because probably I didn't have memorized the word.  And to 

memorize, I think that you have to make some sentences, to read again, and to write, so... 

It depends on your memory because some people are... some visual memories and 

intelligence, and some sounding.  It depends on your... 

Leo  On your style. 

Francine  On your style, yeah.  

Leo  This is very interesting.  Oh, thank you so much.  You've been so helpful.   

Francine  You're welcome.   
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the strengths of his background knowledge.  When I asked him about the meaning of emperor, 

he quickly mentioned the picture.   

An example of Duc's use of prior knowledge to comprehend the story is altar.  Even though he 

doesn't know the word, he understands what is in the picture.  I couldn't understand the recording 

at first, so I asked him the next day to clarify it for me.  He listened to the selected part of the 

recording and explained what he had said.  He went on to describe the Vietnamese tradition of 

family worship and the function of the altar as a way to both honor and remember the ancestors.  

I had also asked him what altar meant in Vietnamese during the interview.   

Example 11 

Duc See that in paragraph I can understand this word because I see the picture, and I 

think this here's the king of Vietnam.  So uh um how can I say? 

Leo  The first time when you read the story 

Duc  Uh-huh. 

Leo  you did not have pictures.  

Duc  Yeah. 

Leo  Could you understand the word from the story? 

Duc  When I read the first time, just this amount, I cannot understand this word because... 

When I continued to read in another page and have some words in that, so I can guess a 

little different.  

Leo  Do you remember what page?  

Duc  I'm not sure because I take a lot pages.  I just remember I find the meaning of the 

words.  Sometimes I don't know that word, the sentence, the meaning of that word, but I 

can understand that because, for example, I look other words around that word so I can 

guess. 

Leo  So you look around, at words around that word to try to understand?  

Duc  Yeah. 

Leo  Oh.  That’s a good strategy. 

Example 12 

Leo  What’s the word in Vietnamese?  How do you say ALTAR in Vietnamese?  

Duc  I don’t know this word.  Oh!  This is right? [pointing to altar in the picture] 

Leo  Yeah.  

Duc  This is ban tah, ban tah. 

Leo  Oh ban tah.  OK.  [I had met a Vietnamese elderly man at a Thanksgiving dinner.  I 

told him about my research, and he was eager to share his thoughts about the Vietnamese 

culture.  He also translated three words for me (emperor, altar, and flower), which he 

wrote on a napkin.  So, I was happy to remember that word.] 
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My interaction with the Vietnamese culture, as shown in my memo, proved useful in getting a 

better picture of what Duc was describing. Duc’s understanding of the story due to his 

background knowledge seems to facilitate word learning.  His guessing strategy, which involves 

waiting for more clues on next pages or scrutinizing the words around the unfamiliar word, 

appears to be successful, especially with silk, and scramble.  Although he didn't have exposure to 

the pictures before, he could figure out the meaning of silk because he could associate it with ao 

dai, a traditional garment for women.   

Here one can see an example of “things that are silenced” when I interrupted him.  I was so 

excited about the silk/ao dai connection that I missed what could have been a further description 

of his strategies for guessing unfamiliar words in paragraphs.   However, the emphasis on 

background knowledge emerged.   

 He says scramble means “to climb into the boat.”  He gets that clue from the story  “I 

remember I can guess the meaning of this word because into a crowded boat.” When I asked 

him whether or not the pictures were helpful, such as in towering, he puts it into a percentage: 

Example 13 

Duc  And SILK, this is from ao dai... you can make ao dai from silk.  

Leo  Oh, is it?  For ao dai? OK. 

Duc  Yeah, this is silk.   

Leo  Uh.  OK.  Do you know the Vietnamese word for silk? 

Duc  Silk uh loa.  

Leo  Loa. 

Duc  In paragraph... In paragraph [interrupted by researcher] 

Leo  Is he wearing silk [pointing to emperor]? 

Duc  Yeah.  So you can make a lot of... because ao dai is something like that.   

Leo  Is this silk [pointing to my own t-shirt]? 

Duc  No, it’s not silk.  It’s pun.  Silk... it’s not silk, but maybe it’s also silk because I 

don’t know what it’s made from.   

Leo  OK. 

Duc  You know ao dai in Vietnam?  Some people use... this is silk.   

Leo  Yes, I’ve seen pictures [I actually saw a presentation on Vietnamese culture on 

campus.  They showed Powerpoint slides with pictures and explained a few customs, 

including eating and dressing, respect for the elderly, and family life.] 
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“The pictures help me about 50 .  I can guess the meaning.”  He goes on to give credit to his 

background knowledge. 

In addition to the interplay between background knowledge, written context and the illustrations 

in Duc's guessing strategy, he also comments on the difficulty for guessing unfamiliar words in a 

text.  That occurred with unfurl and dormant.   

For Duc, guessing a word was not possible if there were too many words in the paragraph that he 

didn't know and these words were too close to the unfamiliar word.  While he understood the 

Example 14 

Duc  Not only the picture because I'm Vietnamese people, so I understand about history 

of Vietnamese.  But when you ask another person, he is not Vietnamese people, so when 

they look at the picture, they don't know.  So, when I look at this picture [people on the 

boat], I know this here when people ran out of my country in 1950, 1975, something like 

that.   

Example 15 

Leo  What about TO UNFURL?  You have here unfurl. 

Duc  I didn’t guess, I can’t guess. 

Leo  You cannot?  OK.  Why are they difficult?   

Duc  Because when I read the sentence, I understand the meaning of this sentence.  This, 

“beautiful pink lotus.”  I understand that’s the lotus flower, that’s very beautiful and has a 

pink color.  And this one [unfurling], I don’t know this. I don’t understand so I can’t 

guess because... 

Leo  So when you don’t understand, what do you do?   

Duc  When I read the paragraph, I just try to understand the sentence and not understand 

any words.   

Leo  I see. 

Duc  But I understand the sentence so... some of the words I don’t understand so I pass. 

Leo  So did you use the same strategy when you were reading the story?   

Duc  Yes.  So, if you ask me about the meaning of this paragraph, I can talk about the 

paragraph. 

Leo  You can talk about the paragraph. 

Duc  But if you ask me what this means, I cannot.  

Leo  OK.  And that word is petals.  Do you want understand petals? 

Duc  Petals?  No. I just... for example, this paragraph, how correct, I don’t know how to 

say it.  [Unclear]  When I see this, look around the “beautiful pink lotus” very beautiful.   

Leo  So you understand the part of the story. 

Duc  Yeah.  Any words I don’t understand. 
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meaning (sic) of the sentence or paragraph, he was unable to figure out the meaning of the word.  

He believes it is the same reason why he couldn't determine the meaning of dormant.   

Before drawing any conclusion about Duc's case, I would like to point out that the extent to 

which the story context or the illustration can trigger the reader's background and turn into 

successful word guessing remains unclear.  Especially puzzling is the case of Na, also 

Vietnamese, who could use her prior knowledge in understanding the story, but had a curious 

challenge with the word emperor.   

Na (Vietnamese) 

 Na called my attention when I visited the no-picture group, where an assistant 

administered the assessment.  On my visit to the classroom to thank the students for their 

participation, Na took the opportunity to ask me about the story.  She wanted to know if there 

was a mistake in the sentence “My grandmother saw the emperor when he lost his golden  

Example 16 

Leo  What about DORMANT?  Do you understand dormant?   

Duc  No, I don’t understand dormant. 

Leo  OK.  Do you think it’s the same reason why you don’t understand this one [TO 

UNFURL]?   

Duc  Yeah.  I think it’s the same reason because have a lot of words I don’t know, this 

one I don’t know, this one I don’t know, so I can’t guess the meaning of the sentence.  

Leo  Repeat that to me.   

Duc  This one I don’t know.  And this one I also don’t know. 

Leo  And they’re close.  

Duc  Yes.  It’s very close, so I cannot understand. 

Leo  “Unfur  n   ts peta s”  

Duc  For example, it’s “beautiful pink lotus.”  It’s here a color.  If I don’t know this one, 

also this is beautiful.  Um a lot of words I don’t know, so I can’t guess the sentence. 

Leo  So are you saying, if there are many words you don’t know, it’s more difficult.  

Duc  Yeah.  If about... a sentence have five words, I can know two words, so I can guess 

the meaning of the sentence.  But if I don’t know or just know only one word, I can’t 

guess...  

Leo  It becomes more difficult.  

Duc  Yeah. 

Leo  So here, are there many words that you don’t know?   

Duc  These two words, and this word, I don’t know.  
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dragon throne.”   She thought the pronoun he referred to grandmother.  I asked if she knew the 

word emperor, to which she said no.  I didn't tell her about the meaning of emperor, but simply 

said he was not related to grandmother.  I knew I missed a teaching opportunity, but I was 

certain that moment was not to teach but understand what was happening.  The assistant later 

told me that Na would be an interesting case to look at because she took long to complete her 

assessment and held on to it as much as possible.  A month later, Na encountered the word 

emperor again in the interview.   

My interruption here was unfortunate.  I may have interfered with her comprehension.  However, 

overall, the interview had a light tone.  There were many laughs, and Na led the conversation 

humorously.  As she reads on, I'm not sure whether she understands emperor, but she goes on to 

describe her strategy for dealing with unknown vocabulary in a text.     

Example 18 

Na  When I read this, I don't...  When I read... If I want to know this, what does this 

mean, and I don't know but I think about the other.  For example, this grandmother, a 

person is a mother of mother or father of grandmother.   

Leo  Hmm. 

Na  I don't know.  Is this right?   

Leo  Do you understand grandmother?  Yes.  Hm-hmm. 

Na  When I read, I just guess because I don't know this word.  But I guess it in this 

[unclear]. 

Leo  When you read the story, what did you do to guess?  What did you do to understand 

words that you didn't understand?  

Na  When I read the paragraph or the sentence, I don't understand one word, I will 

[unclear] on the... another word in the sentence and understand and to get the point.   

Leo  In the same paragraph? 

Example 17 

Leo  What does it mean--emperor?   

Na  Emperor.  First, I talk about the emperor.   

Leo  Yes, you can do that.   

Na  OK.  So I read. My grandmother... [Starts reading out loud] 

Leo  Thank you.  You don't have to read out loud.  Just silently.   

Na  Oh!  

Leo  You don't have to read the whole story, too, but just so you can understand.   
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Na  Yeah, in the same.  I can get but then... I don't understand but I can get the main 

meaning of the word.   

She describes her reading strategy in general, focused on the text.  I'm not sure whether she is 

paying attention to the picture, so I bring her back to my first question.   

When she first read the story, without the pictures, she believed the emperor was a member of 

the grandmother's family.  So, I asked her to compare the first and second time.   

Example 19 

Leo  So, do you understand emperor?       

Na  Yeah, I understand but I don't know exactly is it right.  [Laughs] 

Leo  What makes you understand, what helps you understand that word?  

Na  He lost his golden dragon throne.   

Leo  Who lost the golden dragon throne? 

Na  Because this is my grandmother saw, so is he a person, who cries, is a person who 

cries when they lost something. 

Leo  Ah!  So the emperor is a person? 

Na  Hm-hmm.   

Leo  Did you understand that the first time you read the story?   

Na  No.   

Leo  What did you understand the first time?   

Na  All story, just... 

Leo  The first time when you saw the word emperor, what came to your mind?  What 

was your understanding of that word the first time you saw it?   

Na  Um when I read this, is this cries, just a person in the family because in the family, 

relatives, for example, member in the family... my grandmother saw the emperor cry the 

day... maybe he lost something.  This is a man, maybe the husband of the grandmother, 

uncle, or something like that.   

Example 20 

Leo  Oh, OK.  That's interesting.  Now you're reading the second time.  Do you have the 

same... what's your understanding now?   

Na  [Reading] I think it's the husband of the grandmother.  It's the grandfather. 

[Laughing] 

Leo  And what makes you think it's the husband.   

Na  Because I um I just guessed.   

Leo  You just guessed?   

Na  I must say in every... because I think in a family is another child, is another son, so 

maybe the same husband.   

Leo  Now you said you just guessed.   

Na  I just guessed.  
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I'm trying to understand what she means by guessing.  Inquiring further, I notice her phrase, 

“environment of the paragraph,” which can be compared to the word context.   

Example 21 

Leo  When you guess, what ways or strategies do you use to guess? 

Na  I base on the uh environment of the paragraph. 

Leo  Aha.   

Na  And maybe in the next paragraph must be more clear [laughing],  

Leo  OK. 

Na  And I will return back to make clear this.   

Leo  OK.  Let's move on.  Maybe we can go back to emperor, and you can tell me more 

about the emperor.    

She hopes to get more clues ahead in the text and go back to the unknown word to improve her 

comprehension.  So, here comes the word emperor the second time with pictures, which Na 

jokes about.  I love her sense of humor.   

Example 22 

Leo  Now the second time you see the word emperor.   

Na  The second time I meet with the emperor [laughing]. 

Leo  You said the emperor was the grandmother's husband.  Tell me about your 

understanding now of  emperor. 

Na  [Reading] Until now I think it is grandmother... his brother after grandmother.  It's 

not the husband, though. 

Leo  The husband.  He's the brother? 

Na  Because in the family they live together they must pray or remember things about 

young emperor when they were child, they live in family.  So, it's not the husband... 

[unclear, laughing].   

Leo  So, you think it's the brother? 

Na  Yeah, brother, maybe the brother, not a young uh just brother.  

Leo  Now, what makes you think it's the brother? 

Na  Because they think about a young.  If the husband, no mention about a young.  

Because the husband they grow up and they're adult, they don't have a young.  They live 

together, and they get married.  So, this does not a husband.  It's just in the family.  And 

in the first part with... it's uh he lost, so it's just brother.   

Leo  Ah, so you say it's a young brother.   

Na  Hmm, hmm, young brother.   

She now thinks it's not the husband, but the brother.  This shows she's using clues in the text to 

figure out the meaning of the unknown word.  Her next encounter with emperor makes her 

confused.   
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Example 23 

Na  Oh, again!  This night I will have a dream about it in bed.  This is the emperor.  The 

first time and second time, and the third time I will wake up with the emperor.  [Both 

laughing] 

Leo  So, tell me more about the emperor.   

Na  Emperor, so in this case.  [Reading].  I understand three, three kinds of words.  But 

when I read it again... 

Leo  Emperor?   

Na  … it makes me confused.   

Leo  Confused?! 

Na  Yeah, confused. 

Leo  How confused? 

Na  Because the last time it was a little boy.  This is a little boy for the sister and other 

questioned... they never seen uh this OK... emperor on a golden dragon throne.   

Na asks me for a hint, but I refuse.  Again, I am giving up a teaching moment in exchange for a 

better understanding of her confusion.   

Example 24 

Leo  First, you said it was the husband. 

Na  Hmm.  And the second is the... 

Leo  Then you said it was the brother. 

Na  ...brother.  And the third when I meet it again, it made me confused about about it.  

Hmm, can you give me a hint? 

Leo  Hmm.  No. [Laughing]. 

Na  Why?  [Laughing] 

Leo  I want the story to give you a hint. 

Na  I know this, this, this, another I don't meet, so this I don't know. 

Leo  You were confused.  What do you do when you're confused? 

Na  I confused, so I need those to read, for example, I understand just um doesn't 

understand this.  You need to read more, and after that I will turn back later.  Because I 

confused, so I can stop it and thinking about it because I just confused, so...   

Leo  Do you stop? 

Na  No.  I mean that if I confused between the three times I read it, I must return the 

story.  And after that I will turn back to read it again, to make sure that, hmm, “is it 

right?” and guess. 

Leo  To make sure.  

Na  Mm-hmm.  Right, to make sure.   

Na still seems confused the next time she sees emperor.  At this point even I am falling for her 

humorous comments on “the emperor.”  My note captures her enthusiasm with this word-

learning challenge.   
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Example 25 

Leo  Now tell me about the emperor.   

Na  The emperor again?   In this case I must stay with it [laughing].  I think this is 

emperor.  His or her grandmother talk about to remember the emperor, it's the person 

who die, who die, who die very...  

Leo  Someone in the family? 

Na  Someone in the family, and they die uh... 

Leo  Like a brother?  Young brother.   

Na  Brother.  Her or his... no, no, her... his uh I uh.  

Leo  You said you were confused before.   

Na  Yeah, I'm confused.  

Leo  Are you still confused?   

Na  The first time.  The second time, not confused.  But the first time, I confused about it, 

what, what what is this?   

Leo  One second.   

[The tape ended, and the participant realized she was late for class.  She then hurried to 

her English class, and I apologized for keeping her too long.  The next day I met her, she 

humorously said that she couldn't help thinking about the emperor and dreamed about 

him.  Then another Vietnamese student, a young man who volunteered earlier, confirmed 

it was “the king of Vietnam.”] 

Now one must be careful not jump to the conclusion that Na is reading too closely to the text, 

paying little attention to the illustrations or making few connections with her background 

knowledge.  In fact, her Vietnamese experience comes up powerful in her interpretation of 

scramble. 

Example 26 

Leo  OK.  Let's go to the next page.  And on this page the word is to scramble.   

Na  Scramble, it's like scare. 

Leo  Uh, tell me more please. 

Na  I just guessed.  I don't know it does scramble, what does it mean.  But one terrible 

day her family scrambled into a crowded boat.  It means that maybe they're very 

frightened and scared, so this word maybe [didn't like like...] 

Leo  Oh, the family was scared? 

Na  Hmm.  Scared, or they feel um frightened frightened, afraid of, afraid of.   

Leo  Why do you think they feel scared? 

Na  Because in a terrible day.  And a lot of things happened.  In the first uh the bomb... 

so they make me scared or worried like that.   

Na makes a personal connection with the story.  If the story or the illustrations do not help her to 

figure out the meaning of scramble, they do evoke strong, yet sad, memories.   
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Example 27 

Leo  When you read the story, it's a story about your country.  What comes to your mind 

when you look at that page and see these words?  What comes to your mind? 

