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Morphological Awareness And Its Correlation With Vocabulary
Knowledge Among Undergraduate Students

AMAL SALEH SASE

Abstract

Vocabulary size is an important variable that leads to fluency in
language. Thus, investigating the factors that boost vocabulary is
paramount. In relation to this, some researchers suggest that
morphological awareness enhances vocabulary knowledge, whereas
others suggest that there is no correlation between morphological
awareness and vocabulary size. This study investigated the
correlation between these two variables, and investigated the
difference between the analytic and synthetic ability in
morphological awareness. Fifty undergraduate  students were
recruited for this study. Theresearch findings revealed that
participants are significantly better in the analytic ability than
synthetic ability in morphological awareness. It was also found that
there is no correlation between morphological awareness and
vocabulary size.

Keywords: morphological awareness; vocabulary size; analytic
ability; synthetic ability; undergraduate students

Introduction
Mastery of a second language requires mastery of great deal of its
vocabulary. Vocabulary is a principal component of any language,
and it is crucial for fluent languageuse (Nation, 1993; Miller, 1991).
Further, vocabulary size tells a lot about how well the second
language(L2) learners are likely to perform academic language skills
such as, reading, listening, andwriting (Treiman&Casar, 1996; Bear,
et al., 2008).However, the size of vocabulary required to understand
a second language is arguable among many linguists and researchers.
Nation (1993), for example, argues thatlearning of around 3,000
word families is thethreshold needed for tapping other language
skills; and which without, learners are likely to encounter problems
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understanding the language they are exposed to (Alderson
&Banerjee, 2002). In addition, vocabulary size is a good predictor of
reading comprehension (Anderson &Freebody, 1981; Koda, 1989;
Coady et al,1993). Vocabulary size, also, correlates with writing
quality (Linnarud, 1986; Astika, 1993).Ellis (1997) argues that
vocabulary size is a predicator oflearners’ discourse comprehension.

Having stated the importance of learning vocabulary, the methods or
techniques that should foster learning them should be investigated.
Learning strategies are assumed to answer such a kind of aprobe.
These strategies are conscious or unconscious techniques for
processing information in order to heightenretention of learning, and
comprehension(O’Malley &Chamot, 1990). One of the effective
learning strategies is morphological awareness, which refers to the
potentiality of using the rules of the word formation knowledge, and
how to relate sounds to meanings (Kuo & Anderson,2006).
Morphological awareness enables learners to learn morphemes
andmorphemic boundaries, and how to disassemble complex words
into meaningful parts; this implies learning the meanings of roots,
affixes, and reassembling themeaningful parts into new meanings.
Such practice of dissembling- reassembling method is called
morphological analysis.

Statement of the Problem

Much research was conducted to investigate the correlation between
morphological awareness and vocabulary acquisition. For example,
Angling (1993) reported that the relationship between vocabulary
knowledge and morphological awareness around the fourth grade
could be attributed to the learners’ knowledge of derived words and
their use of morphological problem solving between first and fifth
grade.Similarly, Nagy et al. (2006) argued that eighth and ninth
grade students showed a significant amount of vocabulary, which
contributed to developing their reading comprehension scores. They
also noticed that students became more aware of how to decode
morphologically complex words. Accordingly, it can be understood
that morphological awareness enhances comprehension, and by turn
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reading comprehension boosts vocabulary size. Likewise, Sandra
(1994) argued that polymorphemic vocabulary can be enhanced
through raising morphological awareness. Put differently,
vocabulary growth of learners is credited to their ability to apply
word formation rules (Wysocki & Jenkins, 1987).

In spite of all the previous studies in the context of the first language
that confirm the correlation between morphological awareness and
vocabulary acquisition, it should not be taken for granted as the only
method to develop vocabulary acquisition. It is also important to
stress the fact that literature shows the importance of the reading
skills in line with the phonological processing skills. Hence,
morphological awareness merely without having good reading skills
and phonological processing skills will not contribute to vocabulary
acquisition.

