THE INFLUENCE OF AGE ON VOCABULARY ACQUISITION
IN ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

Tesi doctoral presentada per

Immaculada Miralpeix Pujol

com a requeriment per a I’obtencid del titol de

Doctora en Filologia Anglesa

Programa de Doctorat: Lingtiistica Aplicada
(Bienni 2000-2002)
Departament de Filologia Anglesa 1 Alemanya

Directors: Dra. Carme Muiioz Lahoz i Dr. Paul M. Meara
Universitat de Barcelona

2008



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

During the preparation of this dissertation, I have received help and advice from many people, to whom

I would like to express my gratitude.

My greatest debt is to my supervisors, without their dedication this project would have never been

possible. I feel really lucky to have had the privilege to work with Dr Carme Muifioz and Dr Paul Meara.

From the very beginning, Dr Mufioz has offered me invaluable guidance and unwavering support, I will
never thank enough all the help she has offered to me in this dissertation as well as in other aspects of my
work. I would like to thank her for her strong commitment with the thesis, her never-ending patience, her
constant supply of feedback and her scrupulous revision of the drafts. She has made many indispensable
comments and given illuminating insights and advice and I have benefitted from her expertise in many
different areas. In addition, her kindness, her constant encouragement and personal qualities have made

the preparation of this dissertation much easier and the work with her a great pleasure.

I am indebted as well to Dr Meara, who allowed me to make my first research stay in Swansea in 2002
and has enormously helped me ever since. He has contributed to the present work in countless ways. He
has allowed me to dig into his archives for publications and to actively participate in the creation of
computer tools, which I have really enjoyed. I am extremely grateful for his indications to work with the
data and for his detailed comments on my work, they have always been an incentive to go on and a spur
of motivation. In addition to possessing outstanding academic qualities, he has always been very helpful,

patient and supportive and I thank his generosity in sharing his knowledge and skill with me.

I owe also a great deal to all the members of the BAF (‘Barcelona Age Factor’) Project, I would like to
thank them all for their contribution to my development as a researcher and also because, from the time
I started working with them as a research assistant, they have always been a source of motivation. I am
especially grateful to Dr M.Luz Celaya for her help in one of my DEA projects, which later on gave birth
to an idea for this thesis. [ have also learned a lot with Dr Teresa Navés, from whom I have received help
in uncountable aspects, from computer tools to statistics; she has provided me with bibliography that
offered much food for thought. I have also gained insights into various research fields thanks to Dr Elsa

Tragant.

I would like to express my sincere gratitude as well to Dr Joan Carles Mora for making easier the task of
combining teaching and research during the last few years. I also thank Dr Roger Gilabert for his
willingness to help this last semester, when this thesis was coming to an end and Dr Raquel Serrano, for

sharing with me the last stages of her thesis completion.



Former or present research assistants of the project have also offered me their help and friendly
encouragement and therefore I thank Dr Josep M* Armengol, Laura Sdnchez, M.del Mar Suarez, Julia
Barén, Cristina Aliaga, Angels Llanes and Anna Marsol. I would also like to express my heartfelt thanks
to Dr Natalia Fullana, who has shared with me the preparation of this work from the very beginning,
helping me to choose the right path on different occasions, and to Gisela Grafiena, who has offered me
constant support and bibliography even in the distance. I also thank the schools, teachers and children who

took part in the project for their willing cooperation.

Ishould like to record here my deep appreciation to the people at the Centre for Applied Language Studies
at the University of Wales Swansea, who took interest in my research and let me share my research stays
with them. Dr James Milton gave me access to the department and university services and offered
interesting suggestions for my work. Dr Nuria Lorenzo-Dus also gave me expert advice and great
encouragement. Dr Jim Ronald, Mitsuru Orita, Masa Mochizuki and Tad Kamimoto made useful
comments at early stages of my research. I also thank them all because, together with Giovanna Donzelli,

Dr Thomai Alexiou and Nikos Konstantakis, have made of my stays in Wales an enjoyable experience.

I am thankful to Dr Laura Collins for sharing with me her latest work and making very sensible
suggestions on my research, for which I am indeed grateful. Thanks also to Ferran Carrascosa for his help
with statistics and to the colleages at the English Department, who have always showed me their support,

especially to Dr Guardia.

I gratefully acknowledge the financial help of the grant 2001FI-0062 from Generalitat de Catalunya
(‘Formaci6 de Personal Docent i Investigador’), which allowed me to work as a research assistant for four
years and to spend time abroad to prepare the present work. This research has also been partly supported
by the grants BFF2001-3384 and HUM2004-05167 from the Ministry of Education of Spain to the BAF
Project and by the designation of the BAF research group as ‘Grup Consolidat de la Generalitat’
(2005SGR00778).

Finally, I thank Carol and Eric Davies, who made me feel at home in my stays in Swansea and last, but
not least, I owe gratitude to my family and friends, who allowed me time to carry out this work. Above
all, I would like to thank my parents, to whom I dedicate this thesis, for encouraging me to choose what
I liked and for their understanding and support at all times. I also thank Jordi for all his help along the way

and for always being there.

To Montserrat and Lluis



SUMMARY

This dissertation analyses the effects of age on the acquisition of vocabulary in
English as a Foreign Language (FL). It focusses on productive vocabulary because it is
a crucial aspect in language learning which is also vital in communication, both oral and
written, and it has often been the neglected component in research on age.