Na  Because when I was a young a child, when I was a child, I usually hear about my 

uncle, my aunt, talk about the war in the open time.  And a lot of happened for them.  It's 

like... it's very similar like this a war happened, the bomb, and soldiers go around.  It's 

very very frightened.  I hear in my mind.  It makes me sad.  Yeah, because...  

Leo  And do you still remember those stories? 

Na  Hmm.  Because I hear so many words, I hear um my family mention about it, and 

talk about it, and recall about it.  Yeah.   

I want to know whether her Vietnamese experience is stronger than the story itself in making 

those connections.  She points out the pictures not only make her guess faster, but also make her 

feel scared, even though the war happened a long time ago.   

Example 28 

Leo  When you're trying to understand a story or the words in the story, what is that helps 

you better to understand it?   

Na  Hmm.  Sorry, I can't get your point.  What? 

Leo  You know about Vietnam from the stories your family told you.   

Na  Yeah. 

Leo  And you also live there, and now you're reading a story with pictures.  The first time 

you read without pictures.  Uh, what is the best way to help you understand the story?   

Na  Oh!  Hmm.  Uh, I think that when I look, when I look at the pictures, it makes me uh 

it makes me have, to guess faster because I can read this paragraph without the pictures.  

It makes me say, OK, this one time um maybe a I can guess this word the first time.  And 

the second time maybe I understand this word.  But in this story because there is two or 

three weeks ago, so I didn't remember the story.  Yeah, I'm sure that I didn't remember 

the story.  But when I read it again, I just uh it helps me to guess the words faster because 

when I read it, I come back to look at the picture, and it makes me read faster than.  

Leo  Now, when you say scramble means like scared, do you say that based on the 

picture or based on something else? 

Na  Both.  The first is the face on the whole story.  In the first time and until then today.  

And after that it's the... this picture is very clear. A lot of people, it's a terrible, raining, 

stormy, and maybe they're very afraid.  We just take a look, but I am afraid.  If I am in 

this case.   

Leo  So, the picture makes you look, feel afraid? 

Na  Mm-hmm, and that was some years ago [laughing].   

From a psycho-linguistics perspective, I recognize the value of learning new words to improve 

comprehension.  In the case of Na, who struggled with emperor but connected emotionally with 
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the story, I have to make some concessions.  I wonder whether the unknown word (scramble) 

was at all needed for her comprehension of a historical event that she knows from experience.      

Kim (Chinese) 

 I began as usual explaining the reading activity and trying to establish an environment 

where students could feel at ease to ask questions.  After I explained what we were going to do, 

Kim wanted to know more about the purpose of the interview.   I found that she had no difficulty 

striking a conversation.  As I explained that I was also a non-native speaker and we could help 

each other out should we have any communication issues, she even joked that she was the one 

who needed help, not me.  Maybe a little too cautious, I decided not to make that comment in the 

next interviews because I thought it could be misinterpreted by the students, who don’t expect 

the teacher to act like a peer, but as someone who knows more. 

 Kim impressed me by her oral communication skills.  During the interview, however, I 

found her responses choppy and straight-forward.  At first, I couldn't understand her lack of 

elaboration.  With emperor, for instance, she gives me brief traces of her Chinese perspective.  

Her words (“our king” and “just like in China”) make me wonder whether the picture of the 

emperor triggers her background knowledge in a different way than it does for the Vietnamese 

students, especially Na.  However, I want to avoid any comparisons at this point and just focus 

on the narrative itself.    

Example 29 

Leo  So we now have the story.  You don't have to read it again, but when you look at the 

words, just think about them.  What do you understand about those words?  And are they 

new to you?  Things like that.   

Kim  [Reading] 

Leo  The first word is EMPEROR.   

Kim  I don't understand this.  It's like our king.  I don't understand “garden”... Probably it 

means garden of his plants, his yard.  Probably, a king lives in a place then... probably it 

is a king's private garden.   

Leo  Uh.  OK.  So you understand emperor.   
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Kim  Emperor yeah. 

Leo  What helps to understand that word?   

Kim  Hmm.  Picture. 

Leo  The picture?  In what way does the picture help? 

Kim  Kind of... this is a king's dress.  In China, the same thing. 

Leo  Really?  What is it like in China?  

Kim  The same thing.  Yellow.  This kind of hat.   

Leo  The same kind of hat?   

Kim  Yeah.   

Leo  So when you looked at that picture, did you think about an emperor?  

Kim  Like what? 

Leo  Does that picture remind you of an emperor?  Or could it be another man? 

Kim  Emperor. 

Leo  Yes? 

Kim  Yeah.  

I also get glimpses of her background knowledge with altar.  Although she doesn't know the 

meaning of the word, she understands the concept displayed in the picture.   

Example 30 

Kim  [Reading ALTAR]. This word I don't actually know what it means, but I think I 

heard [something of this].  You know, in some Asian families, they have like altar to put 

grandma's, grandfather's pictures, like this, to remember them.  To pray for them because 

grandma, grandpa go because they pass away.  It's kind of like a table.  It's a table. 

Her understanding of altar is not nearly comparable to silk.  With no direct clues from the 

picture, thus the confusion with wood, she has no link to her background knowledge like ao dai.  

She also ignores the fact that one cannot wear “a piece of wood.”   

Example 31 

Kim  Umm.  Wrapped in a piece of SILK [reading out loud].  I don't actually know, 

remember silk.   

Leo  Ok.  Don't remember.  What do you think it is? 

Kim  Hmm.   

Leo  Or guess, if you could guess. 

Kim  A piece of wood? 

Leo  A piece of wood?   

Kim  [Laughing]. 

Leo  Why do you think it's a piece of wood? 

Kim  Because it's a wood.  [Laughing]. 
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Her short answers make me confused.  I ask if she is comfortable talking, which she just says no, 

a little clueless why I asked.  We continue exploring the words in the story.  With patch, she 

confronts herself with another difficult word to guess.   

Example 32 

Kim  Hmm... stole the seed from the family altar... Ah!  I think altar still means a table 

you put old persons' pictures and may put fruit to remember them.  It still means that.  

Patch... onion patch?  Onion patch?  Oh!   

Leo  Do you know the word patch?   

Kim  Probably something near to onion? 

Leo  Hmm.   

Kim  Next!  

Leo  Hahah.  Do you find that word very difficult?  

Kim  Hmm.  Yeah. 

Leo  How difficult is it? 

Kim  It's not too very difficult, but it's difficult, but not very, very difficult. 

Leo  What makes it difficult? 

Kim  Those words, I said that before, I can read it that, but I can't... Tell me, explain the 

words very uh I can't, I'll probably make a guess. 

Leo  And what was your guess again, I'm sorry? 

Kim  Guess a little words.  Like I knew the other words to guess another words.  

Leo  No, yes.  What was your guess for patch? 

Kim  Something or onion plant.  Something near to onion.  

Leo  Something close to onion? 

Kim  Yeah.   

I like her expression, “make a guess.”  So, I continue questioning to learn more about her 

guessing style.  However, Kim makes it clear that one cannot guess out of nowhere.   

Example 33 

Leo  What if you could make another guess?  What would you do? 

Kim  Another guess?  Onion patch.  No.  I cannot make another guess. 

Leo  Haha.  How do you like guessing? 

Kim  Hmm? 

Leo  How do you like guessing when you read? 

Kim  How do I like guessing? Uh, well, because if the words you don't understand, you 

can get confused, so the only thing you do, you can make a guess, but the guess is you 

need something, you need a reason or something explain for a guess, you can't uh oh I 

guess, this word exact.  You need looking for the paragraph then you make a fair guess. 

Leo  Yes. 

Kim  Yeah.  

Leo  You said you look in another paragraph? 

Kim  Even like this one. 
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Leo  Which one? 

Kim  This paragraph. 

Leo  OK.  The paragraph with onion patch.   

Kim  Uh so that's I make a guess, I use a paragraph.  I can't make a guess without 

anything.  I need something.  I need a paragraph, other words then, those together make a 

guess. 

Leo  And where is there a guess?  You said the paragraph. 

Kim  Uh-huh.   

I notice her focus on the text.  I want to know if she cares at all about the pictures.  Note that she 

is the one who brings up the illustrations.  However, I inquire further trying to find out whether 

or not the pictures aided her comprehension and word learning.   

Example 34 

Leo  Is the paragraph enough for your guess?  What other ways do you try to improve? 

Kim  It can be both.   

Leo  Both what?   

Kim  Enough or other ways to guess. 

Leo  What other ways? 

Kim  Picture.   

Leo  How helpful was the picture? 

Kim  Um.  OK.  Just like this I think probably he stole the seed and he go out.  That's it.   

Leo  How were the pictures helpful in helping you understand the story?  

Kim  Yeah.  Yes.  

Leo  How helpful? 

Kim  Um.  How helpful?  The paragraphs.  Both go together.  The paragraphs and the 

pictures. 

Leo  OK.  When you say that the paragraphs and the pictures go together, what exactly 

do you mean? 

Kim  Better to make a guess.  Those words, those vocabularies. 

Kim gives me little details about what she means by the paragraphs and the pictures 

going together.  So, I try to elicit more information from an example.   

Leo  Let's look at this paragraph, for example.  Right?   

Kim  Hm-hmm.   

Leo  You have the pictures and you have the paragraph.  And you said they go together.  

What do you mean? 

Kim  Like the picture explains why the paragraph happens like that, crying, she cried 

because she lost her seed, she cries.  At night she is crying, that's very like middle night 

she didn't sleep. 

Leo  Ah!   

Kim  Yeah.   



 

150 

The conversation gets to a different level as she starts providing longer comments.  Talking 

about books and ideas appears to interest her more than the previous language-focused 

conversation.   

Example 35 

Leo  That's an interesting way to look at the paragraph and the picture.  Is this something 

you do all the time?   

Kim  Hm-hmm.  Because I'm an adult.  I don't actually read a lot, but I still read 

something.  Like a storybook, but I that's very hard for me to understand.  I can't make a 

guess because a lot of vocabularies I didn't meet before.  But I still read that.  Even if you 

don't understand... 

[Tape ends] 

Kim  Because you have pictures, and those words is not like some stories or novels very 

hard or difficult to understand.  So, this is helpful for them because... but I'm an adult.  I 

can't find children's... I don't want to find children's books to read [laughing]. 

As she brings up the fact that she's an adult, I take the opportunity to ask how she feels about 

children's books.  I had been avoiding that question, and didn't even mention to the students that 

they were going to read a children's story.  I didn't want to discourage them from exploring an 

illustrated book written for younger audiences.   

Example 36 

Leo  As an adult, how do you feel about children's books? 

Kim  Hmm.  Well, I guess, childrendish, but sometimes it's interesting.  For American 

books, I read my niece's books.  She's nine years old, and I read her books.  Was talk 

about a boy in the elementary school, and she wants to get, move, make a allocation 

because he wants to be president.  That's easy to understand in the children's book. 

Leo  What did you learn from that book? 

Kim  Well, I just know... A boy with the parents.  They have... they both go to the 

allocations [elections], and the boy's way was thought his friend's got to be one, one, 

gotta be one.  I'm sorry.  I said about... His friend is a girl.  He thought his friend will win 

in the allocation.   

Leo  In the what?  In the location 

Kim  Allocation. 

Leo  Allocation. 

Kim  Yeah.  They work hard, something like that.  Finally the boy won, but he wants his 

friend to be the first lady.  

Leo  I see.  
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The way she pronounced election made me confused.  I didn't quite understand what she was 

talking about, but I noticed her enthusiasm, so I let her continue.  She tells me about the type of 

books she enjoys reading, and I try to find out if she likes illustrated ones.   

Example 37 

Kim  Do you know the story? 

Leo  You seem to really get involved with the story.  

Kim  Yeah [laughing].  I don't really actually read a children's book.  I always read in a 

book.  Like in the bookstore, I don't buy like something that talk about science, chemistry 

because that's uh some words I never meet like uh in the English because that's what it is 

for, the subject. 

Leo  Right.  

Kim  So I try to find a story or novel to read. 

Leo  Oh you prefer stories.  

Kim  Yeah, yeah.  I read like that.  That kind is really hard to understand. 

Leo  And do you prefer stories with pictures or without pictures?  

Kim  Uh? 

Leo  Do you prefer stories with pictures or without pictures? 

Kim  Without pictures. 

Leo  And why? 

Kim  Because the books don't have pictures.   

Leo  They don't have pictures.  

Kim  No.  There's words whehhew paragraphs, words, sentences, whehhew like that.   

Kim doesn't appear to be interested in discussing illustrations at this point as they are not found 

in the novels that she reads.  She steers away from my picture-oriented questions, and goes into 

describing her reading experience.  Her comments move from quick answers to more detailed 

and informative ones.  I particularly liked her reference to The House on Mango Street (Cisneros, 

1991), a book that I came across in one of my reading education courses.   

Example 38 

Leo  Do you find it better to read a book without pictures? 

Kim  I think it's some easy stories to read for teenagers.  I think like for [unclear] or 

middle school because uh... Have you ever heard of the story The House on Mango 

Street?   

Leo  No.  Uh.  I may have.  Yes, yes, yes.  

Kim  That's very easy for understand, I think, for I think that's elementary school 

between the middle, teenagers.  That's very easy to understand, I think, in the story.  

Because I understand. They use easy words because the author was not from America.  
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The author, English is not her native language.  So, I think she uses a way for people who 

do not speak English well, to... wrote that, so that's very easy for understanding.   

Her insight into the type of books that can target English learners is noteworthy.  Her comment 

resonates with the idea of providing comprehensible materials to facilitate language learning.   

Arif (Arabic) 

 The idea of an emperor as a king or a family member seen above does not occur in Arif's 

interpretation.  His analytical style of looking at the story should be noted here.  First, he believes 

there's a character called emperor.   

Example 39 

Leo  So, here's the story.   

Arif  Mm-hmm.   

Leo  You can browse it.   

Arif  OK.   

Leo  All right.  So, here's the first word emperor. 

Arif  Emperor.  So, I read the story now?  

Leo  Tell me about that word.   

Arif  This word?  I don't know the meaning of this word, emperor.   

Leo  You can read. 

Arif  OK.  My grandmother saw the emperor cry the day he lost his golden dragon 

throne.  OK.  I think it's a character or something called emperor.   

Leo  A what? 

Arif  A character or uh a kind of people they called emperor.  This is what I understand. 

Leo  Is it one person or more than one? 

Arif  No, it's one person.   

Leo  Ah. 

Arif  One person.  

As the discussion continues, Arif explains his thoughts by referring to details in the story.  He 

notices it's a human character, not animal, because the character lost something. I wonder 

whether he's thinking about those stories with animal characters, which are predominant in 

children's literature.  He also points out to the picture as an additional clue.  His strategy of 

looking at both the text and the picture confirms that the character in the picture is indeed the 

emperor.   
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Example 40 

Leo  And you said you didn't understand it first.   

Arif  Yeah. 

Leo  How's your understanding now?   

Arif  I understand it first of all by the meaning of the reading, when I read it.  My mother 

saw the emperor cry.  That means someone cry.  Uh the day he lost his golden dragon 

throne.  That means he's human,   he's not animal, because he lost something.  Also, I see 

the picture here.  This is another thing. 

Leo  What do you see in the picture? 

Arif  I see someone cry, and there's also a woman in the tree.  She looks to this guy.  So, 

when I read it, I look to the picture, I understand this is the character which called 

emperor.   

Leo  Aha.  Let's move to the next one.  You're going to see emperor later.   

Arif  Aha. 

Leo  And you may have a different idea, or you may not.  So, just tell me if you have a 

different idea or not.  

Arif  OK.   

When he sees the word a second time, he comes to the understanding that the emperor is a 

member of the military rather than a king.  He describes him as a type of warrior or a marine.   

Example 41 

Leo  OK.  Now, you see the word emperor once again.  What understanding do you have 

now? 

Arif  Yeah, the same thing.  The same guy who was crying, emperor.  He's uh the same 

person.  His name is... that we, when we first reading, we first read in the page who's 

crying.  His name's emperor.  It's not his name, but maybe a kind of tribe or person who 

work in base or something. 

Leo  A person who works... 

Arif  Who works in, for example, army or something.  So, they call him emperor. 

Leo  Do you think it's uh... 

Arif  Like, for example, when someone work... 

Leo  What kind of person is it? 

Arif  He's a warrior.   

Leo  A warrior? 

Arif  Like marines.   

Leo  Aha.   

Arif  The same thing.  This guy is from marines, so...  

Leo  Somebody like a warrior.  

Arif  Yeah, I think so. 

His view didn't change after seeing the word two more times.  I should have asked him more 

about the picture.  Although he attended to the illustration, he couldn't associate the image of the 
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emperor with that of a royal person.  The kind of background knowledge that picture evokes in 

him may be of a different source from those with a closer connection with the concept.  An 

interesting observation from the translator is that the word emperor has a cognate in Arabic, but 

the concept may be unknown to many students since it's not part of their culture.   

Arif's comments are instructional.  He breaks the sentences down into small chunks and analyzes 

them bit by bit.   

Example 42 

Arif  To clamor, I don't know what to clamor means.  So, I try to read. One day bomb fall 

all around.  Soldiers clamored door to door.  She took the time to grab the seed but left 

her mother-of-pearl hair comb just lying on the floor.  Uh clamor, I think is to go inside 

the houses by forces, I think, by force or something.  This is what I think if I go to... For 

example, soldiers when they go to the city, they're searching for someone or something, 

they go to the houses by force, and they open the door searching for.  

Leo  And how did you arrive at that meaning, and what helps you to reach that 

conclusion? 

Arif  When I saw soldiers clamored door to door, when he said, door to door, they go to 

every door.  Door to door is the word which helped me to figure out the meaning of 

clamor.   

He's attentive to phrases and words that could help him figure out the meaning of clamor.  Here I 

try to learn about his perception of the picture clues.   

Example 43 

Leo  I see that you're looking at this portion of the text. 

Arif  Uh-huh.   

Leo  In the other page, when you saw altar, you also looked at the picture.   

Arif  Yeah. 

Leo  Can you tell me, tell me something about...  

