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Abstract 

 

In the process of vocabulary acquisition, the extent to which tasks require depth of pro-

cessing, termed ‘task-induced involvement’ by Laufer and Hulstijn (2001), and the poten-

tial effects of this on subsequent vocabulary retention, deserve greater attention. Laufer and 

Hulstijn (2001) claim that when ‘need’, ‘search’ and ‘evaluation’ are required in order to 

complete a task, learners engage with words more deeply, thus optimizing potential for 

successful vocabulary retention. This study was designed to ascertain the extent to which 

tasks, in commonly used reading textbooks and integrated skills course books, induce 

‘deep’ involvement with vocabulary, thus facilitating vocabulary retention. Tasks in 10 

reading textbooks and 10 integrated skills course books were analysed in terms of the ele-

ments identified by Laufer and Hulstijn (2001). The results were then compared between 

the two types of textbooks in order to determine whether one is more effective than the 

other for vocabulary retention.  The study found that the frequency of exposure to target 

vocabulary was insufficient for vocabulary acquisition. It was also found that many of the 

vocabulary activities investigated required little task-induced involvement, and more spe-

cifically, very few productive activities were found.  

 

Keywords: task-induced involvement, depth of processing, vocabulary acquisition, vocab-

ulary retention, vocabulary learning 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 Learning and retaining vocabulary 

are inherent requirements in the acquisi-

tion of any language. Teachers and learn-

ers are rightly concerned with identifying 

and maximizing the potential effective-

ness of learning tasks, in order to enhance 

the possibility of learning success. While 

a number of studies have investigated 

which tasks and conditions are more ef-

fective for vocabulary learning and reten-

tion (Eckerth and Tavakoli, 2012; Ellis 

and He, 1999; Folse, 2006; Huang, Eslami 

and Willson, 2012; Hulstijn and Laufer, 

2001; Kim, 2011), to our knowledge no-

one has analysed ESL textbooks to deter-

mine the extent to which they contain 

tasks and conditions which are effective 

for vocabulary learning and reten-

tion. Clearly, it is not advisable for teach-

ers to teach straight from a textbook 

(Harmer, 1998; Willis, 1996), rather it is 

better to supplement the material provided 

in textbooks and use activities provided in 

textbooks in different ways. On the other 

hand, to some extent instructors are at the 

whim of textbook publishers in that they 

are often required to use commercial text-

books or course books in the classroom.  

Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) claim 

that when ‘need’, ‘search’ and ‘evaluation’ 

are required in order to complete a task, 

learners engage with words more deeply, 

thus optimizing potential for successful 

vocabulary retention. This Task-induced 

Involvement Load (TIL) Hypothesis has 

https://journal.uny.ac.id/index.php/lingua-pedagogia/index
mailto:rachaelruegg@gmail.com


LINGUA PEDAGOGIA (Journal of English Teaching Studies) 

Vol.1, No.1, March 2019 

          

18 - “Digging Deep”: Using the Task Involvement Load.... 

Rachael Ruegg, Cherie Brown 

been investigated and corroborated in sev-

eral studies (e.g. Eckerth and Tavakoli, 

2012; Folse, 2006; Keating, 2008; Kim, 

2011; Laufer and Rozovski-Roitblat, 

2011). The purpose of this study is to as-

certain the extent to which tasks associat-

ed with vocabulary learning, in commonly 

used reading textbooks and integrated 

skills course books, induce ‘deep’ in-

volvement with vocabulary, thus facilitat-

ing vocabulary retention.   

 

Review of literature 

 Over time, in the field of SLA re-

search, various hypotheses have been pro-

posed about how languages are learnt. 

Two that have gained much attention are 

the ‘Input Hypothesis’ (Krashen, 1985) 

and the ‘Output Hypothesis’ (Swain, 

1995).  The ‘Input Hypothesis’ claims that 

the fundamental requirement to acquire 

language is input at the right level, where-

as the ‘Output Hypothesis’ states that 

‘pushed output’ is required for acquisition 

to take place. These competing theories 

have prompted not a little debate about 

how languages are learnt. More recently, 

Ellis and He (1999) investigated the effect 

of modified input and modified output on 

vocabulary learning and found that the 

output group scored significantly higher 

on measures of comprehension, vocabu-

lary recognition and vocabulary produc-

tion than the input group.    