Drawing the previous findings on L2 vocabulary acquisition is still
questionable; it seems that literature shows different and
contradicting findings. For example, Alsalamah (2011) did not find
correlation between morphological awareness and L2 vocabulary
size among Saudi adults. Similarly, Al Farsi (2008), found no
correlation between morphological awareness and L2 vocabulary
size among Omani learners.By contrast, Abatabaei and Yakhabi
(2011), and Koosha andSalimian (2011) found significant correlation
between morphological awareness and vocabulary knowledge
among Iranian high school students. Therefore, this study
investigates the correlation between morphological awareness and
vocabulary knowledge among undergraduate students, to understand
whether morphological awareness contributes to vocabulary
knowledge or not.

Objectives of the Study

This study aims to investigate how morphological awareness can
boost vocabulary acquisition among second or foreign language
learners. This study specifically has the following objectives:
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1. To identify the students’ awareness of analytic and
synthetic word formation rules among undergraduate
students

2. To identify the relationship between morphological
awareness and vocabulary size among undergraduate

students

Research Questions
Based on the objectives above, the following research questions
were formulated:

1. To what extent are undergraduate students aware of

analytic and synthetic word formation rules?
2. How does morphological awareness relate to

vocabulary size among undergraduate students?

Literature Review

Importance of Vocabulary

Vocabulary is the central component of any language. Vocabulary
refers to the set of words that is the basis for making
andunderstanding sentences (Miller, 1991). Thus, vocabulary is
necessary for both of language production and language
comprehension(Anglin, 1993). Vocabulary is the key to master the
other areas of languageproficiency (Laufer & Nation, 1999). Walker,
et al. (1994) argued that earlyvocabulary knowledge is a strong
predictor of school progress in the first language (L1), especially
reading comprehension.As for the second language (L2), Tschirner
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(2004) argues that vocabulary size is one of the strongest indicators
of L2academic language skills in general, and reading proficiency in
particular. It was also found that vocabulary size correlates with L2
writing ability (Laufer & Nation, 1995; Laufer,1998; Beglar & Hunt,
1999; Zimmerman, 2005). Also, Read (2004) has found that L2
learners are typically aware of theextent to which limitations in their
vocabulary knowledge hinder their ability tocommunicate effectively
in the target language.Thus, vocabulary canlead the learners to be
more confident in wusing the language. Vermeer(2001) and
Zimmerman(2005) have found correlation between vocabulary size
and language proficiency.

Morphology

Morphology is the linguistic branch, which is concerned with the
study of words and their internal structure, and how words are
formed (Arnoff & Fudeman, 2005). It is also concerned with how
word formation rules can be used to produce other lexical items
(Leong & Parkinson, 1995). Words or lexical items can be
subdivided into minimal linguistic units, which are labeled as
morphemes. Carlisle (2004) states that morpheme refers to the
meaningful word parts that readers can identify and put together to
determine themeaning of an unfamiliar word. Coates (1999) argues
that there are four criteria that should be considered to call a
linguistic unit as a morpheme. Those criteria, as identified by Coates,
are that it should have a meaning or function, recurs in other words
with related meaning, and can be interchanged. Broadly speaking,
there are two main types of morphemes, free and bound morphemes.
Free morphemes are those which can stand by themselves such as
child in children. By contrast, bound morphemes cannot stand by
themselves; for example, hood in childhood (Coates, 1999).
Further,classification of morphemes divides them into inflectional
and derivational morphemes. Inflectional morphemes do not change
the meaning of the basic words; for example, -er in bigger. However,
derivational morphemes change the part of speech meaning of a
word, and they are used to create new words from old ones. For
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example, the verb “establish” can be changed into a noun by adding
the “-ment” morpheme to be “establishment”.