Arif  Yeah, also the picture helped me.  That there's a war and bomb, a lot of things, but 

here I think everything is easy for me because one day bomb fall all around.  Even if 

there's no picture, I understand.   

Leo  Even without the picture.   

Arif  Even without pictures because one day bomb, bombs, fall all around and soldiers 

clamored door to door.  OK.  That means uh the bomb go to the city or village, and they 

soldiers go inside the houses, I think, searching for someone or.  

The picture in that passage helps him to understand the story, but it's not mandatory for his 

comprehension.  I wonder if those words are easy enough to guess.   
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Example 44 

Leo  So, are you saying that the words are not very difficult in that passage? 

Arif  Uh a little bit, yeah.  It's not very difficult, but some some... 

Leo  How much do you understand in that passage? 

Arif  Uh.  

Leo  How many words? 

Arif  There are three words which I don't understand.   

Leo  Which ones? 

Arif  The first one is clamored, which I figure out maybe like this.  The thing, seed, I 

don't know what's seed.  And pearl, I don't know what's pearl means.   

Leo  Do you see it as one word or as part of a word? 

Arif  Uh you mean uh part of a word?  No, I didn't understand one word.  I tried to 

understand the whole thing, what's means.  I don't focus in one word.  I don't understand, 

it's OK. 

Leo  OK, you move on. 

Arif  I move on, yeah.  

He misinterpreted my question, when I referred to mother-of-pearl.  However, his comment 

reveals another strategy for dealing with unknown vocabulary, which is try to understand the 

main idea and not get caught up with small details.  When we move on to the next word, 

scramble, I observe his analytical style of breaking the passage into small chunks once again.   

Example 45 

Leo  Let's move on then [laughing].  So, here the word is to scramble.   

Arif  First of all, I see this picture.  I understand that everyone escaped from the war, go 

to the ship, and they go to the sea.  OK.  I see this to scramble.  I don't know what means.  

So, I try to read.  One terrible day her family scrambled into a crowded boat and set out 

on a stormy sea.  That means, one terrible day as in the picture I see it's very bad.  Her 

family scrambled—they escaped or they go because they are afraid of something from the 

war. 

Leo  They go where?   

Arif  They go to the boat, this boat.  Uh, and set out on a stormy sea—they stayed in the 

boat, and the storm, tropical storms uh hit the boat.  That's what I understand. 

I asked him further whether the picture helps him to figure out the meaning of scramble.  Arif 

puts it into a percentage.  He even jokes about the word, possibly thinking about a typical 

meaning of the word as in scrambled eggs.  

Example 46 

Leo  How much does the picture tell you about to scramble?   

Arif  90%. 
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Leo  90%? 

Arif  Yeah.   

Leo  Why do you say that? 

Arif  Yeah, because uh the situation is scrambled.  [Both laugh] 

Leo  When you see this word scramble, what comes to your mind? 

Arif  Scramble?  If I don't see the picture or anything? 

Leo  Uh-huh. 

Arif  Uh difficult.  Maybe kind of food or something.  I don't know.  [Both laugh] 

Leo  Kind of food? 

Arif  I don't know.  Maybe delicious food.   

Leo  And if you look at the picture and scramble, you know, what comes to your mind? 

Arif  But when I read now, I understand.  Maybe 90% I understand.   

Leo  So, it's not about food there, is it? 

Arif  No, it's not about food, unfortunately.   

His observations shed light onto the process of learning new words while trying to comprehend a 

passage.   

Esperanza (Spanish) 

 Esperanza didn't show up for her appointment, so I didn't know whether or not she 

wanted to do the interview.  To my surprise, she came to the office ready to share her experience.  

She explained that she had missed the appointment because she was sick.  We then started the 

interview.  She told me she was going back to her country, so I was glad that we had a chance to 

talk.   

 Based on my background in Romance languages, I believed that cognates would be easier 

to a Spanish speaker.  Esperanza's case supports the view that the native language facilitates 

unlocking word meanings in English.  Cognate support occurs with both target words such as 

emperor and non-target ones such as throne.    

Example 47 

Leo  So, the first word emperor.  Tell me about emperor. 

Esperanza  Ah, no, it's very similar. 

Leo  Very similar? 

Esperanza  In Spanish, yes.  

Leo  So, you had no trouble? 
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Esperanza  No, maybe the only word here is like throne.  But it's like trono.  It's similar 

to me, but the h.  Without the h is more similar in Spanish.  But with the h is a little bit 

difficult but [unclear] so... 

Leo  Uhuh.  So, when you saw the emperor the first time, what came to your mind? 

Esperanza  A very important person in his country like the king, like the king of his 

country. 

Leo  So, did you think about the word in Spanish? 

Esperanza  Emperador.  Very similar.   

Leo  Yeah, you think, your thought about that? 

Esperanza  Yes. 

Both word and concept seem to be part of her knowledge.  I could have asked more about the 

concept, maybe thinking of how much I know about emperors coming from a country where 

there were two Portuguese emperors during the colonial period.  But my question doesn't elicit 

much.  So, the conversation turns to the picture.   

Example 48 

Leo  And how much does the picture help you with that word? 

Esperanza  Huh, when?  I didn't see the picture very much, so... 

Leo  You didn't pay attention to the picture? 

Esperanza  No, not so much. 

Leo  Can you tell me why? 

Esperanza  Because I always... I'm always very... I make everything very... like I don't 

know how to say it.  I'm like very... all the time very anxious, so tchoo-tchoo-tchoo, I do 

it very fast, and later and saw.  Sometimes I have that problem because I forget to see 

very carefully.  I don't spend very much time making things.   

Leo  So, are you saying you paid more attention to the story and read quickly?   

Esperanza  Yes, yes.  Yes, maybe.  Yes, I'm not very visual actually. 

Leo  Not very visual? 

Esperanza  Yes, I am not.  I forget.  Not forget, I don't pay attention enough.  For 

example... I know that about me because, for example, someone knows uh how the 

clothes of someone.  But I don't know because I never look at and so I just concentrate in 

some things that maybe are more important for me.  And the visual is not so important for 

me.   

Leo  OK.  Maybe we can talk more about that in the upcoming pages.  

Esperanza  Uh-huh.   

Esperanza acknowledges that she didn't pay much attention to the pictures.  She points out that 

she favors a less visual learning style.  I tell her that I want to learn more about that.  One image 

that stuck with me was her onomatopoeia, tchoo-tchoo-tchoo, which suggests a way of getting 
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things done fast without much care for detail.  As the conversation continues, we have the 

opportunity to explore other aspects of her learning style, especially with towering and bloom.   

Example 49 

Leo  Do you understand towering? 

Esperanza  Because tower is like a building, very tall, right?  

Leo  Yes. 

Esperanza  So, I don't know.  Uh and the picture is in the height.  So, they must be in the 

top of one of those buildings looking around.  So, the Empire States.  I don't know.  

Leo  So, what does towering mean?  Do you know? 

Esperanza  Hmm, no.  I know it's about buildings, but I don't know exactly.  About tall 

buildings.   

Leo  Mm-hmm.  

Esperanza  But I don't know exactly.  Ah, OK.  Yes, because they could um no.  High 

building, but I don't know.   

Leo  High buildings?   

Esperanza  Yes, maybe.   

Leo  Now, when you say high buildings, what is telling you it's probably high buildings, 

not something else? 

Esperanza  What is “probably?” 

Leo  What is telling it is high buildings, not something else? 

Esperanza  Ah, because they're talking about... Anyway, they talk about building, right?  

And later that they scrape the sky.  Like so they have to go to the sky.  Well, it's uh like a 

metaphor, but it's new for them because they came from an old and small cities. So, they 

don't know that kind of thing.  They're very surprised, and so the buildings are surprising 

them because they're too big.  And so they think that they are to the sky, they go to the 

sky.   

Esperanza uses a word she knows, tower, to figure out the meaning of towering.  When she 

mentions the metaphor, I began thinking about a possible connection between mental images and 

the illustration.   

Example 50 

Leo  So, in this part here, you're saying... when you're saying towering buildings, you're 

saying it's probably high buildings, right?   

Esperanza  Yes. 

Leo  Are you still focused on the story? 

Esperanza  Hmm.  Why? 

Leo  Remember that you're said that you're not very visual? 

Esperanza  Ah, yes.  That if I am looking at this, would they both things because I am 

describing the sky, so I am trying to imagine.  But I think the picture is very helpful uh 

very helpful, very helpful.  Yes, because they are in a high place.  I mean, about the 
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position that there is the picture. I think they are in a high, in a high floor.  They are not 

uh in the in the floor.   

By both imagining what is happening in the story and acknowledging that the illustration is 

helpful, Esperanza suggests a link between her imagination of what might have happened and 

her exploration of the actual picture.  I wonder if there is a difference in these processes.   

Example 51 

Leo  So, which picture is telling you the most?  The picture you see here or the picture in 

your head? 

Esperanza  Maybe this one, yes, maybe this one, yes.   

Leo  Do you understand when I say the picture in your head like how you imagine the 

situation?  

Esperanza  Yes, but I think, I think it's very similar that I'm thinking about in that this 

picture.  I think they're very similar.   

Leo  Very similar.   

Esperanza  Yes. 

Our discussion of bloom and patch provides more food for thought regarding the relationship 

between visualization and word learning.   

Example 52 

Leo  So, let's move on the next page.  OK.  We don't have any words there, but what's 

happening? 

Esperanza  Ah, OK.  That she worked very hard for her family, and so they were a big 

family now.   

Leo  Big family.  We can go to the next page. This way we can understand that passage.  

Now here we have two new words, which are bloom and patch.  And two other words 

repeat.   

Esperanza  Mm-hmm.  

Leo  Tell me about bloom. 

Esperanza  Without to read or? 

Leo  Oh, you can read.  Yeah, you can read.   

Esperanza  [Reading] Hmm, OK.  I think that bloom maybe the flower, I don't know, 

maybe like the flower.  And maybe patch is like a crop.   

Leo  A what?   

Esperanza  A crop?  I don't remember the word.  When you have uh when you put 

something in the earth, so you have a lot of that.   

Leo  You put something in the earth? 

Esperanza  Yes, and they grow.   

Leo  You plant something? 

Esperanza  Yes, and they grow.  So, it's like uh I don't remember the word.   

Leo  What's the word in Spanish? 
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Esperanza  Cultivo.   

Leo  Cultivo.  Like a little plantation or...  

Esperanza  Yes, something like that.  I think that maybe that is patch.  I don't know.  

I misunderstood the word crop.  Whether it was her pronunciation or my listening, I first thought 

she said another word.  Fortunately, she explained the concept well and gave me a cognate in 

Spanish, which is the same as in Portuguese.  Below, she had a hint that bloom meant “flower” 

based on her prior knowledge.  She also seems to require an illustration in order to understand 

the concept.    

Example 53 

Leo  We'll figure it out.  Uh we'll figure it out.  Now, tell me.  You said bloom was 

flower.  Why do you say that?   

Esperanza  Because uh she got... at first she got a lotus.  Well, I don't know if... I don't 

know what happens the lotus die.  I don't know if just... Some flowers you can have it for 

a long time even if they die because you can dry it, the flower.  And it's like strong, it's 

like, I mean it's like... Well, I don't know if it's like that because actually I didn't see the 

picture. I don't know if they have. 

Leo  Uh-huh.  They may.  We'll see in the end.  [Laughing] 

Esperanza  Ah, OK.  So, I don't know how is now the flower because, of course, it's very 

old. Because she got it before to get married and now she's a grandmother, so it must be 

very old.   

My surprise gives away a hint, and Esperanza's guessing takes another route.  I ask her about this 

sudden change.   

Example 54 

Leo  Did she take the flower?! 

Esperanza  Ah, a seed.  Just a seed.  Ah, OK.  I'm sorry.  Just a seed.  Ah, OK.  We don't 

miss no other flower, just a seed.  It's just the seed, yes.   

Leo  So, you think bloom is the seed?  

Esperanza  It may be, yes. 

Leo  And tell me why. 

Esperanza  Because, yes, if she didn't take the flower, just the seed, and she didn't plant 

it because she was in another place, it was never a flower. Actually, it was never a flower.  

It was just all the time  the seed.  So, it must be continuing the seed. 

Our conversation, intentionally or unintentionally, helps her to figure out details in the story that 

she hadn't realized before.  We have a chance to discuss bloom in other passages.   
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Example 55 

Leo  The opening... Now, there's another word here, which is bloom.  Did you... You saw 

this word before.   

Esperanza  Yes.   

Leo  Does your... Does the meaning change?  Does your understanding of that word imp- 

become better or? 

Esperanza  I don't know because now I think bloom is flower.  It's not like the seed.  I 

think it's more like the flower.  So, I'm confused. 

Her new encounter with bloom creates a confusion in her mind.  New details are compared to old 

ones.  I further ask her to elaborate on this change of mind, not sure I'm making her even more 

confused.     

Example 56 

Leo  So, why do you think it's now the flower, not the seed?  What made you change 

your mind this time? 

Esperanza  Because the sentence the bloom will be beautiful.  I don't know.  Maybe, it's 

the seed.  I don't know.  I'm not very sure about that.   

Leo  Now, you said the sentence.   

Esperanza  Yes, the bloom will be very beautiful.   

Leo  Does it mean [you're paying] attention to this sentence? 

Esperanza  Yes.  Yes, I don't know.  I'm not sure about that.   

I notice that she attends to the words in the story.  I want to elicit more about her reading 

strategy, trying to understand the extent to which she pays attention to the story versus the 

illustrations.  Unfortunately, I got it wrong at first, but she corrected me.   

Example 57 

Leo  OK.  Before you said that you were very visual, remember? 

Esperanza  Mm-hmm.   

Leo  Are you still being visual right? 

Esperanza  No, I'm not visual at all.  I'm not visual. 

Leo  No, I'm sorry.  You were NOT visual.  You were not visual.  Are you still being... 

focusing on the story, on the sentences on this page?   

Esperanza  Ah, yes.  I mean, I'm not visual about external things, but I'm very... when I 

read something, I imagine in my mind because I am visual about the letters.  But I'm not 

visual about clothes, or colors, or that kind of things.  I'm not visual about that kind of 

things.  But I am visual about the words.  Yes, I can imagine.   

Esperanza reveals a preference for the written words in the text, but I also want to know more 

about the impact of the illustrations.  Therefore, I keep on asking her to about them.   
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Example 58 

Leo  Uh-huh.  So, what do you think about the picture on that page?  Does it help you in 

anything? 

Esperanza  Yes, it's a pretty, a pretty flower.  

Leo  How much do you need that picture? 

Esperanza  Hmm.... 

Leo  How much is it necessary for you to understand the story and the words? 

Esperanza  I think maybe not so much, maybe.  Because anyway I think the quotes try to 

emphatisize the idea, so maybe I am looking at but when I see this, like something 

happened, something new happened, so if I don't have the picture, I will read this, is this 

flower very happy?  Because I think she's very happy now.  She was... in the last picture 

she was crying, and she must be very happy to see this.  

Leo  So, you were paying attention to the picture.   

Esperanza  Yes, at the end.  I did it later to read this.  I knew she was crying, but later I 

saw the picture. 

Leo  Ah. 

Esperanza  And I knew [unclear, laughing]. 

The transition between a crying grandmother to a pretty, happy-looking flower reveals in 

Esperanza's observation an attempt to combine pictures and words in making sense of the story.  

Her statement that she also attended to the picture must be interpreted with care, though.  True, I 

brought up the discussion around illustrations, but I also let her explore her own perceptions.  

What I take from our conversation is that she appears to focus more on the text.  However, the 

idea that the illustrations facilitated her comprehension of the story is also viable for further 

discussion.   

Examples 

 While reading the book The Lotus Seed, the participants provided inferences for the 

selected target words.  All the students had read the story before, but some of them had no prior 

access to the illustrations.  During the interview, all of them used the actual book.  Therefore, 

they all viewed the illustrations.   Table 12 shows a few examples from their lexical inferences.  
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Na and Arif, who had not viewed the illustrations during the classroom assessment, produced 

inferences that were not acceptable according to the story.  These examples suggest that viewing 

the illustrations a second time may have been an advantage for those in the TP condition.  

However, the analysis of the narratives shows that, overall, students appeared to have benefited 

from the illustrations.  An example is their inference for towering, whose picture of skyscrapers 

easily conveys the concept of “very tall.”  When I asked each student how they determined the 

meaning, they indicated a number of factors, including but not limited to the role of the 

illustrations and story context.  These examples will be explored in more detail in my analysis of 

their narratives.   

Interpreting Narratives 

 To summarize the students' experience, I wrote the following story with words or ideas 

from the interviews or my notes.  This kind of display highlights the perspective of the learners, 

helping minimize the influence of my own interpretations.  This approach is required because my 

understanding of the narratives from a Portuguese-speaking background might overpower the 

unique or similar experiences of the students.   

Table 12: Examples of lexical inferences 

participant language condition level emperor altar towering scramble 

Francine French TP 5 king table to pray very high get into 

Duc Vietnamese TO 3 king place to 

remember 

very high climb 

into 

Na Vietnamese TO 4 husband, 

brother* 

place to 

remember 

big, big scared* 

Kim Chinese TP 3 king place to 

remember 

very tall jump into 

Arif Arabic TO 6 warrior* room, table* very big go to 

Esperanza Spanish TP 6 king “altar” very tall take 

Note. TP = Text Plus Picture; TO = Text Only. * Unacceptable inference.   
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A Vietnamese Story in My Reading Class 

 One day in my English class, we had a different reading activity.  We were split 

into two classrooms.  In one classroom, there was a scholarly-looking man who came 

with a box full of books and a packet with papers in different colors.  In the other 

classroom, there was a woman with a beautiful smile and soothing voice, carrying a stack 

of blue folders.  Of course, we didn't know what the people in the other classroom were 

going to read, nor what kind of handouts they had.  All we knew was that we were going 

to read a story in English and do a few activities related to the story.  We also knew that 

some students would participate in an interview where they would talk about the story.  