In a similar vein, Laufer and 

Hulstijn’s (2001) hypothesis draws on ear-

lier work, indicating that attention to new 

words and elaboration on semantic fea-

tures promotes vocabulary retention. 

Likewise, a study by Craik and Lockhart 

(1972), suggests that ‘depth of processing’ 

is essential to learning, and others such as 

Ellis (1994) and Schmidt (2000), under-

score the importance of ‘attention’ and 

‘noticing’ to both implicit and explicit 

learning. Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) pro-

posed the ‘TIL Hypothesis’ as a way to 

address a perceived lack of clearly opera-

tionalised constructs relating to ‘deep’ 

processing, including ‘noticing’, ‘elabora-

tion’, ‘motivation’ and ‘need’.    

Laufer and Hulstijn’s (2001) hy-

pothesis suggested that vocabulary acqui-

sition and retention is correlated to the 

amount and depth of cognitive processing 

undertaken when the word is learnt. The 

three factors that they determine to corre-

spond to ‘deep’ involvement with vocabu-

lary are ‘need’, ‘search’ and ‘evalua-

tion’. According to Laufer and Hulstijn 

(2001) ‘need’ is strong when it is intrinsic, 

moderate when it is imposed by the teach-

er or the task and absent when it would be 

possible for the student to skip over the 

word and still successfully complete the 

task. ‘Search’ is present when the task in-

volves searching for a word or meaning 

outside of the textbook (e.g. in a diction-

ary) and absent when the meaning of the 

word is given in the reading text or within 

the textbook (e.g. in a marginal 

gloss). ‘Evaluation' is strong when it in-

volves using the word in an original con-

text (as this involves evaluation of the 

word in terms of a range of considerations 

such as collocations and grammatical 

form), moderate when it involves deciding 

which word from a list of words to use, or 

which of the word’s various meanings is 

intended in a particular context and absent 

when no evaluation is required.  

The TIL hypothesis has been em-

pirically tested and substantiated almost 

without exception. The first evidence to 

support the theory came from Hulstijn and 

Laufer (2001) themselves. In their study, 

three groups of students carried out differ-

ent tasks and were later tested on the new 

vocabulary which appeared in the tasks. 

The first group read a passage with the 

target words glossed in the margin and 

then answered comprehension questions. 

The second group completed a gap-fill 

activity using the same text, and then an-

swered the same comprehension questions. 

The third group wrote a letter using the 

target words. Students in the third group 

scored significantly higher on the vocabu-
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lary test than the other two groups. Simi-

larly, Keating (2008) compared three vo-

cabulary learning tasks and found that 

writing sentences using the target words 

was the most effective, followed by read-

ing and completing a gap-fill and finally, 

reading alone. 

Folse (2006) addressed the idea 

that vocabulary retention is higher when 

students do writing tasks after reading and 

investigated which types of writing tasks 

are more effective. He compared three 

groups. The first group read and complet-

ed a gap-fill activity. The second group 

read and did three different gap-fill activi-

ties. The third group wrote an original 

sentence for each word. The second group 

significantly outperformed both the first 

and third groups. Folse concluded that the 

involvement load does hold true but that 

the frequency of encountering words is 

more important for vocabulary retention.   

Eckerth and Tavakoli (2012) also 

addressed the question of whether fre-

quency of exposure or task involvement 

load was more important. They found that 

both frequency of exposure and task in-

volvement load impact on vocabulary 

learning and retention. However, in con-

trast to the findings of Folse (2006), their 

study found that task involvement load is 

more important than frequency of expo-

sure to new words. Laufer and Rozovski-

Roitblat (2011) demonstrated that ‘depth’ 

of processing and the frequency of ap-

pearance of target vocabulary within texts, 

tasks, and a combination of the two (as 

elaborated by the ‘need, ‘search’, ‘evalua-

tion’ constructs) are both important to re-

tention. 