Strategies to Enhance Vocabulary Size

Graves (2004) argues that learners should develop strategies to
understand the meanings of words, and that is to develop vocabulary
knowledge. There are many strategies of learning vocabulary, among
which is morphological awareness. Morphological awareness is the
ability to access the meaning and structure of morpheme in relation
to words (Chang et al., 2005). A simpler and more comprehensive
definition is defined by Kuo and Anderson (2006), as they
mentioned that morphological awareness refers to a learner’s ability
to comprehend and manipulate the smaller meaningful parts that
build words such as prefixes, roots, and suffixes.

Morphological Awareness

Morphological awareness refers to the learner’s awareness of
morphemes, and their structures, and how to manipulate such
morphological structures of words (Carlisle, 1995; Carlisle & Stone,
2003). Some other researchers extend the concept of morphological
awareness to encompass the orthographic and semantic aspects (Kuo
& Anderson, 2006).1t is noteworthy in this context to differentiate
between two concepts, that is, morphological awareness and
morphological acquisition. Morphological awareness refers to
employing metacognitive strategies to manipulate and form new
words, out of communicative context (Kuo & Anderson, 2006).
Whereas, morphological acquisition refers to the cognitive ability to
comprehend and grasp morphological structure in natural speech
(Kuo & Anderson, 2006). Based on these differences between the
two concepts, it can be claimed that morphological awareness is
entailed in the morphological acquisition. Morphological awareness
also differs from phonological awareness, as the latter refers to the
ability of segmenting of syllables, rhymes, and phonemes (Carroll et
al., 2003).Jornlin (2015) mentions that those who have high
morphological awareness are likely to acquire vocabulary better than
those who do not.
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Morphological Awareness and its Relationship with Language
Skills

Much research has addressed the relationship  between
morphological awareness and other language skills. Some studies,
for example, investigated how morphological awareness is a
predictor of understanding the spelling system (e.g. Fowler &
Liberman, 1995; Bear et al., 2004; Treiman & Casar, 1996). Other
studies investigated the correlation between morphological
awareness and vocabulary growth and reading comprehension (e.g.
Carlisle, 1995; Fowler & Liberman, 1995; Qian, 2002; Tyler &Nagy,
1990).

Vocabulary Size

Vocabulary size refers to the amount of vocabulary acquired and
understood by a learner. The number of words required for a
successful communication is arguable. Some researchers consider a
word as a lemma or main entry, and thus its derivatives are not
considered as new words. For example, D’ Anna & Zechmeister’s
(1991) argues that college students know only around 1, 700
lemmas.

Relationship between Morphological Awareness and VVocabulary
Growth

As mentioned earlier, much research investigated the correlation
between morphological awareness and vocabulary growth. Most of
these studies showed correlation between morphological awareness
and vocabulary growth (e.g. Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Singson et al.,
2000; Sternberg, 1987; White et al., 1989; Wysocki & Jenkins,
1987). Some researchers (e.g. Sandra, 1994) argue that
morphological awareness contributes to developing polymorphemic
vocabulary and in retaining their meanings. Other researchers argue
that morphological awareness can enhance vocabulary knowledge
and reading abilities. For example, Carlisle (1995) states that
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morpheme identification may be employed as a problem- solving
strategy, to understand a large number of derived words.

Morphological Development among Second Language Learners
Literature shows that advanced second language learners use their
knowledge of derivational morphology to coin new words. For
example, Whitley (2004) analyzed written samples of English-
speaking, advanced learners of Spanish. He found that learners make
use of their knowledge of L2 word formation rules, to coin new
words. However, the participants in Whitley (2004) study showed
high frequency of morphological syntactic errors (i.e. 41 %)
contributed to the participants’ errors.Schmitt and Zimmermann
(2002) mentioned that L2 learners usually know mostly two
members of a word family, which are a noun and verb.

Previous research

Deacon and Kirby’s (2004), in their four- year longitudinal study,
found a positive relationship between morphological awareness and
readingcomprehension for the second, fourth and sixth graders.
Similarly, Carlisle (2000); Kuo & Anderson (2006) found that
morphological awareness is correlated with vocabulary knowledge.