Later on, we found out that it was a story about a family who immigrated to the United 

States and that we were going to have vocabulary and comprehension activities.  We 

learned that we could use our language to answer the vocabulary questions and write one 

word or more in the translations.  If we didn't know the word, or weren't sure, we should 

just leave it blank.  We even practiced translating two words from English into our 

languages.  One word was island, and we easily provided the meaning in our languages.   

The other word we practiced was to admire.  This one was more difficult to translate.  I 

guess, some words are easier to translate than others.  Some people left it blank because 

they didn't know.  We were told that it was OK if we didn't know.  

 Students in one classroom read an illustrated storybook about Vietnam. Of course, 

nobody knew until then it was a children's story, and they didn't seem to care.  Students in 

the other classroom read the same story, but had no pictures.  I wonder if they enjoyed 

the story the same way as others did.  The ones without pictures took about twenty 

minutes longer to finish their activities.  I don't know why.  Maybe they were a bigger 

group, or there were more students in the lower levels.   Maybe they found it more 

difficult to read the story without pictures and without a dictionary.   

 A month later, some of us were invited for the interview.  Gee!  I don't know why 

it took so long.  I even forgot all the story, let alone the words.  So, we read the whole 

book again, cover and all, even those people who hadn't even seen the book the first time.  

Also, this time the book had a beautiful jacket.   I wonder why they didn't have a jacket 

before.  Anyway, during my first and second reading, there were many words I couldn’t 

understand, so I tried to guess them from the story context or the environment of the 

paragraph.  Sometimes I just skipped a word if I didn't know the meaning, or wasn't sure, 

and waited until I could get more information from the next pages.  Other times I tried to 

figure out the meaning by looking at the other words around the word I didn’t know.  The 

pictures helped me understand the story better, and sometimes they helped me to make 

sense of the words.  Unfortunately, the pictures didn't help me so much with new words, 

maybe because I'm not very visual.  I usually read quickly and don't pay much attention 

to the illustrations.   

 The fact that I come from my country and speak my language made it easier to get 

the gist of the story because I could relate the book to many stories I heard in my country 

or to what I know about the topic.  Also, some words were like in my language, very 

similar, so I had no problem with them.  However, I had difficulty with words that I had 

never met before, especially if there were many new words in a paragraph.  The 

classroom reading activities made me reali e that I didn’t know a lot of words.  When I 

read the story, I was able to understand most of it.  The pictures even helped me guess 
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faster.  I was able to make a fair guess if I could understand most of the words in the 

paragraph.  However, I generally found it difficult to translate the words without the 

story.  I believe that reading a story just once and then trying to remember the meanings 

of new words is not the best way to learn vocabulary.  I also need to see the word again in 

other contexts and write sentences with it.  Maybe some people have a better visual 

memory.   

 When I first read the story, I found it curious that it was about Vietnamese 

immigrants to America.  I kept wondering why this story, not another, was chosen.  Also, 

I wish all tests were like that.  I found it easier to answer the questions in my language, 

but I don't know if other people felt the same way.  In sum, we had quite a different 

experience in our reading class.  I don't usually get to read books with pictures, so 

exploring The Lotus Seed was unique. We'll never forget it.    

The narrative display, built from documents, notes, and transcripts, helps us visualize what could 

have been a genuine representation of the students’ experience learning vocabulary from The 

Lotus Seed.  The display represents the patterns that I discovered in my analysis and elucidates 

the process of learning words from an illustrated story, helping explain some of the questions left 

answered in the quantitative design.     

 So far, I have presented excerpts from the interviews, attempting to describe the context 

of the conversations in enough detail and keeping my discussion to a minimum in order to show 

more than tell what's happening.  Now, I will look for links between the narratives.  A link is a 

place where a narrative meets another.  Going back to the notion of contemplating narratives as 

artifacts, I can think of hubs connecting roads, or as knots connecting threads.  For example, one 

thing linking the experiences of the six students I interviewed is, they are all English learners, 

come from a different country, and speak a different language.  However, the uniqueness of their 

experiences occurs in tandem with language and cultural differences.  These observations were 

interpreted according to patterns within the narratives. 

Patterns 

 After exploring the students’ narratives from different angles, I began identifying patterns 

and combining them into potential themes.  I tried to make a link between what I observed and 
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what it means. Notice a difference between what students say, such as “I cannot guess” or “I 

don’t understand,” and my interpretation of their meanings.  Such expressions can be understood 

in various ways, including these:  

The word is new to me. 

The picture is not clear. 

I don’t know other words in the passage. 

I haven’t seen this word before. 

When I asked students to elaborate on their meanings, either they said what they thought I 

expected to hear, or they tried to provide a genuine account of their experience. Again, more 

interpretation was needed because their perceptions could have been influenced by prior 

classroom interactions or prior language learning experiences, experiences beyond the scope of 

this study.  In order to understand these patterns in the interviews, I displayed the transcript 

without my questions on a 15 x 6 spreadsheet organized by words versus participant.  In 

addition, I underlined and annotated the hard-copy version of the transcript whenever a quote 

called my attention.  Discovering themes is a long, time-consuming process because one can get 

easily misguided by the content of the conversations.  However, the interviews had fewer 

deviations, most of which helped add a different angle to the research, such as when Kim talked 

about her reading preferences.  In general, we stayed focused on the words and their relationship 

with the story and the illustrations.  Thus, it was possible to draw comparisons and contrasts 

between the students' word guessing and their explanations by analyzing within and across cases.   
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Table 13: Excerpt from interviews 

Note, in table 13, that the students give hints about what they mean.  However, for a better 

understanding, I need to consider other responses as well.  For instance, Duc doesn’t talk about 

his background knowledge with emperor, but he brings it up with silk.  We can make a point that 

he does use his background knowledge in the interpretation of emperor, even though he may not 

be aware of this strategy.  In addition, Esperanza appears oblivious to the illustrations, but it is 

not possible to generalize that experience throughout the other pages.  Also, Francine seems to 

use three knowledge sources to unlock the word meaning, her knowledge about Chinese 

emperors, her French, and the illustration.  Still, I cannot draw a conclusion from her experience 

with that word alone, without double-checking with other responses.   

Duc Kim Francine Na Arif  Esperanza 

I can 

understand this 

word because I 

see the picture, 

and I think this 

here's the king 

of Vietnam.  

 

[illustration] 

It's like our 

king.  

This is a king's 

dress.  In 

China, the 

same thing.   

Yellow.  This 

kind of hat.   

Emperor means 

king, it means 

king.  

 

[background 

knowledge] 

 

 

I know its 

meaning um it's 

a king... 

Chinese 

emperor. 

[background 

knowledge] 

 

probably 

because of the 

drawing and 

because in 

French it's the 

same. 

[illustration, 

cognates] 

Oh, again!  

This night I 

will have a 

dream about it 

in bed. This is 

the emperor.  

The first time 

and second 

time, and the 

third time I will 

wake up with 

the emperor.  

 

[unable to 

guess] 

I see someone 

cry, and there's 

also a woman 

in the tree.  She 

looks to this 

guy.  So, when 

I read it, I look 

to the picture, I 

understand this 

is the character 

which called 

emperor. 

The same guy 

who was 

crying, 

emperor. He's a 

warrior.  Like 

marines. 

 

[context clues, 

illustration]   

 

A very 

important 

person in his 

country like the 

king, like the 

king of his 

country. 

Emperador.  

Very similar.  

[cognates] 

 

Huh, when?  I 

didn't see the 

picture very 

much 

[illustration] 



 

168 

 As a strategy to reduce and make sense of the data, I take a step further, combining 

patterns into themes.  A difference between the patterns and themes is that while the former 

focus on observations linked to the raw data such as the repetitive phrase “I can imagine” or the 

flower- opening gesture, or even type of interview questions, the latter lean toward more 

generalized, abstractive observations. This process of discovery seeks understanding of deeper 

relationships between cases.  One point to consider, however, is that these generalizations come 

from the data, not from preconceived notions about the learning process.   Even though I 

speculate about learning words from storybook illustrations before analyzing the data, only after 

I examined the interviews thoroughly, I could determine the contribution of each narrative to my 

understanding of the process of learning words from storybook illustrations.   

Themes 

 During the interviews, I asked the participants what helped them to figure out the 

meanings.  Then I asked what difficulties hindered their guessing. Or if there were no  

difficulties, what facilitated the guessing.  Their responses were coded, analyzed, and finally 

categorized leading to the discovery of themes.  

Cultural Schemata 

 When I look at the picture of the emperor, I don't connect with the concept right away.  

From my cultural standpoint and background in Brazilian-Portuguese storytelling, I am more 

used to kings and emperors from Europe, who used a different kind of crowns and royal outfits 

from that of the emperor portrayed in The Lotus Seed.  However, the story also contains words 

that help contextualize the concept such as palace and throne, and the picture portraying a brave 

young emperor dressed-up in silk costume appears royal to me.  Therefore, I can use my cultural 

background or schemata to understand the story and infer word meanings.   
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 Similarly, the participants used their cultural schemata to comprehend the story and infer 

the meanings of new words.  The first, and perhaps most interesting example, is emperor.  Duc 

and Kim were able to guess the word by using the illustration and the story.  Duc explains, “I can 

understand this word because I see the picture, and I think this here's the king of Vietnam.”  Kim 

also uses the picture linking it with her prior knowledge:  It's like our king.” She goes on, “this is 

a king's dress.  In China, the same thing.  The same thing.  Yellow.  This kind of hat.”  Francine 

relies on the picture as well as her French background and prior knowledge  “it's a king... 

Chinese emperor.”  She figures the word out “probably because of the drawing and because in 

French it's the same.”  Like Francine,  speran a also used language clues, but she didn't attend to 

the picture.  She says the emperor is “a very important person in his country like the king, like 

the king of his country” and the word is “very similar” to Spanish emperador.  When I asked 

about the picture, she appeared oblivious, “Huh, when?  I didn't see the picture very much.”  Arif 

does pay attention to the picture, and he sees the emperor as someone who works in the army.  

He explains, “I see someone cry, and there's also a woman in the tree.  She looks to this guy.  So, 

when I read it, I look to the picture, I understand this is the character which called emperor.”   

When he sees the word again, he confirms his interpretation  “The same guy who was crying, 

emperor. He's a warrior. Like marines.”  It's not clear whether he thought of the emperor as a 

low- or high-rank person.  Na, with her Vietnamese background, was unable to infer the 

meaning.  Her exploration of the story led to unacceptable inferences of the emperor as a 

husband or brother of the grandmother.  Recognizing her unsuccessful attempt to infer the 

meaning of emperor, Na points out she would need to re-read the story for clarification. 

 Another interesting interpretation is silk.  Duc and Na rely on their Vietnamese 

background to unlock its meaning.  They associate it with the Vietnamese word ao dai, a typical 
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long dress in Vietnam.  Na explains the word dai means “long.”  She says, “silk is one of the 

materials we make clothes.”  She goes on, “it's very famous in Vietnam.”  Both Francine and 

Arif associate the meaning of silk with a type of fabric.  Francine says, “when I buy some pieces 

of clothes, I can see silk.  Arif is less assertive, though he has a good hint.  He states, “in my 

country we use silk and we use in some traditional clothes.”  He further points out, “but I don't 

know is it right or not.”  Kim and  speran a, though not certain about their guess, define silk as 

“a piece of wood” or “a box of wood,” respectively.  By assigning a meaning in connection with 

wood, both miss the clue that was available to the Vietnamese but could be derived from the 

story.  Even though the non-Vietnamese didn't know what ao dai meant, they could see the verb 

wore (wear), thus linking the word with the right concept.  However, because the clues require a 

great amount of imagination, it is possible that the learners may have found it difficult to 

associate the target word with the clues.   

 Altar is another example worth sharing because of its cultural significance.  Even though 

the concept was known to most of the six students, especially the Vietnamese ones, some didn't 

know that the word could be linked to elements in the picture.  When Duc asked me if the word 

altar was right after explaining what he sees in the picture in detail, it became evident that he 

understood the concept from an insider's perspective but was unable to associate it with an 

English word.  Na relates to the same difficulty expressing the concept in  nglish  “I can't 

explain because in America they didn't use that, so I don't know how to explain because it's just 

in Vietnam they used to...”  She goes on to describe the altar  “In the Vietnamese we usually 

have uh we have a traditional... When a person dies, we don't want to forget him or her, so I put 

the picture, and I for example I must to... we can put the food or something to invite him or 

something to come to eat it.”  Although from a different Asian country, Kim also knew well 
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about the concept when she says, “in some Asian families, they have like altar to put grandma's, 

grandfather's pictures, like this, to remember them.”  Francine, though from a  uropean 

background, could connect with the concept by scrutinizing the picture and relating it to her prior 

knowledge.  As she points out, “I can imagine it's a kind of furniture, a little table, something 

like that because I can see it on the picture.”  She explains its function from an outsider's 

perspective  “Maybe to pray, pray gods, or to be devoted to God.  You put some, for example, 

some food, some vegetables, and you light a candle for the gods.  I can imagine something like 

that.”  She also refers to her prior knowledge when she says, “In particular, in your house or you 

can see something like that in some Chinese restaurants, for example.”   speran a relies on her 

Spanish background, in which the word is spelled just like in English.  Here our shared 

knowledge of the word became an impediment since I failed to ask about her perceptions of the 

altar from the Vietnamese culture.  Finally, Arif doesn't seem to understand the concept at first, 

but he explores the story and illustrations for potential clues, arriving close at the meaning.  “I 

think it's a room or something,” he tries a first clue.  Then, as he sees the word one more time, he 

changes his mind, “No, I don't think so.  Maybe uh maybe it's a table or something.”  He explains 

he figured out the meaning by looking at the picture and goes on to explore the details, “Ah 

that's... this table, altar, that the family go together and maybe drink coffee or eat something 

there.  So, she looked under the altar, under the family altar, so in the picture she looked under 

the table.”  His comments do not allow an interpretation of the altar as a special or holy place. 

Difficulty Guessing Words 

 One common experience shared by the students was their inability to guess unfamiliar 

words.  That occurred especially with unfurl, moat, bloom, and pod.  Duc, Kim, and Na 

attributed the difficulty of figuring out word meanings to the fact that there were too many words 
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they didn't know.  Because neither unfurling nor petals were familiar, the phrase unfurling its 

petals “makes no sense,” as Na pointed out.  However, the same difficulty was not observed with 

Francine and Esperanza, who knew the meaning of petals and attended to the -ing part of the 

verb, linking the word with the flower's process of blooming.   Arif didn't know the phrase either, 

but he was able to figure out the meaning by associating the word with the picture of an open 

lotus.   

Uncertainty about Word Meanings 

 Students also expressed uncertainty when asked to elaborate on their guessing.  Phrases 

such as “I don't know,” “I'm not sure,” and “maybe” were abundant.   specially illustrative is 

Arif's case.  Even when he felt comfortable about an answer such as with the meaning of 

refugees, he preferred a non-assertive response.  In addition, students used body language and 

onomatopoeia to get their meaning across.  Body language was noticed when they opened their 

hands to represent the lotus' blooming or the action of unfurling (Kim, Francine, Arif, and 

Esperanza).  Onomatopoeia was observed with Esperanza and Kim in their attempt to describe 

their reading strategies as moving quickly throughout the text.  This raises the question that there 

could have been instances in which they understood the concept, but could not explain it in 

English. 

Using Different Types of Clues  

 Students utilize different types of clues to guess words.  These include background 

knowledge, context clues, illustrations, and cognates.  The way in which the students attempted 

to figure out the meaning varied according to the word.  With emperor, for example, there is a lot 

of variation.  While some used their cultural background knowledge and the illustrations, others 

relied on information from the written context or prior linguistic knowledge.  For instance, Duc 
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uses both the picture and background knowledge.  Esperanza, who figured out emperor because 

of her Spanish background, didn't attend to the picture.  The case of Esperanza shows that 

differences in learning styles may be related to how much attention students allocate to visual 

input.  She explains that although she focuses on the written context, she ignores illustrations.  

Francine used both cultural and language knowledge.  Na got caught up with story details and 

failed to make a connection with her background knowledge.  Arif, in the lack of background 

knowledge, used the information in the text to his advantage.  Kim could easily associate it with 

her cultural background and the picture. Francine and Esperanza both relied on first-language 

hints (empereur, emperador) while Duc and Kim relied on their Asian background and the 

illustration.  However, illustrations and background knowledge may have also been activated for 

Francine and Esperanza.  Similarly, Duc and Kim could also have used language clues, in this 

case their knowledge of related words such as imperial and empire.  It's possible that a certain 

type of clue is activated depending on the student's interaction with the word.  There may also be 

a clue hierarchy, or hierarchical reading and lexical-inferencing processes. Because they were 

not trained to use pictures for deriving word meanings, some students may not have well-

developed strategies for dealing with illustrations, or their reading preferences favored a less 

visual approach.   

Using Background Knowledge  

 Background knowledge may be associated with successful comprehension and word 

guessing.  In silk, Duc perceived a link between the target word and his background knowledge.  

He didn't mention the illustration for that particular word; however, it does not rule out a 

connection between background knowledge and the illustration.  Although he was able to 

determine the meaning without the illustration during the classroom assessment, having seen a 
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picture of the emperor would have been more helpful in retrieving his cultural background 

knowledge.  By associating ao dai with silk and then by visualizing the emperor's clothes, which 

is also made from silk, he could have drawn the conclusion that the two words were related.  In 

that example, Duc successfully used context clues to access his prior knowledge.  However, 

context clues alone do not lead to successful guessing if prior knowledge is not activated.  For 

example, Arif compared the emperor with a military figure.  He not only explores context clues 

to guess the word, but also attends to the picture.  One may question whether the illustration 

doesn't trigger his background knowledge, or if a different kind of concept is activated.  One 

could argue that this is a case where there is comprehension but insufficient communication.  