Based on previous research, Kim 

(2011) proposed that there may exist a 

hierarchy of task involvement load factors 

and that for vocabulary acquisition, ‘eval-

uation’ may be the most important factor. 

In her study she compared three groups 

holding the ‘need’ and ‘search’ elements 

constant between groups and manipulating 

the amount of ‘evaluation’ involved.  All 

three groups involved moderate ‘need’ 

and no ‘search’.  The first group carried 

out a reading task which involved no 

‘evaluation’. The task of the second group 

(gap-fill) called for moderate ‘evaluation’ 

and the third group’s task (writing) en-

gendered strong ‘evaluation’. Like her 

predecessors, Kim found that the third 

group showed significantly higher gains 

than the first two groups, both in terms of 

vocabulary acquisition and vocabulary 

retention. In another study, Kim (2011) 

also found that there was no difference in 

these results for learners at different profi-

ciency levels. 

Finally, Huang, Eslami and Will-

son (2012) conducted a meta-analysis of 

research on vocabulary learning and es-

tablished a hierarchy of tasks. They found 

that sentence-level writing is less effective 

than whole text composition and tasks 

which involve only filling in gaps are the 

least effective of all. These findings 

strongly support the Task Involvement 

Load Hypothesis. They also found that 

more time spent on task led to more vo-

cabulary learning. 

There is some controversy sur-

rounding the use of glossing to contribute 

to vocabulary acquisition and retention. 

While glossing can be seen as favourable, 

in the sense that it may lead to increased 

‘noticing’, depending on the purpose for 

which it is used, glossing may also detract 

from vocabulary acquisition and retention 

(Rott, 2007). Indeed, Hulstijn, Hollander 

and Greidanus (1996) found that words 

that were looked up in the dictionary were 

better retained than words which were 

glossed. Indeed, in proposing the Task 

Involvement Load hypothesis, Laufer and 

Hulstijn (2001) evaluated activities which 

included glosses of the target words as not 

requiring search, whereas activities with-

out glosses were evaluated as requiring 

search (p. 18). Overall, it appears that for 

easier immediate comprehension of a 

reading text glossing seems helpful, while 

for the purposes of long-term vocabulary 
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retention it appears not to be so, since it 

requires less effort on the part of a learner 

to search for and find meaning. However, 

more investigation is necessary, since 

there have been conflicting findings in 

studies to date.    

In general, the literature shows that 

output tasks are superior to tasks which do 

not involve output, and that the number of 

times a word is encountered is crucially 

important to its retention. Moreover, the 

more effort learners need to put in to in-

vestigate words, the more likely they are 

to be acquired.  

The study described here was con-

ducted to ascertain the degree to which 

ESL reading texts and their associated vo-

cabulary tasks, as found in commercial, 

integrated skills textbooks and academic 

reading skills course books, evidence fre-

quency of appearance of and depth of in-

volvement with target vocabulary. The 

quality of textbooks, which may be of 

considerable expense to learners and insti-

tutions, is naturally of keen interest to 

those who purchase them. Teachers and 

learners also need to know that the mate-

rial they are using is most conducive to 

learning, and thus the investment of time 

and effort in the texts and tasks provided 

is likely to be productive. If the reading 

texts and vocabulary activities appear to 

be less useful than they could be, they 

may benefit from knowing which to 

choose and how to modify these in order 

to promote better quality learning.  

 

METHODS 
 A convenience sample of 10 

commercially produced, ESL (English as 

a Second Language), integrated skills 

textbooks, aimed at developing the four 

language skills, (reading, writing, speak-

ing and listening) and 10 English language 

reading textbooks (commercially pro-

duced ESL textbooks with a specific read-

ing skills focus), were selected for analy-

sis.  Integrated skills textbooks and read-

ing course books were used because 

learners usually learn to read in a second 

language either within an integrated-skills 

classroom or within a separate reading 

class and because vocabulary learning is 

usually associated with reading skills. The 

particular textbooks used in this study 

were selected because they are well-

known, readily available and are common-

ly used in a wide range of ESL teaching 

contexts. All books selected were the most 

recent edition of the book, were published 

between 2005 and 2014 and are available 

through usual book distribution channels. 