In the context of second language, Tabatabaei & Yakhabi (2011)
investigated the correlation between morphological awareness and
vocabulary knowledge among Iranian high school students. They
found significant correlation between student’s performance in
vocabulary test and their morphological awareness.

Several studies have recently studied the relationship
betweenmorphological awareness and vocabulary knowledge among
second language learners (L2). Most of these studies found positive
correlation between the two variables. For example, Koosha &
Salimian (2011) have found a significant relationship between
overall morphological awareness andvocabulary knowledge among
Iranian pre-university students. Latifi et al. (2012) also found
significant correlation between morphological awareness and
vocabulary size among 60 Iranian senior university students.Schmitt
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and Meara (1997), in their study on the Japanese learners, found
thatin case of lack of explicit instruction of derivational morphology,
L2 learners expanded their vocabulary size, simultaneously with
their increased awareness of derivational morphology.

Similarly, among the Japanese learners of English, Mochizuki and
Aizawa (2000) found that higher levels of affixal awareness
correlated with vocabulary size.Hayashi and Murphy (2011), also,
found that vocabulary size had high positive correlations with
morphological awareness among the Japanese learners. Similarly,
Khodadoustet al. (2013) found positive correlation between
morphological awareness and vocabulary size among 86 Iranian
university students.

Methodology
Research design
Based on the research objectives, this study adopts a quantitative
research design. Quantitative research design is deemed the proper
one for this study which will be based on numbers and quantities.
Patton (1991) defines quantitative studies as the ones which are
based on numbers on quantities.

Research Instruments
Two questionnaires were employed as instruments for the purpose
of this research. These questionnaires are:

1. Nation (1990) vocabulary size test (version A)

This test was used to test the vocabulary size among the participants
2. Test adapted from McBride- Change et al. (2005) to

test Morphological Awareness. This test is used to

test students’ ability to reflect and manipulate
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morphemic units in English. The test consists of two
sections:
a. Morpheme ldentification test

It tests the students’ ability to break down complex words into
smaller meanings. This section consists of fourteen (14) items. These
items were presented to the participants out of context to control for
the effect of context. In addition, the

b. Morphological Structure test

This section of the test assesses the participants’ ability to synthesize
morphemes to create new meanings. This section consists of 14
items.

Participants
Fifty (50) undergraduate students English department Sirt
university were recruited as sampling for this study.

Data Analysis
SPSS software was used to analyze the collected data.

Findings and Discussion
Descriptive
Before answering the research question, normality was tested. The
following table summarized the descriptive section of the study.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics

IN Minimu [Maximu [Mean [Std. Skewness  |Kurtosis
m m Deviatio
n
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al awareness
\Valid NI50
J(listwise)

Statisti [Statistic |Statistic [Statisti [Statistic |Statisti|Std. [Statisti [Std.
o C C Errofc Erro
r r
vocab size |50 70 88 77.18 14.606 [129 |337}-.469 |662
IMorphologic |50 16 23 19.56 [1.842 135 |337[.904 [.662

Based on the table above, the data are normally distributed, as the
both of vocabulary size scores and
morphological awareness scores are between +2 and -2, which
according to George and Mallery(2003) is acceptable.

skeweness value for

Results

1. This study had two main objectives. It firstly aimed at

comparing the participants’ analytic awareness and synthetic

awareness, and secondly investigating the correlation between

morphological awareness and vocabulary size. To answer the

first question, a paired samples t-test was run. The following

tables summarize the results.

Table 2: Means and standard deviations of analytic and synthetic

morphological awareness

Mean N Std. Deviation|Std. Error
Mean
Pair 1 analytic morpho |11.24 (50 1.255 A77
synthetic morpho|8.32 50 1.019 144
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Table 3: Paired samples test

[Paired Differences t df[Sig.
[Mean(std. Std.  [95% Confidence (2-
Deviation [Error [Interval of the tailed)

Mean [Difference
Lower |Upper
analytic 2.920|1.353 191 2536 [3.304 [15.26249|.000
|Pairmorpho -
1 synthetic
morpho

As seen from tables 2 and 3, the students performed better in the
analytic section of the morphological awareness test (M =
11.24,SD = 1.25) as compared with the synthetic section (M =
8.32, SD = 1.02). Based on the results of paired samples t-test, t(49)
= 15.262, p = .000, 95% CI [2.54, 3.30], since the significant value
was smaller than alpha, it can be concluded that there is a significant
difference between analytic ability of morphological awareness and
the synthetic ability.