That is, he knows the concept but doesn't know the label.  However, insufficient comprehension 

appears to be the case.  He doesn't know the concept, thus cannot find the right label.  If the 

illustration supports the comprehension of the target word, then there should have been no 

difference between those with similar background knowledge such as Duc and Na.  However, Na 

may have ignored the picture just like Esperanza did.  While Esperanza could get meaning from 

Spanish, Na got confused trying to figure it out from the written context.  On the other hand, Arif 

used both written context and the illustration, but he didn't perceive the link between the emperor 

and other words in the passage such as throne, which Esperanza also knew.  If he had understood 

throne, he would also understand emperor as a king, not as a military person.  Perhaps his 

reading was influenced by the story context in general, which describes the Vietnam war and 

features words such as soldiers and bomb, which he could understand well.  This suggests that 

the presence of unfamiliar words in a passage is a leading cause of confusion.  Even after 

scrutinizing the sentences or picture, the reader is unable to determine the word meaning if he or 

she does not reach the schema supporting the meaning. 
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Using Illustrations  

 Although the students experienced difficulty guessing word meanings, they also shared 

many instances in which they could understand the story regardless of unfamiliar words and 

benefited from illustrations.  Illustrations did not support vocabulary in a one-to-one relationship, 

though.  When asked to elaborate on their use of illustrations, students pointed out that the 

pictures were helpful in improving comprehension, but not so helpful with guessing new words.  

Facilitation was observed, for instance, with towering and scramble, and to some extent 

emperor, altar, and silk.  However, in the case of silk, the picture led to a miscued association 

with wood because of altar.  The degree in which illustrations helped with word meanings 

varied.  In some cases, as with clamor and towering, the illustration improved comprehension, 

but the word could be understood without the picture.  Arif had a similar experience with clamor.  

He says that he could understand the passage, even though there were three new words.  He was 

able to guess clamor because the phrase “door to door” clarified the meaning of that word.  It 

seems that when the relationship between the concept and picture is more transparent, it becomes 

easier to guess.  In Duc’s interpretation of towering, it became evident that the picture and his 

background knowledge both played a role in facilitating word guessing.  Kim understands 

towering not only as very tall but also bewildering.  She talks about meaning in depth, trying to 

find expression for her ideas.  For Francine, the picture helps her understand the meaning of a 

partially known word.  She knows tower and skyscrapers, thus makes an inference from 

“buildings that scraped the sky.”  Although Na can get a lot of clues from the written context by 

associating the adjectives with their corresponding nouns (e.g. speeding cars), she also uses the 

picture.  As she points out, the picture makes her guess stronger.  She understands the word 

because the picture makes the concept clear, or by association with “speeding cars” and 
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“blinking lights.”  By inference, buildings can be tall, thus towering means tall, and the picture 

supports the idea that the buildings are very tall as opposed to historic.  For Arif, the picture 

doesn't seem to add much to word guessing, although it does with comprehension.  Esperanza, 

who is reminded of the Empire States building, sees the passage and illustration as a metaphor. 

The picture appears to be more helpful to her than others.  Probably some refer to the picture as 

being helpful in relation to the story, not the word.  Thus, the difference is that some found it 

very helpful, others as much as fifty percent.  With respect to emperor, Na seems to pay little 

attention to the picture, or maybe she cannot benefit from it because of difficulties with the 

language.  On the other hand,  speran a didn't notice the picture about the emperor because it’s a 

redundant feature and had no impact on meaning, which was provided by the Spanish cognate 

emperador.  Although the connection between words and pictures may be irrelevant when 

another type of clue such as background knowledge and cognate appears to provide enough 

information, attacking words from a multiple perspective helps create successful links.  In 

particular, the picture-word link could be enriched through collaboration.  In general, pictures 

appear to help with comprehension, but not so much with lexical inferences, yet there seems to 

be a connection between comprehension and lexical guessing, as illustrated in Duc's phrase, 

“meaning of the paragraph.”  

Using Context Clues  

 In addition to illustrations, students benefit from context clues while grasping meaning 

from the story and individual words.  With scramble, the inference process happens in 

conjunction with the illustrations. Duc notices the meaning by looking at the picture and the 

phrase “into a crowded boat,” so he sees a connection between the people in the boat, seemingly 

a crowd, and what happened before.  Both the illustration and the written context help his 
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inference.  Kim also emphasizes the picture, and the fact that people are in the boat helps her 

draw the conclusion that they got into the boat.  It seems like the new word is not necessary for 

her comprehension.  Francine also looks at the grammatical property of the verb, pointing out an 

action such as jumping into the boat in an attempt to escape from the war.  Na focuses more on 

the emotional aspect of the picture than the action of getting into the boat.  Although it seems she 

doesn't understand the word, she enhances her comprehension of the story by relating to stories 

she heard from her family.  Arif believes the picture helps him understand ninety percent, but it's 

not clear whether he refers to the passage or the target word.   speran a’s interpretation implies 

both an action (“use the boat to escape”) and a quality (“take a boat very crowded”).  She also 

looks at the picture critically, arguing that it's not crowded.   The combination of picture with 

context clues works for this word.  While the picture supports comprehension, it seems that word 

guessing would have been successful just from written context alone. 

Using Cognates  

 Cognates may be linked to success in comprehension and word guessing.  With clamor, 

Duc focuses on the action run, perhaps influenced by the picture.  Kim understands the word as 

both knock and go everywhere, which she expresses with a gesture.  For Francine, the French 

cognate doesn't seem very informative for her guessing.  She appears to use the story context and 

the picture more.  For Na, the context of the story is strongly related to her background 

knowledge.  She seems to put a lot into the interpretation, and she's the only one who mentions 

the Viet Cong.  She also uses a phrase ("door to door") to figure out the meaning. Arif sees that 

both the picture and the phrase "door to door" helped him to find the meaning.  He also believes 

the story context is enough for him to understand the word without the picture.  For Esperanza, 

cognates, context clues, and illustrations seem to help. This word shows that a combination of 
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clues can help the reader to attack unfamiliar words.  Combining cognates with sentence details 

and the illustrations, readers were able to guess the meaning.   

 However, with dormant, differences in cognate knowledge outweigh the ability to use 

multiple clues.  Duc notes that he’s unable to understand the sentence because of the number of 

new words.  He puts into a ratio such as knowing two out of five words in a sentence versus 

knowing no words or only one.  He points out that if he understands twenty percent or less of 

words in a sentence, he cannot understand its meaning.  He generalizes the notion of meaning 

from words to sentences to paragraphs, making no difference between words and texts when it 

comes to comprehension.  Kim believes the word dormant is part of the flower.  It becomes 

evident she doesn't know it's an adjective.  Arif also believes dormant is a noun, something 

below the flower, probably the stem.  Here, it seems not knowing the part of speech becomes an 

impediment for his comprehension.  Na’s interpretation doesn’t make much sense to me.  I don't 

understand her inferences.  She's probably trying to guess based on mud, or maybe she's looking 

into the meaning of the proverb in Vietnamese. The association between ill, or something dirty 

or scary makes sense considering the challenges that the refugees faced escaping from Vietnam.  

However, this appears to be an attempt to express something she understands but doesn't know 

the words.  For Francine and Esperanza, cognates make it easy to guess the word.  The ending -

ant (or -ent) also occurs in many words across Romance languages such as French and Spanish. 

In addition, as evidenced with Esperanza, knowing that dormant does not refer to any part of the 

flower but the inactive state of the seed makes a difference in their comprehension.  From these 

examples, clamor and dormant, we can conclude that cognate knowledge helps readers make 

successful inferences.  Also, the ability to recognize parts of speech and use word parts to derive 
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meaning, which could be related to prior linguistic knowledge, may affect the inferencing 

process.   

Context Must Be Comprehensible 

 For successful guessing to occur, the context must be comprehensible.  The case of unfurl 

elucidates that it is more difficult to guess when there is more than one unknown word in the 

same sentence or paragraph.  If there’s not a one-to-one relationship, the story can be used in 

conjunction with the picture.  In Duc's interpretation, background knowledge and illustrations 

seem to affect the degree of guessing.  Duc is unable to guess because there are many new words 

in the passage. He points out that too many unknown words make guessing difficult.  He 

compares “unfurling its petals” with “beautiful pink lotus” and explains that when there is only 

one new word in the paragraph, he can guess it.  But if there are two or more words that he 

doesn't understand, then guessing becomes problematic.   Duc further explains that he 

understands the “meaning of the paragraph,” but not of the word.  It’s possible that the picture 

helps him with main idea comprehension, regardless of unfamiliar words.  Likewise, Kim is 

unable to guess because she can't understand the phrase "unfurling its petals."  Na faces the same 

issue.  She cannot understand the phrase, and she thinks unfurling is an adjective meaning 

unbelievable.  She is probably using the picture to draw meaning from the passage.  She has a 

good guess for petals as the "outside of the flower"; however, her uncertainty becomes an issue.  

Because she cannot confirm her guess, her comprehension gets in trouble.  Unlike Na, Arif 

experiences a successful guess by exploring the picture and context clues.  Similarly, Francine 

uses multiple strategies to attack the word, and she benefits from knowing the word petals, 

which is a cognate, and knowing that unfurling refers to an action.  Esperanza takes a similar 

approach as Francine, using her cognate and linguistic knowledge in combination with the 
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picture, which shows a beautiful pink lotus.  Esperanza also knows the word petals, and she 

knows that unfurling is related to an action.  These differences among the learners in inferring 

word meanings show that the presence of unfamiliar vocabulary next to target word makes 

guessing more difficult.  However, the exploration of multiple clues, including cognate support, 

helps attack word meanings.  In addition, the ability to access part of speech seems to affect the 

inferential process. 

Learner Must Notice Clue  

 While the availability of comprehensible context facilitates inferences, the learner must 

also notice a link between the new word and the clue to establish a connection between word 

meanings and one’s prior knowledge.  With Duc, that link was possible because the word ao dai 

activated his understanding of silk.  However, without a powerful clue such as ao dai, it is not 

possible to match the picture and a corresponding label.  In Duc's interpretation of altar, the link 

between the target word and the picture is not clear-cut.  Even though he understands the concept 

in depth, he cannot see a connection between the word and the picture.  Although his background 

knowledge is activated by the illustration, for he was able to explain the concept of family 

worship in the Vietnamese culture, his prior knowledge does not lead to immediate identification 

of word meanings.  Although Duc might be able to confirm his inference on his own if he had 

more time with the story, a short-cut is created through conversation with the researcher, in 

which the latter confirms the meaning of the altar.  Thus, collaboration in the form of interaction 

with the researcher functions as way to highlight the clues, drawing the student’s attention either 

to word meanings or features in the text or illustrations. While clues require that students know 

what to look at, collaboration improves their perception.   
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Learner Benefits from Exposure and Collaboration  

 The notion that exposure to the illustrations alone might not be enough for inferring word 

meanings successfully became evident especially in our discussion of pod.  After exploring the 

pictures and a few passages, some students were unable to guess the meaning of pod.  When they 

were shown a picture of a lotus pod, some were able to guess. Although Duc's not sure what pod 

means, he knows about the lotus flower.  As he points out, “in my country you have the flower 

and this is inside.  I don’t know what this is called.”  He explains that the pod can be eaten, and 

the food is very famous in Vietnam.  It seems that the pictures are clear enough for him to 

understand the details.  He appears to know the concept, but he doesn't know its equivalent label.  

Our conversation and further reading helped him understand the word, although I didn’t tell him 

what pod meant.  In the same discussion, I used the flower-opening gesture to explain the 

meaning of "unfurling its petals."  Duc said it was beautiful.  He also commented that the song in 

the back of the book was about the beauty of the lotus flower.  Clearly, he appears to understand 

the lotus flower well, due perhaps to his Vietnamese background.  However, the story context 

and the illustration were not enough for him to infer the meaning of the pod.   Like me, Kim uses 

the flower-opening gesture to explain the meaning of pod, which reminds me of bloom.  Other 

students used a similar gesture describing that word.  Kim understands pod as a part of the flower 

when she says, “this is a flower, and I think this is in front of the flower.”  It's interesting that we 

used a similar gesture.  I don't believe I used the gesture with her.  Also, she points out that she 

learned about the lotus flower from TV, which shows a different type of background knowledge 

from Duc.  Unlike Duc, she was able to guess the word after our discussion in which I showed 

the pictures of the pod.  Like Kim, Francine understands the lotus flower's cycle of life, and she 

has a special meaning for bloom.  Maybe she's thinking about a bud.  First, she figures out the 
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meaning of pod, “And I suppose it contains the seeds of the lotus.  The seeds of the lotus are 

contained in the pod, right?  Probably it's inside the pod.  I understand now with this picture.”  

Na knows that a pod is one of the pieces of the lotus flower.  No other student had guessed so 

well.  I wonder if she talked to Duc about that.  I saw them together after my interview with him, 

and that's when she volunteered to participate.  At first, I wasn't sure I needed two Vietnamese 

speakers, but then I asked Duc to tell her to contact me.  So, during the interview, I asked if she 

had talked to anyone about the story or looked up words in the dictionary.  She laughed as if 

pulling my leg, but assured that she only mentioned to someone that she had read a story about 

her country in class.  It’s also possible that Na’s knowledge of the lotus flower differs from that 

of Duc, although both are from Vietnam.  I didn't tell Arif the meaning of pod, and he was not 

able to figure out even after looking at the pictures.  He inferred it was “the small thing that 

grandmother gave to the children” and “maybe this is the seed.”  Similar to Arif,  speran a 

believed the pod was the seed.  The picture doesn't seem to help Esperanza much, perhaps 

because she has never seen a lotus closely, or as she points out, “I haven’t seen a lotus carefully.”  

She is unable to guess because either because her background knowledge is insufficient or the 

illustration does not help. She goes on, “it could be the flower but I don't know if it's dead 

because their color is like very dark.”  In general, students were unable to guess the meaning of 

pod without collaboration.  After discussing the word and looking at various pictures, only Kim, 

Francine, and Na were able to determine the meaning.  That shows more exposure may lead to 

improved comprehension and more accurate lexical inferences.  However, collaboration helps 

create a shortcut between pictures and words.  Without collaboration or some other form of 

drawing students’ attention to word meanings, exposure alone may not succeed if there aren't 

enough clues, or if the clues are not very helpful.   
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 These themes represent a first step toward making generalizations about learning words 

incidentally from The Lotus Seed.  The interpretations carried out thus far also help us 

understand aspects of the quantitative results.   

Revisiting Test Responses 

 Comparing the short responses in the vocabulary tests with the elaborated ones of the 

interviews, I found that there may be hidden meanings behind the test responses on which the 

interviews can help to shed light.  This observation occurs with sneak and altar.  

The sneak/snake pair appears to be a case where spelling comes in the way of 

comprehension.  When I first noticed this difference, I remembered Hayes-Harb's (2006) study in 

which Arabic learners appear to focus more on consonants than vowels, thus failing to see 

distinctions such as heat, hot, hat, and hate.  However, this spelling confusion also occurs with 

Spanish, a language using the same alphabet as in English and placing sufficient emphasis on 

vowels.  Therefore, the spelling miscue could be semantically motivated.  Francine called my 

attention to this interpretation when she talked about sneak. 

Example 59 

I don't know this one, but you know I can read the silent palace and to sneak I think about 

a snake. 

So um with the silence I can imagine that she walks very very slowly and all in the palace 

to go outside.  I can imagine something like that.   

Yeah, to sneak like a snake.  I can imagine...  

Go slowly, go very furtively.  

... 

Not slow in fact but yeah.  No, not slow.  Probably, furtively, very quickly with the 

silence.   

The snake can be very quick, but with silence it's how can I say.  I don't know how to say, 

like, when on the ice and skate, so to skate.  I don't know. 

Here I deleted my questions deliberately to emphasize her words.  Our interaction helped her to 

realize that a snake can move very quickly, though silently and furtively. I like her word, 

furtively, because it reminds me of the idea of going someplace carefully so as not to be seen by 



 

184 

anyone, just like the girl does when she goes down to the imperial garden to pick up the seed.  

Francine surrounds me with her imagination, and I must warn readers not to fall prey to her 

metaphors.  However, one must not disregard the power of imagination even when there appears 

to be a mere spelling confusion.   Rodari (1996) argues for poetic relationship among words.  He 

compares a word with a stone thrown into the swamp.  The stone breaks the silence, wakes up 

the little critters, messes around with the muddy waters, going deep and deep touching 

everything that comes on its way.  He suggests that words can relate to one another on various 

layers, including phonetic, orthographic, and semantic associations.  From this perspective, the 

sneak/snake linkage could help explain other connections between words.   

 Another word that came to my attention is altar.  Some responses suggested that the word 

means table or a piece of furniture.  Although an altar represents more than a piece of furniture 

from my cultural standpoint, here one can make a case for the role of background knowledge in 

reading comprehension and word guessing.  The symbolic function of the altar depicted in the 

story can be illustrated in Turkish.  Before reading the story, a student translated altar as imge 

(image), which the translator interpreted as a more abstract, metaphorical, imaginary, or 

emotional image.  After reading the story, the student changed it into simge.  The translator 

pointed out it represents a more physical, yet symbolic, representation such as icon and artwork.  

The translation of altar into either furniture or image may not be enough to express on a surface 

level the meanings associated with the target word.  However, the qualitative analysis revealed a 

deeper connection between comprehension and word learning. 

Typical Responses  

 The scoring system was straight-forward.  However, there is plenty of variation in the 

responses.  Most students left target words blank, showing that they either didn't know them or 
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weren't sure about the meaning.  Some answered with one word.  Others wrote a definition.  For 

some the definition is vague or incomplete.  For instance, a student defined altar as “a thing in 

the top.”  For others, the definition is precise.  Another student defined refugee as a “person who 

exits his or her country because of problem or violence against him or her.”   For an overview of 

the most typical responses, I compared tests by word and by language.   

Emperor (n):  Responses vary from a close equivalent to emperor, which includes king, to other 

words within the same semantic area such as empire, imperial, imperialism, and rule (v).  

Unrelated meanings include members and a lot.   