Appendix A shows the 20 textbooks se-

lected and analysed for the present study.  

In order to make a fair comparison 

between the textbooks, it was decided to 

analyse the fifth reading text in each text-

book. Although it would be ideal to ana-

lyse all vocabulary tasks in each of the 20 

textbooks, such a comprehensive analysis 

was not possible within the given time 

constraints. Therefore, the analysis de-

scribed in this study is intended to be 

cross-sectional in nature, providing a 

snapshot of the kinds of activities com-

monly found in commercially produced 

textbooks and their value for vocabulary 

learning and retention.  Clearly, a more 

comprehensive study analyzing all tasks 

in a number of textbooks would be a valu-

able addition to the field.  

For the purposes of this study, a 

‘reading text’ was identified as a clearly 

defined body of written text with a recog-

nisable theme, that had a heading or sub-

heading, either within the unit or within 

the contents page of the book, indicating 

that it was a reading text. In addition to 

the reading text itself, all pre-reading tasks 

which focused on vocabulary, post-

reading tasks which focused on vocabu-

lary and review activities which focused 

on vocabulary were analysed. The reading 

texts, including their activities, were ana-

lysed in terms of the frequency of the tar-

get words in the text and activities, and 

the task involvement load invested by 
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learners if they read the text and complete 

all the activities.   

 

Textbook analysis  

 Target words were extremely dif-

ficult to identify in many of the 

books. Some books had various vocabu-

lary lists, for example; next to the text, at 

the end of the unit and at the end of the 

book, but in a number of the books differ-

ent words appeared in each list. Other 

books had a list of ‘target words’ within 

the reading task for students to study, but 

the same words did not necessarily appear 

in any of the vocabulary activities. In fact, 

sometimes these words did not even ap-

pear in the reading text at all. Ultimately, 

for the purpose of consistency in this in-

vestigation it was decided to define target 

words as those which appear both in the 

reading text and in at least one of the pre-

reading, post-reading or review activi-

ties.    

Instances of each target word in 

the reading text and in the pre-reading, 

post-reading and review active ities were 

counted by both researchers independently 

and the results were compared. When dis-

crepancies were found, the item was re-

counted and discussed until agreement 

was reached. If the item did not appear in 

an activity, but needed to be supplied to 

complete the activity, it was also counted 

as an instance of the target word.   

Each activity was evaluated by the 

researchers in terms of the extent to which 

it involved Laufer and Hulstijn’s (2001) 

three factors: ‘need’, ‘search’ and ‘evalua-

tion’. ‘Need’ was evaluated on two levels, 

whereby a score of 0 indicated that the 

meaning of the word did not need to be 

known in order to complete the activity, 

while a score of 1 indicated that the mean-

ing of the word needed to be understood 

in order to complete the activity.   Strong 

need cannot be assessed by analyzing 

tasks, since this category relates to the 

learner’s intrinsic motivation, not any 

quality evoked by the nature of a task. 

Therefore, this category is not included in 

the analysis. ‘Search’ was evaluated on 

two levels, whereby a score of 0 indicated 

that the meaning of the word or a syno-

nym was given in the activity, and 1 indi-

cated that a learner would need to search 

for the word in their dictionary, or refer to 

another authority, such as a teacher, if 

they did not understand it. ‘Evaluation’ 

was established according to three levels, 

whereby a score of 0 indicated that it was 

clear which word was required, therefore 

no consideration of word choice was nec-

essary, a score of 1 indicated that the word, 

or the meaning, needed to be compared 

with other options in order to choose the 

most appropriate one for the given context, 

while a score of 2 indicated that the word 

needed to be used in an original context of 

at least one sentence (as this involves 

evaluation of the word in terms of a range 

of considerations such as collocations and 

grammatical form). The template used for 

this analysis can be seen in Appendix B.  