These findings are consistent with Al Farsi (2008), Khodadoust et al.
(2013), Carlisle's (1995) and Chang et al. (2005) who found that
students performed better in the analytical (i.e. morpheme
identification task) section than the synthetic section (morpheme
structure task). This can be explained by the fact that production is
always more difficult than perception. In other words, to analyze
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words is much easier than coining or synthesizing new words. These
findings underscores the importance of paying more attention to
morphological awareness instruction in general, and synthetic ability
in particular.

2.To address the second research objective, Pearson Correlation was
run. The following tables summarize the results.

Table 4: Correlation between Vocabulary Size and Reading
Comprehension

vocab size | total morpho
Pearson Correlation 1 .074
vocab size Sig. (2-tailed) .607
N 50 50
Pearson Correlation .074 1
total morpho Sig. (2-tailed) .607
N 50 50

As seen from the table above, A negligible relationship (r = .074)
was found between the ESL learners’ morphological awareness and
vocabulary size.. Based on the results, r(48) = .074, p > .05, the two
variables were not correlated. In other words, there was no
significant relationship between the ESL learners’ morphological
awareness and their vocabulary size.These findings are consistent
with Al Farsi (2008), who found no correlation between
morphological awareness and L2 vocabulary size among Omani
learners. These findings are also consistent with Alsalamah (2011),
who did not find correlation between morphological awareness and
L2 vocabulary size among Saudi adults. However, these findings are
in contradiction with other findings such as Abatabaei and Yakhabi
(2011)> findings which revealed significant correlation between
morphological awareness and vocabulary knowledge among Iranian
high school students. Many other researchers found positive
correlation between morphological awareness and vocabulary size
(e.g. Latifi et al., 2012; Schmitt & Meara, 1997; Mochizuki
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&Aizawa, 2000). It is also in contradiction with literature on the first
language which supports the correlation between morphological
awareness and vocabulary knowledge. For example, Carlisle (2000);
Deacon and Kirby’s (2004); Kuoand Anderson (2006) found
significant correlation between morphological awareness and
vocabulary knowledge. In short, more studies should be conducted
on speakers of English as a second language, especially Arab
students to understand the correlation between morphological
awareness and vocabulary knowledge in more depth. Other factors
could contribute to the findings such as the effect of L1, proficiency
level, among others.

Conclusion

The current study examined undergraduate learners’ morphological
awarenessand vocabulary size. The study was mainly concerned with
investigatingthe correlation between morphological awareness with
vocabulary size, and the participants’ morphological awareness in
the two basic abilities, i.e. morphosynthetic ability, and
morphoanalytic ability.

To answer the research questions of the study, McBride- Chang’s et
al. (2005) MorphologicalAwareness Test and Nation’s Vocabulary
Level Test (version A)wereadopted. The study revealed that students
outperformed in the analytical section of the morphological
awareness task than the synthetic section. Participants had poor
performance in the ability to synthesize words. In relation to the
correlation between vocabulary size and morphological awareness, it
was found that there is no significant correlation between the two
variables. However, it is recommended that the study be replicated
on larger population to gain better understanding of the phenomenon
under study.

Limitations of the Study

Although this study revealed that there is no correlation between
morphological awareness and vocabulary knowledge, it cannot be
taken for granted that the results of the current research are
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generalizable so far. It is beyond doubt that morphological
awareness plays a great role in inferring meanings of new words, and
to better memorize new forms. Thus, other variables should be
considered when studying this area of discussion, such as age,
language background among others.
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