Sneak (v):  A common response was snake or related terms such as bite.  Another spelling 

variation is snack.  Two responses wicked and outsmart appear to refer to sneak on a 

metaphorical level.  Unrelated items include catch and snooze.  Most responses seem to have a 

spelling influence.   

pod (n):  Some students translated it into pot, flower, or purse.  The first word has a spelling as 

well semantic influence.  Purse (or pocket, envelope) can be related to pod metaphorically since 

a pod is a vessel that contains the seeds.  Another word is piece, which could be associated with 

a part of the flower.   

altar (n):  A few students translated it into change (v), probably in association with alter.  Some 

connected with the concept of an object to honor or remember someone such as in memorial and 

nativity scene.  Others interpreted the word as a piece of furniture as in chest of drawers, table, 

and box.  There were also translations that could define altar as a place where a religious leader 

gives a speech or conveys a message.  However, a great deal of imagination would be required to 

understand responses such as little and become a family.   
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silk (n):  A typical response was fabric, which extends to wire, something to connect, and cotton.  

The variations seem to occur within the same, or a related, semantic area.     

clamor (v):  A typical response was hail and break into.  These responses are more closely 

connected with the story than to calm and past.   

scramble (v):  Many students refer to mixed as in “scrambled eggs.”  Within the same semantic 

area, there is make a mess and shatter.  Some variations include search, organize, and 

unscramble.  Other variations include actions such as catch, slither,  run into, and bury.  Bury 

can be associated with a different passage in the story, in reference to planting the seed.  Another 

translation is scared or shake like on a bumpy road or stormy sea.  Some responses are related to 

the story.   However, the notion of getting into a a crowded boat was confused with the idea of 

mixing things up or untangling them.   

towering (adj):  Typical responses include tall and tower-like.  Within the same semantics, there 

is building, urbanized, and skyscraper.  Per spelling equivalence, there's also towel.  Unrelated 

responses include warning, use, and storm.   

bloom (n):  Some students associated it with the flower as in flower, bud, bloom (v), blooming, 

and seed.  Others refer to blooming metaphorically as in shine.  Unrelated responses include dark 

(maybe in association with gloom), immigrate, and remind.  Spelling associations include bomb, 

perhaps in association with boom.   

patch (n): Spelling associations include peach and beach.  Semantic associations with path 

include path and aisle.  Other semantic associations with patch (as in patchwork) include square.  

Many responses occur within the field of farming referring to either a backyard garden or a 

larger area of cultivated land.  On a metaphorical level, the squares in patchwork can be 

associated with patches on a farming field.     
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unfurl (v):  Responses include unnatural, uniform, plant (v), and be hopeless.  Uniform can be 

connected with silk as in ao dai.  Be hopeless suggests an association with scared, a response 

provided for scramble.  The other words are associated with nature.   

dormant (adj):  Many translated it into inactive, sleeping, or a place to sleep such as dormitory 

and bedroom.  These seem to occur in association to a known word, dorm.  Other responses 

include small hidden place (by association with hiding), dominated (by association with 

dominant), and stool (another kind of furniture as in altar).  

moat (n):  Variations include fields and patch.  These words seem related to the natural 

environment represented in the story.   

turmoil (n):  Closer associations are chaos and to some extent movement. Unrelated responses 

include (whale) oil and tired.  The first obviously as result of the confusions with the letters -oil 

in turmoil.       

refugee (n):  Within the same semantic field, there are equivalents to refugee and refuge, by 

association immigrant.  Unrelated items include fill, freezer, and soldier.   

Regardless of language, there are many similarities in the type of responses that students 

provided.  Some languages such as Arabic appear to be more sensitive to spelling such as in the 

confusion snake vs. sneak.  However, spelling influences also occurred with Spanish and Urdu.  

In providing translations similar to the meanings found in the text, although unrelated to the 

target words, students appear to guess from not only what they already know about the words, 

but also what they remember from the story.  Although most students were instructed to leave 

the answers blank if they weren't sure, many attempted a correct response anyway.  Some 

responses were clearly influenced by the story, even though the appropriate meaning was not 

provided.  For instance, while bury is an inappropriate translation for scramble, it can be linked 
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with the idea of planting the seed.  Thus, although many responses are unrelated to the target 

word in question, they may be related to the meanings in the story on a metaphorical level.  

Rather than just mark answers on a numeric scale for this quantitative component, it seemed 

more realistic to take a step further and discover other meanings within the responses.  Possible 

connections between the short answers of the written assessment and the more detailed verbal 

responses in the interviews could shed some light on this issue.    

Interpreting Written Responses 

 The interpretation of written responses from different languages is a challenging task.  To 

minimize the possibility of error, due to researcher bias, I included in the interpretation an 

analysis of my subjective position as a language expert.  I also commented on my interaction 

with the translators and tried to describe their views as genuinely as possible.  No language 

expert is exempt from bias in this case.  The researcher's stance, when elucidated through 

reflection, benefits more than it harms the overall quality of the analysis.  While my 

interpretation cannot be quantified, it sheds light on how the numeric values were created.  In 

sum, the analytical process from written responses to raw scores demonstrates an overlap 

between the quantitative and qualitative components in this mixed-method design.   

Summary 

 The quantitative component fails to reject null in the hypothesis, which indicates that 

storybook illustrations might not influence incidental vocabulary acquisition.  However, the 

qualitative component elucidated aspects in the students' responses that shed light on the role of 

illustrations on vocabulary acquisition.  The qualitative analysis reveals themes that evolved 

from my interpretation of test responses as well as interviews.  Although the analysis is 

predominantly inductive, the themes may be related to notions discussed in the literature review.  
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These generalizations could be interpreted in light of the quantitative findings and the literature.  

In Chapter 5, I discuss the findings in relationship with a key debate in vocabulary research 

regarding the role of context versus instruction in learning word meanings.     
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

 The present mixed-method study was designed to explore the potential influences of 

storybook illustrations on learning word meanings.  The main question was, “Do storybook 

illustrations influence learning word meanings from context?”  The quantitative question was, 

“Is there a significant difference between experimental Text Plus Picture (TP) and control Text 

Only (TO) conditions?”  The qualitative question was, “How are illustrations helpful to 

individual students in promoting incidental word learning?”  In chapter one, I introduced the 

research problem and defined the research question with a graphical display of the conceptual 

framework (Fig. 1 in Chapter 1) and a hypothetical description of the process of learning words 

from storybook illustrations.  In chapter two, I reviewed the literature on vocabulary and 

highlighted a key debate between learning words incidentally from context and the role of 

vocabulary instruction.  I also emphasized the notion of using children's books with adults and 

discussed the benefits of illustrations in comprehension and vocabulary development. In chapter 

three, I described the quantitative and qualitative methodologies used in this investigation.  In 

chapter four, I presented the quantitative and qualitative findings, showing no significant 

differences between experimental and control groups for vocabulary, but significant differences 

for comprehension.  In addition, the qualitative analysis revealed themes that elaborate on the 

quantitative responses.  

 In the present chapter, I discuss the findings in relation to the selected literature reviewed 

in chapter two.  First, I present a summary of the research findings and procedures.  Second, I 

revisit the learning words from context vs. teaching words directly debate, discussing the 

findings in terms of characteristics of the input or the learner, or even the assessment conditions.  
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Third, I propose a model for learning vocabulary from illustrations based on my analysis.  

Finally, I conclude with a few recommendations for vocabulary research and instruction using 

children’s literature with adult  nglish learners. 

Research Questions 

The research questions are as follows: 

1. Do storybook illustrations influence learning word meanings from context? (main 

research question) 

2. Is there a significant difference between experimental Text Plus Picture (TP) and control 

Text Only (TO) groups in pre- and post-reading tests of vocabulary? (quantitative 

question) 

3. How are illustrations helpful to individual students in promoting incidental word 

learning? (qualitative question) 

Summary of Findings 

 The study was carried out using a mixed-method design.  In the quantitative portion of 

the study, forty adult English learners participated in a classroom reading assessment using an 

illustrated storybook, The Lotus Seed (Garland, 1993). The students were randomly assigned to 

experimental and control groups. The experimental group read the story with illustrations. The 

control group read the same story without illustrations.  All students translated thirty words 

before and after reading the book. There were fifteen words from the story (target words) and 

fifteen words that are not part of the story (distractors).  In addition, they answered ten multiple-

choice comprehension questions after reading the story.  The comprehension activity was 

designed to draw their attention to the story, not to individual words.  The purpose of the 
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classroom assessment was to investigate if there were significant differences between the 

experimental, text-plus-picture group and the control, text-only group.  

 In the qualitative portion of the study, six students (three from each group) were 

interviewed about their experiences learning vocabulary from the story.  Each student read the 

story again with pictures and talked about target words attached to the book through post-it 

notes.  The purpose of the interview was to investigate the extent to which illustrations helped 

the readers to figure out word meanings and to learn more about their process of learning words 

from storybook illustrations.    

 If illustrations had a positive effect on incidental word learning, then the experimental 

group would perform significantly higher than the control group, which didn't receive the 

treatment (exposure to illustrations).  If, however, there were no significant differences between 

the groups, then the illustrations might not affect word learning at all.   

 The quantitative results show no significant differences between the experimental and 

control groups for vocabulary, but significant differences for comprehension.  These results 

could be interpreted that the treatment had no effect on incidental word learning.  In addition, the 

qualitative results confirmed that illustrations played a more important role in story 

comprehension than word learning.  This means that reading illustrated storybooks might not be 

an effective strategy to learn word meanings, which supports the argument that comprehensible 

input alone isn't enough for successful second language acquisition.   However, the qualitative 

data also show potential influences of illustrations in connection with other clues in the process 

of learning words from storybook reading.  This suggests that reading illustrated storybooks 

while focused on the story may be a viable method for acquiring word meanings.  Therefore, we 

cannot rule out the benefits that illustrations might have for incidental word learning.  Before I 
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discuss these findings, let me first revisit the debate about learning words incidentally from 

context versus teaching words directly, which served as the background for my research 

question. 

Revisiting the Debate 

 As the conceptual framework (Fig. 1 in Chapter 1) shows, the present study focuses on 

the relationship between the input and the learner. The input is composed of a story with words 

and pictures.  Hypothetically, the learner engages in the input through reading, and, thus, learns 

new words incidentally.  According to one side of the debate, for students to benefit from the 

input, the input must be comprehensible.  That means, for students to learn words from reading 

context, they must be able to understand the story and most of the words and figure out word 

meanings while focused on the message, not form.  The other side of the debate emphasizes that 

comprehensible input alone isn’t enough; students also need noticing.  That means, to learn 

words from reading context, readers must focus on form, not just on the message. 

 For Krashen (1982), comprehensible input is a fundamental condition for second 

language acquisition.  Within his approach to second language acquisition, also known as the 

Natural Approach (Krashen & Terrell, 1983), Krashen (1993) made a strong argument for the 

role of reading in vocabulary development citing numerous studies, including those carried by 

Nagy and his colleagues, that reading for pleasure and in huge amounts positively affects 

vocabulary growth.  For example, Nagy and Anderson (1984) argued that the number of words 

students learn each year is way beyond the scope of any, even the most audacious, vocabulary 

programs.  Therefore, what can explain the tremendous growth in word knowledge is wide 

reading and, as a consequence, learning words from reading context.  In both Krashen's and 

Nagy's views of learning vocabulary from context, creating multiple encounters with words 



 

194 

through enjoyable reading is the main road to vocabulary growth.  Providing wide access to 

reading has been the purpose of different programs, and these are usually labeled wide reading or 

extensive reading.  Krashen (1993) also suggested a simpler version of extensive reading for 

English learners, called narrow reading, in which students read books on the same topic or by 

the same author, thus increasing the likelihood of encountering similar structures and vocabulary.  

Evidence for the benefits of narrow reading includes Cho and Krashen (1994), in which four 

women reportedly became enthusiast readers and acquired words from comprehensible reading 

context.  However, narrow reading was found to be less effective for acquisition and retention of 

word meanings than reading plus vocabulary instruction (Min, 2008).       

Krashen’s work has inspired a huge number of book aficionados and language teachers in 

the United States and abroad.  To this day, teachers have stressed the importance of providing 

interesting messages that are slightly above the learners’ proficiency levels.  Many reading 

teachers, in particular, recognize the value of accessible texts where students can infer word 

meanings from context as a way to attack unfamiliar vocabulary.  For example, in an online 

survey that I conducted with twenty-seven ESL/EFL teachers in the United States and Brazil, 

inferring words from context was the preferred strategy for teaching and learning unfamiliar 

words encountered in reading (Rocha, unpublished).  The participants in the study read five 

small passages from children's texts and selected from four multiple choices what strategy to 

help students learn two potentially unknown words from each passage.  Learning from context 

was the most selected word-attack strategy as compared to using a dictionary or marking the 

word for later study.  This survey shows that Krashen’s ideas are very much in vogue, regardless 

of oppositions. 
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 Responses to both Krashen’s and Nagy’s views of learning words from context have 

emphasized the role of instruction.  With respect to Krashen, his opponents argue that 

comprehensible input alone cannot lead to success in language learning.  In a case study of his 

acquisition of Brazilian Portuguese, in collaboration with Frota, Schmidt challenged Krashen's 

argument that comprehensible input leads to successful language acquisition (Schmidt & Frota, 

1986).  The researchers demonstrated that even though the input contained forms that were 

thoroughly studied and practiced, the learner only became aware that those forms were available 

when he noticed the gap, that is, the difference between how the learner speaks and how other 

people, especially native speakers, do.  With this kind of “aha moment,” Schmidt would say,  

acquisition can be triggered.  Schmidt’s hypothesis, which he elaborated in a number of studies, 

was put forth by the focus on form movement, which emphasizes that in-between exposures to 

meaningful language use in context, which includes reading for pleasure, learners can develop 

awareness of form (e.g. Ellis, 1994a, 1994b; Laufer, 2006; Williams, 2005).  The notion of 

teaching words in between reading exposures differs from the traditional study of grammatical 

rules and word definitions to support reading, which did not lead to ultimate success in language 

acquisition.    

 Also stressing the role of instruction is the research conducted by Beck and her 

colleagues, who argue, in response to Nagy's research, that learning words from reading cannot 

account for the high number of words students need to acquire in order to understand content-

area texts, for instance. Evidence for their argument includes McKeown (1985), in which she 

demonstrates that reading contexts offer vague and limited, if not misleading, resources for word 

learning. What students need, they argue, is rich vocabulary instruction that includes both 

definitional and contextual explorations. Their research has demonstrated through a systematic 
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tiered-vocabulary program that instruction in which students explore word meanings in depth 

and manipulate words in diverse environments, produces better and faster results than learning 

words from context.  Their influence in vocabulary research and instruction, especially in K-12 

education in the United States, continues to grow as educational research recognizes the 

importance of learning words for both English speakers and English learners.  For example, 

several studies demonstrate the effects of tiered vocabulary instruction—a pedagogy 

emphasizing the selection of words to teach based on three levels of familiarity and usefulness—

in conjunction with linguistic and cultural explorations using children's and young adult 

literature.  Particularly, research shows that reading books aloud to children coupled with 

instruction that includes both definitional and contextual information has more vocabulary gains 

than traditional reading aloud focused on story comprehension (e.g. Beck & McKeown, 2007; 

Silverman & Crandell, 2010). 

 The benefits of both approaches (learning words from context and teaching words 

directly) have been acknowledged in reviews of vocabulary research.  Among the 

recommendations are the frameworks proposed by Graves (2006) and Nation (2001, 2005, 2007, 

2008).  Both emphasized a combination of context-rich and form-focused methods.  In addition, 

the principle of developing phrasal vocabulary as a foundation for language acquisition, 

advocated in the lexical approach (Lewis, 1993, 1997a, 1997b; Lewis & Conzett, 2000), is 

recognized as a way to move beyond the focus on individual words, expanding the notion of 

what it means to know a word (Richards, 1976).  Using texts with glosses and highlighted words 

and teaching meta-cognitive strategies for both comprehension and vocabulary are among the 

guidelines for incorporating these approaches.  With respect to learning words from reading 

context, this implies not only providing accessible texts with illustrations, but also training 
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students how to identify clues in a sentence and use specific clues such as synonyms, definitions, 

and word parts to unlock word meanings.  An example of such a strategy is the acronym CLUE, 

in which students circle the unknown word, list its possible meanings, underline surrounding 

details in the sentence, and explain how they figured out the meanings (Newton, Padak, & 

Rasinsky, 2008). This type of activity helps readers develop meta-cognitive skills and what 

Graves (2006) calls word consciousness, a process in which students not only become aware of 

word meanings but also find pleasure in their learning.        

The Present Study 

 Contrary to the recommendations of reviews of vocabulary research, which emphasize 

the role of instruction and deliberate attention in word learning, this study focused on learning 

words from reading context.  The study examined the extent to which the input could help the 

learner to acquire new words.  Based on Krashen (1989), my hypothesis is that if the input is 

comprehensible, then the learner can learn vocabulary without instruction.  If the illustrations 

make the story more accessible, thus facilitating comprehension, then they might also affect 

word learning.  Therefore, readers with access to illustrations may have an advantage over those 

without access.  While illustrations do not purposely support unfamiliar words in authentic texts, 

they do contribute to overall story understanding.  Thus, pictures may indirectly impact 

vocabulary acquisition.  

 According to the quantitative results, however, illustrations didn’t appear to influence 

word learning significantly, at least with the particular text selected.  A few factors might explain 

the lack of significant effects for vocabulary.  Either the input was not comprehensible, thus the 

illustrations didn't facilitate lexical inferences, or it was the learner who failed to engage with the 

input, thus they didn't explore pictures to derive word meanings.  If, however, the input was 



 

198 

comprehensible, thus the illustrations were helpful in supporting lexical inferences, and the 

learners ably explored pictures but provided inaccurate lexical inferences, then the assessment 

method might be held accountable.  Considering that the clues were comprehensible, one can 

argue that they varied in terms of saliency.  According to Douglas (1998), noticing a clue 

depends on the learner’s subjectivity; that is, it depends on external as much as internal context.  

The external context refers to characteristics of the input such as type of text, words, and 

illustrations.  The internal context refers to characteristics of the learner, such as reading ability, 

including the ability to use written and pictorial clues and the ability to connect the clues with 

prior knowledge.    