Each activity received a total score, 

based on the sum of these three individual 

scores, which could range from 0 to 4. In 

the same way as the evaluation of instanc-

es of target words, the researchers met and 

compared their scores for the Task In-

volvement Load of each activity. When 

discrepancies were found, the evaluations 

were discussed until agreement was 

reached. An example of a task which re-

ceived a score of 0 can be seen in Appen-

dix C, while an example of a spoken task 

which received a score of 4 can be seen in 

Appendix D, and an example of a written 

task which received a score of 4 can be 

seen in Appendix E. 

Apart from vocabulary activities 

requiring varying amounts of task-induced 

involvement, whether or not target words 

are glossed affects the extent to which the 

process of reading a text requires in-

volvement with the target vocabulary. For 

example, words which are glossed mar-

ginally do not need to be looked up in a 

dictionary and therefore, ‘search’ is absent. 
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Furthermore, dictionaries give all the var-

ious meanings of a word, whereas it is 

usual for glossaries to just provide the 

meaning which is intended in the 

text. Therefore, using a glossary rather 

than a dictionary can also detract from the 

need to ‘evaluate’ which meaning of a 

word is being used in the given context. In 

order to evaluate the extent to which task-

induced involvement is required to com-

prehend the text, the presence or absence 

of marginal glosses of target vocabulary 

was also recorded.  

 

Statistical analysis  

 Descriptive statistics were calcu-

lated in order to show the overall results 

of these analyses. One-way ANOVA was 

also conducted to determine whether there 

were any significant differences between 

the reading course books and the integrat-

ed skills textbooks. As mentioned earlier, 

this was done in order to discover whether 

there was a tendency for one kind of book 

to have greater potential than the other for 

effective vocabulary learning. In many 

learning contexts integrated skills text-

books appear to be more commonly used 

than textbooks with a specific reading 

skills focus. This includes learning con-

texts where the goal is preparation for fur-

ther academic study. Knowing which type 

of textbook is potentially more effective 

would be useful for teachers and learners 

when making decisions about the kinds of 

materials to use. 

 

FINDINGS 
 Descriptive statistics for the fre-

quency of the target words in the reading 

texts, associated vocabulary activities and 

the total frequency can be seen in Table 

1.  

 

Table 1. Average frequency of appearance of target words 
 Integrated Skills Textbooks Reading Textbooks 

Frequency Mean SD Mean SD 

In text 1.1472 0.5082 2.5771 1.4706 
In activities 1.1799 1.3054 1.8285 1.4115 

Overall 2.3300 1.4110 4.4100 1.8230 

 

Two integrated skills textbooks 

were determined not to have any target 

words for the unit, since there were no 

words that appeared both in the reading 

text and in an activity. These were essen-

tially reading texts without any vocabu-

lary focus at all.  

Descriptive statistics for the num-

ber of vocabulary activities and the task 

involvement load of each vocabulary ac-

tivity, as well as the total task involvement 

load on each word if all vocabulary activi-

ties are completed are shown in Table 2.  

 

Table 2.  Number of Vocabulary Activities and their Task Involvement Load (TIL) 
 Integrated Skills Textbooks Reading Textbooks 

 Mean SD Mean SD 

Number of activities 2.4000  2.2210  3.8000  2.8980 

TIL of each activity 1.9917  1.5202  1.7124  0.7500 

Total TIL on each word 2.9327  3.4649  3.0500  2.4293 

 

The possible task involvement 

load values range from 0 to 4, with 4 rep-

resenting moderate ‘need’, present ‘search’ 

and high ‘evaluation’, and therefore being 

the ideal score, the actual task involve-

ment load of each activity in these 20 

textbooks also ranged from 0 to 4.  

In terms of glossing, 16 books did 

not gloss target words. Of these 16, 10 (7 

integrated skills course books and 3 read-
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ing textbooks) did not contain glossing at 

all, while 6 (2 integrated skills course 

books and 4 reading textbooks) glossed 

words other than the target words. Two 

reading textbooks glossed some target 

words but not others (1 glossed 1 out of 

15 target words, while the other glossed 9 

out of 25 target words). One integrated 

skills textbook glossed all target words 

marginally and one reading textbook 

glossed all target words at the end of the 

book. Although glossing words marginal-

ly detracts from both ‘search’ and ‘evalua-

tion’, since the word meanings are given 

directly alongside the text, glossing words 

at the end of the book would seem to re-

quire ‘search’, since learners need to ac-

tively search for the meaning of the words, 

but detract from ‘evaluation’, since glos-

saries usually only provide one meaning 

of the word (the one used in the text).  