Studies on age in naturalistic contexts have usually shown that ‘the earlier one
starts learning the language, the better’. Although in the short term Early Starters (ES)
are outperformed by Late Starters (LS), due mainly to the superior cognitive maturity
and the quickest rate of development of the latter, in the long run ES will catch up with
LS and will eventually overtake them. Our educational system also promotes an early
start to the FL, as the age at which English is first introduced at schools has
progressively been brought down in the recent years. However, results in instructional
settings are not as clear-cut as the ones obtained in natural contexts and ‘the earlier the
better’ assumption does not always seem to apply in a straightforward way. The present
work analyses the oral and written production of two groups of Catalan/Spanish
bilinguals who learn English at school as a FL. One of the main aims of the research is
to determine if, in the long term, towards the end of secondary education, there are
consistent differences between a group of ES (who started at 8) and one of LS (who
started at 11) as regards productive vocabulary. The design presented also allows to
study the development and draw comparisons between the groups from primary
education onwards (data collections were carried out after 200, 416, 726 and 800 hours
of exposure). Therefore, the analyses are performed by controlling the Amount of
Exposure that learners have received, their Cognitive Maturity (Age at Testing) and their
Age of Onset (Starting Age).

In order to analyse the participants’ production, both intrinsic and extrinsic
vocabulary measures are used. It is also a research purpose of the present work to survey
some of the widely-used measures of lexical richness and to evaluate new ones, such as
D and P_Lex. In addition, as the Second Language Acquisition research field is very
much in need of testing tools, especially as regards vocabulary, this thesis presents one
of the first methods to compute estimates of productive vocabulary size for different
tasks. The process to carry out the estimations has been automated into V_Size, a new
computer tool.

Results show that in the long term, ES do not surpass LS in a formal context as
far as lexical production is concerned. The same takes place even if ES receive some
more exposure. This LS advantage seems to be present since the first stages of learning
the FL, even though both groups show a boost in vocabulary from the age of 13
onwards. The findings are discussed in the light of other results found in natural and
formal contexts for lexis and other language components. They are also interpreted in
relation to other factors that may contribute to a successful learning apart from an early
start. Results on different lexical measures are considered for research in the field and
potential advantages of the new V_Size are described. Therefore, not only does the thesis
bring new evidence to research on age and FL acquisition, but it also offers new insights
into productive vocabulary testing.
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RESUM

Aquesta tesi analitza els efectes del factor edat en 1I’adquisici6 de vocabulari en
anglés com a llengua estrangera. Es centra en vocabulari productiu perqué és un aspecte
crucial en I’aprenentatge de llengiies que tamb¢ és molt important per la comunicacio,
oral i escrita, i ha estat sovint el component oblidat en recerca sobre edat.

Els estudis sobre el factor edat en contextos naturals mostren que és millor
comengar a aprendre un idioma el més abans possible. Tot i que a curt termini els
aprenents més grans siguin millors que els joves, sobre tot a causa del la maduresa
cognitiva i del ritme rapid de desenvolupament dels primers, a llarg termini els més
joves atrapen els grans i arriben a depassar-los. El nostre sistema educatiu també promou
un comengament primerenc de I’anglés, ja que 1’edat en qué 1’idioma estranger és
introduit a les escoles és cada vegada més baixa. Tanmateix, els resultats en contextos
d’instruccid no son tan clars com els obtinguts en contextos naturals i la suposici6 de
‘quan abans millor’ no sembla del tot certa. Aquest treball analitza la produccio oral i
escrita de dos grups d’estudiants bilingiies catala/castella que aprenen anglés com a
llengua estrangera a 1’escola perd que comengaren a edats diferents (uns als 8 i els altres
als 11). Un dels proposits de la recerca és determinar quin dels dos grups sera més
competent a llarg termini, al final de la Secundaria, pel que fa al vocabulari productiu.
El disseny permet també¢ estudiar el desenvolupament i establir comparacions entre els
dos grups des de I’educacio primaria (es portaren a terme recollides de dades després de
200, 416, 726 1 800 hores d’aprenentatge). Les analisis controlen, per tant, les hores
d’exposicio, la maduresa cognitiva i I’edat d’inici de I’angles.

Per tal d’analitzar la produccié dels aprenents s’han utilitzat mesures de
vocabulari intrinisques i extrinsiques. Es també objectiu d’aquesta tesi estudiar algunes
de les mesures més utilitzades en léxic aixi com avaluar-ne de noves com la D i el
P Lex. Amés, com que el camp de recerca en Adquisicid de Segones Llengiies necessita
eines d’avaluaci6, especialment en vocabulari, es proposa en aquest treball un dels
primers metodes per realitzar estimacions del tamany de vocabulari productiu dels
aprenents per diferents tasques. Aquest procés d’estimacid ha estat computeritzat en el
programa V_Size, una nova eina informatica.

Els resultats indiquen que, a llarg termini, els aprenents més joves no avantatgen
els més grans en contextos formals a igualtat d’hores d’exposicid pel que fa a
vocabulari productiu, encara que els més joves hagin comencat abans; tampoc si aquests
han rebut més hores d’exposicid. Aquest avantatge dels més grans sembla ser present
des dels estadis inicials d’aprenentatge, tot i que hi ha un desenvolupament notable als
voltants dels 13 anys en ambdos grups. Els resultats son posats en relaci6 a altres estudis
en contextos formals i naturals tant pel que fa a vocabulari com per altres components
lingtiistics. Aixi mateix, son interpretats en relacio a altres factors que poden ser tan o
més importants que una jove edat d’inici. També els resultats obtinguts de les diferents
mesures Iéxiques son considerats per recerca en el camp i es descriuen els possibles
beneficis derivats del nou métode d’estimacio de tamanys de vocabulari. Per tant, la tesi
ofereix no només noves evideéncies a la recerca sobre el factor edat en I’adquisicio de
llengiies estrangeres sin6 també nous metodes d’analisi de vocabulari productiu.
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