Input Factors 

 To determine whether or not the story was comprehensible for incidental vocabulary 

acquisition, we need to evaluate the extent to which the text was accessible, the target words 

were contextually-decipherable, and the illustrations supported vocabulary.   

Was the Text Accessible?   

 The difficulty learning new words from The Lotus Seed reported by students in the 

qualitative part of the research raises questions about the accessibility of the input.  First, an 

authentic text was used instead of a basal text especially designed to teach vocabulary.  

Therefore, the text may not have provided enough clues for English learners to learn words 

incidentally.  Based on studies supporting the use of authentic materials in reading (e.g. Krashen, 

1989), I hypothesized that high-context cues available through familiar genre, familiar theme, 

and copious illustrations would facilitate comprehension. Plus, an authentic text may contain 

more native-like language, which is richer in context clues than simplified texts (Young, 1999).  

However,  whereas the illustrations made the text accessible as far as story comprehension is 
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concerned, they did not target unfamiliar word meanings, making the text less comprehensible 

from a word-learning perspective.   

 Second, the themes depicted in the story were only partially familiar to the learners.  

According to second language schema theorists, topic familiarity and cultural schemata one of 

the factors that facilitate comprehension (e.g. Carrell et al., 1988; Barnitz, 1986; Carrell and 

Eisterhold, 1983).  When the topic is familiar, students can understand words because they know 

what the text is about.  In The Lotus Seed, one of the topics (refugees immigrating to America) is 

related to the experiences of the learners. As international students, they know what it means to 

leave their homeland. However, the second main topic (the natural environment in Vietnam) 

does not appear to be familiar because it focuses on the lotus flower, which most of them don’t 

know enough about.  In addition, one can argue that the students' background knowledge was not 

activated prior to reading. The classroom instructions prepare them for a story about 

immigration, but not about the flower. At least the story was comprehensible on one topic, but 

not the other.   

Were Words Contextually-Decipherable? 

 Another factor influencing the comprehensibility of the input is vocabulary.  The number 

of unfamiliar words is one way to determine text difficulty.  Two factors may be associated with 

words in The Lotus Seed.  First, the story contained a high number of unknown words, thus 

exceeding the optimal rate for English learners to acquire vocabulary from reading.  If only one 

word in a passage containing an average of twenty-five words is unknown, then the reader knows 

96% of the words.  That is close to the 98% rate established by Nation (2006) in non-illustrated 

texts.  Considering the extra-support of the illustrations, one could argue that the possibility of 

inferring meanings is higher.  However, as the readers reported in the qualitative portion of the 
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study, the presence of other unknown words in a passage hindered their ability to guess the 

meaning of the target word.   In fact, if we divide the total number of running words in the book 

(774) by the number of target words (15), we get a little over 50 running words per target word.  

That means, if the target word is the only unfamiliar item in every fifty words, the reader is more 

likely to understand the context around the word and, consequently, infer the meaning 

successfully than if more than one word is unknown.  However, the likelihood that readers in an 

intensive English program know 98% of the words is very small, especially for the lower-level 

students.  The rate at which readers can pick-up meanings from context is 15% as demonstrated 

in a meta-analysis (Swanborn & de Glopper, 1999).  Thus, if readers correctly deciphered an 

average of 1.5 out of the fifteen target words, they would have reached a 10% pick-up rate.  

Considering that they had an average of fifteen minutes reading the story and completed the 

vocabulary test without the book, then the results don't appear to contrast with the literature, 

which shows either non-significant or small effects for context with limited exposure.   

 Second, target words may not have been contextually-decipherable.  The reason might be 

that words varied in terms of contextual support.  A good example is altar, which a reader 

without cognate support has to infer from both written context and illustration.  Although the 

word appears in the same view as the picture, the reader might not determine what part of the 

illustration represents the altar or he might not even be aware that there is a word corresponding 

to the concept or event represented in the picture.  Another word that seemed obvious to some 

such as emperor didn’t appeal to others.   ither the word itself was not contextually-decipherable 

because neither the pictures nor the written context clarified its meaning, or students didn’t know 

how or didn’t have the time to explore the written context and illustrations.  In addition, the 

target word was not the only unknown word in the passage.  In fact, many readers who didn’t 
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know emperor might not know throne and palace either.   In addition, the picture features the 

emperor crying outside his palace, which may not have appeared royal to many of the readers. 

So, it’s possible that they knew the person in the picture was the emperor, but they didn’t know 

what that word meant. If students had difficulty with emperor, a word with a closer picture-word 

relationship than others, then they would struggle with other words which had no direct picture 

support or required a combination of several pictures and passages for full comprehension. 

Another word that may not have been contextually-decipherable to some is unfurl, but others 

were able to guess by using the written context, prior language knowledge, and the illustration.  

Because the picture shows an open lotus, the reader has to infer that “unfurling its petals” is 

related to the blooming process. However, not knowing a word within that phrase and ignoring 

the part of speech in unfurling causes inferential difficulties as became evident in the qualitative 

analysis.  

Did Illustrations Support Vocabulary? 

 Another problem with the accessibility of the input is that the illustrations may not have 

provided enough detail for incidental word learning.  Picture storybooks are not specifically 

produced to support language learning.  Rather, they have varying degrees of relationship with 

the text, which could be described as dove-tailed or symbiotic but also independent or subversive 

(Nikolajeva, 2006; Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001).  As a result, the relationship between words and 

pictures is not clear-cut.  This characteristic of authentic texts makes it difficult for English 

learners to learn words from illustrations. Hypothetically, the ideal situation for learning 

vocabulary from illustrations is when the reader can see a link between the word and the picture.  

However, to see the link between words and illustrations in The Lotus Seed and thus learn new 

words, readers must engage in active interpretation of context clues and pictures, making 
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powerful connections with their background knowledge.   Illustrations can cover only part of the 

information; therefore, readers must fill in the remaining part of the information with their prior 

knowledge.  With scramble, the picture shows people inside the boat, rather than climbing into 

it.  Thus, readers must assume that they got into the boat before.  Another illustrator might have 

depicted the scene differently depending on what he or she wanted to convey.   

 The input might not be comprehensible enough to affect word learning.  That owes to the 

difficulty of determining what is i+1.  Krashen (1989) argues that if texts are interesting and 

slightly above the reader’ proficiency level, then learning words from reading and without 

instruction may occur.  He suggests using books by the same author or about the same topic in 

which words are more likely to repeat.  By increasing the amount of exposure, it’s possible that 

words could be inferred from the input.  For instance, if readers encountered the same word in a 

different context, their knowledge of the word would increase, thus contributing to more 

successful inferences in the future.  That aligns with the notion that learning words from context 

is incremental and long-term (Nagy, 2010).  That means, readers pick up word knowledge bit by 

bit until they develop deeper and wider understanding of word meanings and uses.  As they learn 

new words from context, their current knowledge positively affects the learning of new items.  

However, this approach might take too long for readers at risk of failing or already failing 

academically, thus augmenting the Mathew effect (Stanovich, 1986) in which readers with deeper 

and wider knowledge of word meanings continue to learn new words as their knowledge helps 

them benefit from context while readers with small vocabularies continue to lag behind.  

Therefore, English learners who are developing overall language ability and who may not have 

enough time to learn words from context may benefit from intensive approaches to vocabulary 

(Folse, 2004).   
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Learner Factors 

 If the story contains sufficient contextual cues for both text-level and word-level 

inferences, and yet readers were unable to benefit from the clues in inferring word meanings 

from context, then students' reading ability may have influenced the inferences. Several factors 

may explain why readers failed to benefit from the clues.  First, readers varied in their ability to 

understand written English.  For example, a contrast in comprehension scores between high- and 

low-ability learners was found to be significant.  Thus, issues with decoding (sneak/snake/snack) 

illustrated in the analysis of test items could be related to the difficulty processing words in 

English by Arabic speakers, as Hayes-Harbs (2006) demonstrated.  In addition, as evidenced in 

the qualitative analysis, interviewees found that passages with many unknown words caused 

difficulty guessing the target word.  In addition, the ability to analyze word parts and recognize 

parts of speech as in dormant might have affected lexical inferences.   Consequently, differences 

in reading ability might have played a role in how readers explored context to derive word 

meanings.   

 One could argue that differences in context use might be related to variations in learning 

styles and cultural background more so than reading ability.  However, the qualitative analysis 

shows that some readers were unable to integrate different types of clues into successful 

inferences even though both written and pictorial clues were available and even though they 

would have been privileged in terms of background knowledge.  The case of Na, for instance, the 

Vietnamese reader who failed to infer emperor could be explained in light of her ability to 

process sentences in  nglish.  By not knowing that “he” referred to emperor, not grandmother, 

she demonstrated a difficulty with sentence-level comprehension. Therefore, her interpretation of 

scrambled as scared, in which her background knowledge seems to overpower the use of written 
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and picture context, aligns with Nassaji’s (2007) argument that unskilled readers rely heavily on 

inferences to compensate for their lack of language ability.   

 These observations are consistent with vocabulary research from both learning from 

context and teaching word meanings directly sides discussed above.  First, as Nagy (2010) 

pointed out, his research team found small ability effects, while McKeown (1985) and 

subsequent studies (e.g. Sternberg, 1987) found there to be a strong relationship between reading 

ability and learning from context.  Nagy (2010) attributes the differences in their findings to 

theoretical contrasts between “incidental learning from context” and “deriving word meanings 

from context”.  In learning words incidentally, readers might not fully allocate their attention to 

inferring word meanings whereas in deriving word meanings from context, readers consciously 

employ inferential strategies to unlock word meanings.  These appear to be distinct learning 

processes, which require appropriate testing conditions.  However, as Nagy argues, both lines of 

research converge so far as demonstrating the incremental nature of vocabulary acquisition.  For 

example, as learning from context depends on number of meaningful incidental encounters so 

does teaching word meanings in context.  In other words, the more exposure and attention, the 

more the likelihood that words will be learned. Therefore, if the current research didn’t provide 

the conditions necessary for learning from context to occur, considering that the effects of 

context is incremental, then it’s possible that input and learner factors alone cannot explain the 

results.  Assessment factors must also be taken into consideration.   

Assessment Factors  

 If the input was comprehensible and the readers had the ability to use context to infer 

word meanings, but yet they failed to provide evidence of incidental word learning, then the 

problem might rest with the assessment.  Assessment conditions may have hindered inferences of 
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word meanings.  The point of the study is not to provide high context across the board for 

inferring word meanings. This is not the reality of most children's stories; thus, choosing a book 

that facilitated guessing would be misleading.  The point is to provide varying degrees of 

context, some apparently more obvious, others very difficult.  In addition, to prevent students 

from deliberately focusing on individual words, as the study examines incidental word learning, 

the classroom assessment instructions did not make them aware of either written or pictorial 

clues.  Encouraged to focus on the story through the comprehension activity, readers were 

deflected from deliberately deriving word meanings from context during the written assessment. 

Therefore, the characteristics of the assessment, including the goal of assessing word knowledge 

without over-exposing learners to context, might have reduced inferences.   

 A few problems may be associated with the students' reduced opportunity to infer word 

meanings.  First, the amount of reading exposure may not have been sufficient for incidental 

word learning.  The more access a reader has with a text, the more likely he or she will learn 

words. A single-reading exposure has been found to have an effect on receptive but not 

productive vocabulary among L1 pre-schoolers (Sénéchal & Cornell, 1993). Since the present 

study focuses on receptive word knowledge, words that students can understand but may not be 

ready to use, a single exposure does not appear to be an impediment for learning.  The 

assessment occurred in the same time as the regular reading class so as not to disrupt learning 

activities. During the assessment, students spent an average of fifteen minutes reading the story. 

However, while the amount of reading exposure could be enough for main idea comprehension 

of illustrated material, one can argue it is insufficient for exploration of detail. Although students 

were not directed to detail to figure out word meanings because the study focuses on incidental 
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learning, not focused learning, it became evident in the qualitative analysis that more exposure to 

the book would be necessary to process novel words and remember their meanings. 

 Second, written assessment instructions encourage non-guessing rather than guessing. 

The instructions state that if students don't know the target word, or are not sure, they need not 

answer. The rationale for this instruction was to make students at ease in supplying information 

about their vocabulary knowledge rather than attempting to perform well on the assessment. As a 

result, the great majority of the responses were left blank. Because students were comfortable 

leaving unknown items blank, some may not have put much effort into inferring word meanings.  

 Third, assessment instructions confused translations with definitions. The assessment 

instructions asked them to translate words into their native languages. The rationale for this 

decision was that by writing in their native languages, rather than in English, students would 

bypass writing or spelling difficulties. In addition, students were given a choice to write one or 

more words assuming that one-to-one translations would not be universal. Some interpreted this 

instruction as defining the word.  However, writing a definition is a separate skill.  Also, 

although students were asked to translate into their native languages, some translated into 

another language that they knew well. Possibly, they didn't know how to write in their native 

languages, or they assumed that the other language would be easier to translate.  Thus, 

differences between groups could also be influenced by writing ability.  

 Finally, assessment instructions were not explicit about how to use the story. Students 

were not told that they were supposed to read the story and the author’s note in the end of the 

book, or that they were also supposed to “read” the illustrations, if these were provided. Since 

neither illustrations nor the author’s note was highlighted, some students may have focused more 

on the text than the pictures, and some may have ignored the author’s note.  ven though there 
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were only three target words in the author’s notes, the notes clarified the historical context 

behind the story and provided more information for deriving word meanings. Two examples 

illustrate that some students may not have perused the author’s notes. One responded that it was 

a story about a family from Japan, an idea not supported anywhere in the book. In fact, the 

author’s note clarified that it was a Vietnamese story. Another student (Arif) recogni ed that he 

had not seen moat before, or maybe he skipped it. This word, along with turmoil and refugee, 

only occurs in the author’s note.  These examples show that readers varied in the way they 

explored the book.   

 Whether or not the clues were comprehensible remains unclear as one cannot separate the 

learner from the input.  In addition, assessment conditions may have played a role in the 

inferences.  The three factors together might help explain the lack of significant differences 

between the experimental and control groups in the quantitative portion of the study, which fails 

to provide evidence that the treatment had any effect on incidental word learning, raising 

questions about the viability of the strategy (learning words incidentally from storybook 

illustrations).  However, we cannot rule out the argument that reading illustrated storybooks has 

an impact on word learning.  The analysis of the qualitative data elucidated the process of 

learning words from storybook illustrations, giving us indications about how illustrations might 

have influenced vocabulary acquisition.    

Toward A Model of Learning Words from Storybook Illustrations 

 What I have discovered in the analysis is comparable to the hypothetical situation 

described in the introduction about matching words and pictures within the context of a story.  

Recall, for instance, that some words are similar (tiger/tigre) while others are different 

(shark/tiburón) and that matching words and pictures in a story varies greatly from matching  
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Figure 4:  Model for learning words from illustrations 

 

them with a flashcard. A similar, yet more detailed, description of the learning process emerged 

from the data.   

 According to Hauptmann’s (2000) model, prior knowledge is the primary ease factor in 

facilitating comprehension, followed by visual support such as diagrams and pictures. The third 

ease factor is accessibility, which he defines as the extent to which visual input supports 

comprehension. This is related, for example, with the number of illustrations available in a text. 

Finally, he suggests that with all things being equal (prior knowledge, illustrations, and 

accessibility), then language, discourse, and text length become secondary. 
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 In the model proposed from the present analysis (fig. 4, chapter 5), prior knowledge also 

appears to be the primary clue facilitating comprehension, followed by written context and 

illustrations.  However, with respect to vocabulary, the effectiveness of the model depends on the 

inter-relationship between prior knowledge and other types of clues.  For example, if there’s a 

close cognate available, then it can activate a reader’s prior knowledge almost instantly. Another 

way to trigger the reader’s background knowledge is through textual cues such as synonyms and 

definitions and finally through illustrations.    

With respect to vocabulary, the pictures appear to support main ideas more than they do 

details. While main idea support may have facilitated the inferential processes, especially the 

initial connection between word and meaning, lack of support for detail may be associated with 

unsuccessful lexical inferences. For example, with silk students who couldn’t grasp the meaning 

from the passage weren’t able to infer it from the illustrations because the pictures focus on the 

main character, who “wrapped the seed in a piece of silk and hid it under the altar.”  However, 

the illustrations never show the seed or the piece of silk in close-ups as these details are not 

important to the main idea.  Because the illustrations don’t highlight details related to the target 

words, readers have to make inferences from both the story and the pictures in order to grasp the 

meaning of the words.  Therefore, if one of the clues becomes less salient, or the reader lacks 

focus or ability to notice the clue, then comprehension and word learning may be compromised. 

 For illustrations to point readers to word meanings, there must be a noticing mechanism 

in action. The noticing mechanism could be internal or external. Internally, it might be related to 

the reader’s ability to attend to linguistic or visual detail.   xternally, the mechanism could 

materialize through collaboration with other learners or an instructor in which the interlocutor 

draws the reader’s attention to language features (e.g. meaning). Alternatively, the noticing 
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mechanism may be triggered after repeated and meaningful encounters with the input. However, 

because the likelihood that the reader will notice the clue depends on internal factors, including 

conscious use of strategies for deriving word meanings, even if the clues are salient, they can 

only help with part of the learning process. Therefore, a combination of approaches that focus on 

lengthy exposure to comprehensible input and approaches that optimi e the reader’s noticing 

capacity can be beneficial on a long- and short-term basis.  