One-way ANOVA analysis be-

tween the integrated skills course books 

and the reading textbooks found a statisti-

cally significant difference between the 

frequency of target words in the text; F(1) 

= 8.447, p = 0.009, and overall; F(1) = 

8.132, p = 0.011, but no significant differ-

ence between the frequency of appearance 

of the target words in vocabulary activi-

ties; F(1) = 1.138, p = 0.300.  Furthermore, 

no significant difference was found be-

tween the task-involvement load required 

for each activity; F(1) = 0.271, p = 0.609, 

nor for the overall task-involvement load 

on each target word after all activities are 

completed; F(1) = 0.008, p = 0.931.    

 

DISCUSSION  

Alderson (2005), found that vo-

cabulary accounts for 36-49% of variance 

in language performance and vocabulary 

has been found to account for at least 54% 

of variance in reading performance (Qian, 

2002). Therefore, it is to be expected that 

reading textbooks would focus on vocabu-

lary slightly more than integrated skills 

course books. However, based on these 

figures, it does not appear that the dis-

crepancy between the amount of focus on 

vocabulary in reading course books and 

integrated skills textbooks should be ex-

treme. Two of the 20 reading units ana-

lysed in integrated skills textbooks had no 

vocabulary focus whatsoever and the dif-

ference in the frequency of appearance of 

the target words in the two different types 

of books analysed was highly signifi-

cant. Given the effect of vocabulary 

knowledge on not only reading perfor-

mance, but also language performance in 

general, it appears that integrated skills 

textbooks should include more focus on 

vocabulary.   

 The findings of this study suggest 

recommendations in three key areas; sug-

gestions for ESL/EFL textbook, course 

book and materials writers, suggestions 

for teachers in the process of selecting and 

utilising commercial textbooks and course 

books for use in their classrooms, and fi-

nally, suggestions for helping learners to 

use these kinds of material effectively, 

particularly when working independently.  

 

Materials writers  

 Firstly, it was found that some 

textbooks do not always clearly identify 

target vocabulary.  Therefore, teachers 

and learners are at a disadvantage when 

trying to identify words that ought to be 

learned.  Tok (2010) found that teachers 

complained about textbooks without clear 

vocabulary lists or glossaries. In order to 

maximise vocabulary learning potential, 

materials writers are advised to identify 

the target words in each unit of work 

clearly and consistently.  This can be done 

in a number of ways. Firstly, by providing 

a separate, obvious and easily accessible 

list of words. If the list is provided within 

each unit, rather than elsewhere (for ex-

ample at the back of the book), this will 

increase the likelihood that teachers and 

learners will see it and use it.    

Nation (2001) states that “high 

frequency words are so important that an-

ything teachers and learners can do to 
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make sure they are learned is worth do-

ing”.  By association, this advice applies 

to materials writers as well, since they are 

often the ones providing the key resources 

that teachers and learners use. Teaching 

and learning time is usually precious, and 

ought not to be spent on low frequency 

words that learners will encounter only 

rarely beyond the textbook. Therefore, 

‘off-list’, low frequency words ought not 

to be included in target vocabulary lists, or 

focused on in activities.  

While glossing of low frequency 

items may be of value, since it assists 

learners in overall comprehension of a 

reading text, the lessons learned from in-

vestigations into the Task Involvement 

Load Hypothesis suggest that glossing of 

target vocabulary may actually diminish 

the likelihood of acquisition and retention, 

since it “...triggers the reader’s need ex-

trinsically and there is no intrinsically mo-

tivated search or evaluation processes” 

Rott (2007). As has already been men-

tioned, the value of glossing continues to 

be a matter for debate. Therefore, further 

research is needed in this area.   