Conclusion 

 Situated at the heart of the controversy between learning words from context and 

teaching words directly, the current study affirms the balanced, integrative direction of reading 

and vocabulary research. It would be relevant to see to what extent arguments in favor of 

contextual learning can be supported without direct instruction. Based on the above discussion, 

we can conclude that illustrations facilitate comprehension, but their impact on vocabulary 

depends on successful integration of different types of clues and other inferential processes. One 

side of the debate emphasized that the effects of context on word learning is incremental and 

long-term (Nagy, 2010). The other side of the debate emphasized the benefits of rich vocabulary 

instruction to achieving short-term goals such as responding to  nglish learners’ large demand 

for learning new words in a timely-efficient manner (Beck et al., 2008; Folse, 2004). Both views 

appear to complement rather than oppose one another. In addition to learning words incidentally 

from reading large numbers of books, including illustrated stories for younger readers, adult 

English learners can also benefit from learning words in or out of context and developing 

strategies to derive word meanings from reading context.    
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Limitations 

 Considering the difficulty of assessing incidental vocabulary acquisition in experimental 

conditions (Read, 2000), there are of course limitations to a study using children’s literature with 

adult English learners. With respect to the quantitative methodology, the limitations are as 

follows: reading exposure, use of an authentic text, and type of illustrations. First, reading the 

book only once reduces the benefits of context, which appears to increase with time.  Second, 

authentic texts may present clues that are less comprehensible for English learners who are 

developing reading skills.  Third, illustrations in storybooks might be more appropriate for 

comprehension than vocabulary development.   

 The qualitative methodology also has a limitation, the lack of a focus group interview. If 

participants in this study had the opportunity to explore the book together, they could have 

provided more insight about the role of illustrations. It would be interesting to find out to what 

extent they agree or disagree on the benefits of the pictures for learning the target words. 

Unfortunately, there were time constraints preventing the use of focus groups since students 

started preparing for their exams after the last interview and were no longer available.  

Further Research and Practice 

 This study was conducted using single words and did not include instruction. In addition, 

the study restricted the reading process within the relationship between the reader and the text. 

Future research should consider using compound nouns as well as phrases and explore social 

dimensions of reading, including critical reading and the role of vocabulary instruction in a 

literature-based environment. Also, the study only used a storybook. Other studies should 

consider different genres, including non-fiction picture books and non-illustrated materials such 

as young adult novels. Finally, the study neither trained students to use context nor drew their 
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attention to either written or pictorial clues.  Future research should consider experiments in 

which students received instruction on using storybook illustrations and inferred word meanings 

during reading, not afterwards.   

 Children’s storybooks can be beneficial for pre-college or university English learners to 

develop vocabulary and comprehension. One way to encourage wide reading of illustrated 

storybooks is to integrate it with other sources such as magazines, comic books, and novels. 

Books can be organized into themes such as immigration, the American culture, learning 

English, American history, and so forth. A small collection containing texts that may interest 

adults could be created. As students develop an interest in children’s literature, they can be 

referred to larger collections, including those books that may appeal to younger audiences. The 

successful integration of children’s literature with the adult community may help learners benefit 

from a rich source of reading for their linguistic and cultural development.   

Summary 

 The current study explored the potential influences of storybook illustrations on learning 

word meanings.  A mixed-method design was carried out to determine whether adult English 

learners who read an illustrated children’s storybook differed from those who read a print-only 

version of the same book.  The participants (n=40) took pre- and post-tests for vocabulary and a 

post-test for comprehension.  Then, a qualitative follow-up was conducted through individual 

interviews with six of the participants.  Results from the quantitative design indicate that 

illustrations influenced comprehension, but no significant effects were found for vocabulary.  

These findings support research affirming the benefits of visual input to reading comprehension 

and raise questions about using illustrated reading context as a strategy for acquiring the meaning 

of new words.  The qualitative design helped expand the notion of learning words from 
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storybook illustrations, suggesting an inter-relationship between pictures and other types of 

clues.  The findings show that the benefits of illustrations in storybook reading are dependent 

upon the comprehensibility of the input and readers’ ability to integrate textual and visual clues 

with their prior knowledge.  To optimize this connection, instructional approaches supporting 

readers’ noticing ability can be an addition to the long-term benefits of learning from context.  A 

powerful instructional tool that provides both lengthy exposure to illustrated, comprehensible 

input and rich opportunities for meaningful engagement with words is children literature, 

particular picture storybooks.  Supporting the benefits of literature-based instruction for 

linguistic and cultural development of adult learners through the use of multicultural literature, 

this study presents evidence that reading children’s illustrated storybooks can facilitate the 

process of independent word learning among adults. Therefore, the literature should be used as 

an alternative source of reading in college-level English as a second language programs. 
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Informed Consent 

Dear student,  

  

My name is Eleomarques Rocha (Leo), and I am a doctoral student at the University of New 

Orleans.  I come from Brazil, and I am also an English teacher.  I have taught English both in 

Brazil and the United States, and I understand the challenges that many of us international 

students go through to acquire the English language.  In my research, I would like to help 

learners to find new ways to develop their reading ability in English.  My study is about the 

benefits of story reading to English development in academic settings. 

  

As I am doing a study with students in intensive English programs, I invite you to participate in 

some reading activities. You will take an assessment before and after reading a story in English.   

Your participation will help me understand an important aspect of second language acquisition.    

  

I would like to inform you that your decision to participate in this research is voluntary and that 

you have the right to withdraw from the study at any time, with no consequences to your 

performance in the English program.  The activities in this research are not part of your school 

work and will not affect your grades in any way.  Your personal information will be kept 

confidential and will be destroyed after the conclusion of the study.  The research results will be 

reported anonymously to protect your privacy and identity.  No one except the researcher and his 

supervisor will have access to your personal details.   

 

If you do not understand any portions of this message, please feel free to ask the researcher or 

your instructor for clarification.  Also, if you prefer not to participate in the study, please let your 

instructor know so he or she can provide other accommodations.   For further questions, you can 

reach me at <my e-mail> or <my phone number>. You may also contact my major professor, 

who is supervising my study, at the same number. 

 

 Please print and sign your name below confirming that you would like to participate.  You must 

be 18 years of age or older to take part in the research.    

  

 

--Eleomarques Rocha 

 

_______________________________________________   

                                Print your name  

 

________________________________________________               ________________ 

                               Sign your name                                                       Date 
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Personal Details 

 

Please fill out this form and return it with the informed consent.   

 

1. Name: __________________________________    

2. Phone Number:  ____________________  E-mail: ___________________________ 

3. Gender:   male   female                     

4. Year of birth:  _______ 

5. Native language: ________________  Other languages: _____________________ 

6. Nationality: ____________________ Native country: _______________________ 

7. Years of English instruction in the United States: ___________  

8. Years of English instruction in your native country: __________ 

9. Reading Level:   2    3    4   5  6 

10. Oral Proficiency:   2    3    4   5  6 
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School Consent 

For my Ph.D. research at the University of New Orleans, I am conducting a study of second 

language acquisition using children's storybooks with adult English learners.  More specifically, 

my study examines the effects of storybook illustrations on second language vocabulary 

acquisition.   

 

I have previously contacted <The English Program>, particularly through <academic 

coordinator>, about the possibility of using <The English Program> students as subjects.  My 

research plan has recently been approved by the UNO Institutional Review Board.  Therefore, I 

would like to formalize our previous communication and set up a schedule for the data 

collection, if I still have your approval.  

 

About thirty students are needed.  They will be assigned to a control or focus group condition.  

They will read a story in English about immigration and take pre-post tests using specific words 

from the text. Some readers will not have access to illustrations.  In addition, four students will 

be selected for individual follow-up interviews. Because the study is about incidental learning, 

participants are not to be informed that the study focuses on words.  Instead, they will receive a 

broad description of the study, stating the benefits of story reading to English development.  

Therefore, they should not know that the study targets vocabulary because this could interfere 

with the experimental results.   

 

In compliance with IRB requirements, I would like to emphasize my commitment in protecting 

the privacy of both students and the Intensive English Language Program.  Test results and 

instructional materials shared with, or collected by, the researcher will be kept confidential.   

 

For further information, you can reach me at <my e-mail> or <my phone number>.  You may 

also contact my major professor, Dr. John Barnitz, who is supervising the study, at the same 

number. Thank you in advance for your consideration and cooperation.   

 

Please print and sign your name below confirming your approval that your program will 

participate in  leomarques Rocha’s doctoral research project. 

 

_______________________________________________   

                                Academic Coordinator (print) 

_______________________________________________               _______________________ 

                               Signature                                                      Date 

 

______________________________________________   

                                Program Director (Print)  

______________________________________________               _______________________ 

                               Signature                             Date 
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Permission to Use Human Subjects 
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Copyright Permission 
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Copyright Permission 
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Reading Assessment Guide 
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Reading Assessment Guide 

Good afternoon, everyone.  I'm ___, and I'm here to assist you with the reading activities for 

Leo's research.   How are you doing today?  

 

Good.   

 

Thank you so much for your participation.   

 

Well, first, I am going to read the overall instructions to you.  Please read along as you listen.    

 

Next, I am going to give you the handouts for each activity and explain what you need to do. 

Each activity has a different color.  After everyone has completed one activity and returned the 

handouts, then we are going to start a new one. When you complete yours, please wait until 

others are done so I can collect all the papers together.        

 

So, let's begin with these handouts.   

 

[Pass on white sheets from left to right]   

 

[After all the students have picked up their handouts, start reading.] 

 

[Read researcher's note.  Wait to see if students have any questions.] 

[Then read instructions.  Wait to see if they have any questions.]   

 

[For the activities in color paper, only read the beginning.  We'll go over them together.]  
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English Reading Assessment 
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English Reading Assessment 

Researcher’s Note 

 

Dear student,  

 

Thank you for participating in my study.  I am investigating the benefits of children’s stories to 

English learners in college.  I chose a story about immigrants, and I would like you to read it for 

pleasure.  Please remember that this activity has no connection with your grades in English.   

 

I would also like to remind you that your decision to participate in this research is voluntary and 

that you have the right to withdraw from the study at any time, with no consequences to your 

performance in the English program.  Your personal information will be kept confidential and 

will be deleted after the conclusion of the study.  The research results will be reported 

anonymously to protect your privacy and identity.  No one except the researcher and his 

supervisor will have access to your personal details.  If you have any questions before taking the 

assessment, please do not hesitate to ask.   

 

–Eleomarques Rocha 

 



 

244 

 

Instructions 

 

This assessment is divided into six parts:  

I. Background Knowledge 

II. Vocabulary 

III. Reading 

IV. Reading Comprehension 

V. Vocabulary 

VI. Oral Interview  

 

Today you are going to do the following: 

1. Complete parts I and II.  Return assessment sheet.  

2. Read a brief story in part III.  Return assessment sheet and story. 

3. Complete part IV.  Return assessment sheet.  

4. Complete part V.  Return assessment sheet.   

 

Only a small number of the students will complete part VI, which is scheduled for another day.  

You will be notified by e-mail if you are selected for the oral interview and will be interviewed 

individually.   

 

Duration 

 The written assessment is expected to last 50 minutes.   

 The interviews are each expected to last approximately 30 minutes.    

Rules 

 Please turn off your cell phone. 

 Don’t use a dictionary.  

 Answer the questions silently and independently.   

 Remember to turn over the pages.   

 Wait patiently for others to finish their activities.  

 Remember to write your name on every page.      
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I. Background Knowledge 

 

Think about these questions for a minute.  Don’t write down your answers. 

What happens when people move to another country?   

What are their reasons for leaving the homeland?   

What kind of hopes and challenges do they have in the new country?  

 

II. Vocabulary 

 

Before reading a story about immigrants, people who move to another country, check your 

vocabulary.  Make sure to think about every word. 

 If you know the meaning of a word, translate it into your native language.  You can use 

one word or more in the translation.  

 If you don’t know the meaning of a word, or you’re not sure, don’t do anything.  Just 

leave it blank.    

Let’s practice  

Word  Translation 

island  ____________________  

to admire ____________________  

 

On your own 

 Word Translation 

1. refugee ____________________ 

2. fascinating ____________________ 

3. altar ____________________ 

4. interested ____________________ 

5. fragrant ____________________ 

6. referee ____________________ 

7. to unfurl ____________________ 
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 Word Translation 

8. bloom ____________________ 

9. stream ____________________ 

10. senator ____________________ 

11. patch ____________________ 

12. moat ____________________ 

13. cot ____________________ 

14. to push ____________________ 

15. ill ____________________ 

16. ladder ____________________ 

17. pod ____________________ 

18. dormant ____________________ 

19. soap ____________________ 

20. to scramble ____________________ 

21. wisdom ____________________ 

22. balloon ____________________ 

23. to clamor ____________________ 

24. turmoil ____________________ 

25. to undo ____________________ 

26. emperor ____________________ 

27. silk ____________________ 

28. towering ____________________ 

29. to sneak ____________________ 

30. jaguar ____________________ 
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III. Reading 

You are going to read a story about an immigrant family.  As you read the story, think about the 

different people who have come to the United States.  What were their reasons for moving?  

How were their lives before?  How are their lives now?  Take your time in reading the story and 

try to understand it.  If you have difficulty with some of the words, just continue reading 

normally.  Imagine that you are going to retell the story in your own words.   
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IV. Reading Comprehension 

 

Circle the best answer according to the story.  

1. The writer tells the story of an immigrant family from _____.   

a) Poland 

b) Japan 

c) Somalia 

d) Vietnam 

2. The family leaves their home country because ____. 

a) there is a war 

b) they want to attend university 

c) they are looking for freedom of religion 

d) they have no jobs 

3. They travel to the United States____.  

a) by boat 

b) by train 

c) by plane 

d) by car 

4. The story focuses on one person, or hero, who is the _____.  

a) brother 

b) mother 

c) grandmother 

d) cousin 

5. The hero comes to the United States as ____. 

a) a child 

b) a teenager 

c) an adult 

d) an elderly person 

 

6. Before coming to America, the hero ____. 

a) learns English  
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b) gets married  

c) goes to war 

d) goes to another country 

7. One thing the hero finds different in America is ____. 

a) the weather 

b) the buildings 

c) the mountains 

d) the food 

8. One thing the hero misses from the home country is ____.  

a) the flower 

b) the pet 

c) the friends 

d) the neighbors 

9. One thing that helps the hero to remember the home country is ____.    

a) a picture 

b) a seed 

c) a comb 

d) a blanket 

10. The hero wants to ____.  

a) travel again 

b) have a garden 

c) be remembered 

d) buy a house 
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V. Vocabulary 

 

See how many words you learned from the story in addition to any you may already know.  

Make sure to think about every word. 

 If you know the meaning of a word, translate it into your native language.  You can use 

one word or more in the translation.  

 If you don’t know the meaning of a word, or you’re not sure, don’t do anything.  Just 

leave it blank.    

On your own 

 Word Translation 

1. to unfurl ____________________ 

2. emperor ____________________ 

3. ladder ____________________ 

4. patch ____________________ 

5. moat ____________________ 

6. fascinating ____________________ 

7. dormant ____________________ 

8. to undo ____________________ 

9. senator ____________________ 

10. to sneak ____________________ 

11. silk ____________________ 

12. to push ____________________ 

13. pod ____________________ 

14. turmoil ____________________ 

15. altar ____________________ 

16. soap ____________________ 

17. refugee ____________________ 

18. towering ____________________ 

19. stream ____________________ 
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 Word Translation 

20. referee ____________________ 

21. wisdom ____________________ 

22. cot ____________________ 

23. bloom ____________________ 

24. ill ____________________ 

25. jaguar ____________________ 

26. balloon ____________________ 

27. to scramble ____________________ 

28. fragrant ____________________ 

29. interested ____________________ 

30. to clamor ____________________ 
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VI. Oral Interview  

Oral Interview Guide 

Lead-in 

Hi!  How are you doing today?  Thank you so much for your help with my study.  I would like to 

learn more about your experience reading The Lotus Seed and learning new words from the 

story.   

I would also like you to feel comfortable talking in English.  If you cannot find the right words to 

say what you want, don't worry.  English is not my native language, either.  So, we will help 

each other if necessary.  Also, the tape-recorder is here to help me remember our conversation. 

Thank you so much for allowing me to use it.  I assure you that your name or personal 

information WILL NOT be shared with anyone.  In addition, the tape will be erased after I finish 

my study.  Do you have any questions for me before we start? (pause) 

 

Instructions 

Well, here is the same story that you read before.  You are going to browse the book while 

talking to me.  You don't need to read the story again.  On each page you will find some sticky 

notes.  Tell me about the words you see on the sticky notes.  The words on the stickies are also 

on the story.   

 

The first word is EMPEROR 

 

What does it mean? 

How difficulty is this word? 

What helped you understand this word? 

What helped you figure out the meaning? 

What ways or strategies did you use to understand the word? 

When did you get the meaning? 

How many times did you notice this word in the story? 

How important is this word to understand the story? 

(I don't mean to ask all these questions.  Just what I see fit the circumstance) 

 

Now move from page to page.  Look at the words.  Tell me about them.   
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Message to Translators 
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Message to Translators 

 

I need volunteers to help me with my PhD research. In my study I had students read a brief 

story in English and complete a vocabulary test.  Because their answers were provided in their 

native languages, I need someone to tell me what they wrote and if the answers are right or 

wrong.  I would like to contact undergrad or graduate students from Russia, Turkey, and 

Vietnam. They have to be regular university students. The volunteers will do the following: 

  

* Read the story to become familiar with the vocabulary. 

* Mark students' answers 

* Discuss the answers with me. 

 

 There are only three Vietnamese, three Turkish, and two Russian tests.  One volunteer from 

each country is enough, and the volunteer will be able to mark the tests and discuss the 

answers in less than an hour.   If anyone is interested, please ask them to contact me. 
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Appendix H 

Invitation to Interviews 
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Invitation to Interviews 

 Thank you so much for your participation in the reading activities for my doctoral 

research.  Now I invite you to the oral interview.  I am interested in learning more about your 

experience reading The Lotus Seed.  During the interview, we will browse the book together 

and talk about the story.   

 The interview will be audio-taped so I can remember the details of our conversation. 

However, the data will be reported anonymously, and the tapes will be erased after the 

conclusion of the study. Your name or personal details will not be shared with anyone. 

 The interview will take place in building Y, room X.  Please enter your name below 

confirming your participation and scheduling an appointment.  If you prefer to schedule a 

different time / day, please let me know. 

 I look forward to your participation. 

[table with interview schedule] 
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