As also mentioned earlier, materi-

als writers would do well to ensure they 

provide greater exposure to target vocabu-

lary in text and activities overall (see 

Tinkham, 1993). The results of this study 

indicate that commercial textbooks do not 

appear to provide enough exposure to tar-

get vocabulary in either the reading texts 

or their associated tasks, and some had no 

vocabulary focus at all. Since the exces-

sive recurrence of target vocabulary with-

in the same reading text may seem ‘un-

natural’ or impractical, materials writers 

should focus on developing greater expo-

sure to target vocabulary within the activi-

ties associated with the reading text in or-

der to overcome this problem. More activ-

ities, and activities that employ a higher 

rate of occurrence of target vocabulary 

would be useful, but again, not at the ex-

pense of natural use of the language. Simi-

larly, a greater consistency of exposure of 

all target vocabulary, would seem to be 

important.  

Finally, and probably most im-

portant of all, materials writers clearly 

need to write activities that will increase 

students’ cognitive involvement (Laufer & 

Hulstijn, 2001), considering the task in-

volvement load of the activities they 

write.  The study reveals that though there 

was a range of task types in the textbooks 

analysed, many tasks provided in com-

mercial textbooks may not rank highly in 

terms of their potential to enhance vo-

cabulary acquisition as measured by the 

Task Involvement Load criteria described 

here.  While many tasks may be ‘interest-

ing’ or ‘entertaining, and may enhance the 

commercial prospects of a publication, 

their inclusion, at the expense of higher-

ranking tasks, may undermine the goal of 

providing quality learning opportunities. 

Therefore, the textbook may be of less 

value to a learner than it could have been. 

To elaborate, vocabulary activities should 

rate as highly as possible on the ‘need’, 

‘search’, ‘evaluation’ scales so that learn-

ers are challenged to ‘dig deep’ for mean-

ing, rather than simply completing activi-

ties that are largely mechanical, and offer 

demonstrably less learning potential, such 

as gap fills, or matching words to mean-

ings.   

This also means, that amongst a 

range of possible activities, some should 

always be provided that require the learner 

an opportunity for original production of 

the target vocabulary. As indicated by El-

lis and He (1999), ‘output’ appears to sig-

nificantly enhance the possibility of ac-

quisition. Therefore, textbooks should 

provide more tasks which require original 

production of target vocabulary. Conse-

quently, notes to teachers within course 

books and textbooks should clearly indi-

cate the importance of prioritising these 

kinds of tasks over others. Moreover, if 

space in a to-be-published work is limited, 

the inclusion of production activities 

should receive the highest priority.  
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Teachers  

 Firstly, teachers need to be aware 

of the specific limitations of any commer-

cially produced material used (Seifert, 

2010). As the results of this study indicate, 

such material may not always contain 

clearly identified target vocabulary and/or 

activities that require learners to engage in 

deep processing (i.e. activities which re-

quire the three elements of ‘need’, ‘search’ 

and ‘evaluation’). While more compre-

hensive textbook investigation is warrant-

ed, the results of this study indicate, when 

purchasing or selecting texts to use in the 

classroom, teachers should take time to 

analyse the material and identify that 

which best promotes learning according to 

the features identified and described here. 

In particular, they should notice whether 

activities simply require learners to com-

plete mechanical tasks, or encourage 

learners to ‘dig deep’ for meaning.   

Since target vocabulary may not 

always be clearly identified in the reading 

texts and learning tasks provided in com-

mercial EFL publications, teachers may 

find it necessary to modify reading texts 

and associated activities, and identify 

those words that they know their learners 

most need to acquire (see Brown & Ruegg, 

in press). Simultaneously, they should en-

sure that learners are provided with a 

clearly identifiable list of level-

appropriate target vocabulary for each unit 

of work. Explaining the importance of 

high frequency vocabulary will heighten a 

learner’s sense of ‘need’ to learn the 

words that are presented, since the useful-

ness of these words can be recognised as 

going beyond the immediate texts and 

tasks they meet in any given unit of work 

to other learning and ‘real-life’ contexts.  

 

Learners  

 Finally, learners themselves, if 

armed with appropriate information and 

strategies, can be trained to identify target 

vocabulary for themselves (Yamada, 

2018). Provision of appropriate word lists, 

and access to appropriate additional in-

formation about the word lists, along with 

an understanding of the rationale behind 

the importance of focusing on these words, 

will enable learners to select appropriate 

material for themselves. Likewise, within 

the texts and tasks they choose, they will 

become better able to identify those words 

that are most important for them to know, 

which tasks are most likely to lead to 

learning and when they need to supple-

ment these with other activities.   

Being informed about the value of 

digging deep for meaning will also enable 

learners to have greater understanding of 

the benefit to be gained from using the 

target vocabulary in speaking and writing 

production activities. Armed with this in-

sight, it is hoped that they would then be 

less likely to avoid these more demanding 

tasks, in favour of less demanding or more 

mechanical tasks. Learners will also have 

an informed basis on which to choose ma-

terial that will make best use of their lim-

ited time, along with concrete strategies 

that will enable them to create their own 

supplementary activities, if necessary, that 

will help to increase their vocabulary ac-

quisition and retention.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 As mentioned earlier, this study 

appears to be the first to analyse the po-

tential of commercial ESL textbook read-

ing texts and related vocabulary activities 

for vocabulary acquisition using the TIL 

theory and input from recent vocabulary 

acquisition studies. The findings here are 

limited to a narrow range of material sam-

pled from each textbook, which may or 

may not be representative of the entire 

text. This fact makes it necessary to exer-

cise caution if trying to extrapolate find-

ings to an entire book in order to identify 

generalizable trends. However, the find-

ings thus far, if typical, do indicate areas 

of concern, which hold implications for 

textbook design and use. 
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Vocabulary experts have suggest-

ed that it is necessary to encounter a word 

at least six times in order to learn and re-

tain it (Tinkham, 1993), while some learn-

ers need up to 20 repetitions before they 

can retain the knowledge. However, the 

results of this study show that even if eve-

ry activity in a unit is completed, if, on 

average, each target word is encountered 

only 3.4 times, it would appear that learn-

ers do not have enough exposure to target 

vocabulary. A future study, covering all 

units of the selected textbooks would 

more clearly ascertain target vocabulary 

frequency overall.  

Furthermore, it would seem that 

not every instructor requires learners to 

complete every activity in every unit. 

Therefore, for many learners, the actual 

frequency of encountering each word in a 

unit is likely to be less than this.  In all 20 

units analysed for this study, only 19 tar-

get words appeared 6 times or more in the 

unit analysed and only 11 of the units (8 

in reading textbooks and 3 in integrated 

skills course books) included a word 6 

times or more.    

Although the Task Involvement 

Load Hypothesis was proposed over a 

decade ago, and subsequently investigated 

and largely corroborated through research, 

it seems that both the reading texts and 

vocabulary activities in many textbooks 

are still not being designed in a way that 

requires learners to engage in the type of 

deep processing found to be as important 

to learning, by means of tasks that provide 

a high level of task-induced involvement. 

Of the 62 vocabulary-focused activities 

analysed for this study, three activities had 

a task involvement load of zero, meaning 

that no ‘need’, ‘search’ or ‘evaluation’ 

was present at all. A further eight activi-

ties had a task involvement load of just 

one.  Moreover, although the literature 

shows that using words productively is the 

most effective activity for vocabulary 

learning and retention, only nine out of the 

62 activities analysed required target 

words to be used productively, and these 

productive activities were found in just six 

of the 20 textbooks.  Further investigation 

is warranted, to determine the extent to 

which the texts and tasks provided in en-

tire textbooks provide additional exposure 

to previously met target vocabulary. It ap-

pears likely, however, that the texts and 

tasks analysed this far are typical of those 

found in other sections of the same book. 

If this is so, there is justifiable cause for 

concern, since it appears that commercial 

textbooks may not be providing adequate 

or consistent exposure to target vocabu-

lary, nor opportunities for the kind of deep 

processing required for that vocabulary to 

be acquired. 
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