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RESUMEN 

 
 

El propósito de la presente revisión literaria fue identificar el efecto de la Conciencia Semántica 

en el desarrollo lexical del idioma inglés. Su principal aporte es el análisis de estudios 

experimentales y fundamentación teórica actualizada de fuentes primarias y secundarias 

siguiendo los lineamientos de una investigación descriptiva, socioeducativa y bibliográfica-

documental. Se tomó en cuenta información de plataformas de investigación educativa como 

Scielo, ERIC, Microsoft Academic, Google Scholar, Dialnet, entre otras. La información pasó 

por un filtro manual que consideró el año de publicación de cada investigación, así como la 

realidad y validez de la misma. Se tuvo presente estudios experimentales que fueron realizados 

a participantes de diferentes niveles educativos y su interacción con el idioma inglés bajo 

distintas circunstancias. Los resultados obtenidos en los artículos analizados demostraron la 

relación directa entre el vocabulario de una lengua extranjera con el significado que se le 

atribuye dependiendo del ambiente en el que se desarrolla. Adicionalmente, se concluye que el 

desarrollo lexical de un idioma extranjero se sustenta en la Conciencia Semántica, debido a las 

relaciones cognitivas entre palabras y sus significados con las acciones ejecutadas por el 

estudiante para su adquisición, tales como la percepción, atención, memoria y comunicación.   

 
 

PALABRAS CLAVE: CONCIENCIA SEMÁNTICA/ IDIOMA EXTRANJERO/ 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The present literature review aimed at identifying the significance of Semantic Awareness in the 

lexical   development of the English language. Its main contribution is the analysis of 

experimental studies and updated theoretical foundation of secondary primary sources following 

the guidelines of a descriptive, socio-educational and bibliographic-documentary research. This 

overview was developed based on the parameters of a descriptive, socio- educational, and 

bibliographic-documentary research, taking into account information from educational research 

platforms such as Scielo, ERIC, Microsoft Academic, Google Scholar, Dialnet, among others. 

The information went through a manual filter which considered the year of publication of each 

research, as well as its reality and validity. Experimental studies were carried out on participants 

with different educational levels and their interaction with the English language under different 

circumstances. The results obtained in the analyzed articles demonstrated the direct relationship 

between the vocabulary of a foreign language, and the meaning attributed to them, depending 

on the environment in which vocabulary was developed. Additionally, it is concluded that the 

lexical development of a foreign language is supported by Semantic Awareness due to the 

cognitive relationships between words and their meaning with the actions that student executes 

for its acquisition, such as perception, attention, memory and communication. 

 

 
KEYWORDS: SEMANTIC AWARENESS / FOREIGN LANGUAGE / 

COGNITIVE PROCESSES / LINGUISTIC SIGNS / MEANING / CONTEXT / 

COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE. 
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Introduction 

Semantic Awareness in Lexical Development of English Language 

This compilation of scientific information aims at contributing with scientific material 

and critical analysis of research papers in order to understand the effect of semantic awareness in 

lexical development of English language. This overview focused not only on cognitive processes 

that lead learners to give meaning to terms, but also in linguistic signs, types of meaning, and 

their relationship with vocabulary within a context. Through this ability, students give a meaning 

to terms according            to their reality. 

As reported by Education First (2015), English around the world has been considered as 

the most useful language, it is the third most widely spoken language, with 360 million native 

speakers and also by a large number of people learning this language as a second or foreign 

language. As a consequence, educational institutions integrated it into the curriculum. 

Latin American governments recognize the need of the student community for English 

language instruction. National objectives and strategies are good illustrations that English is 

predominant for overall international competitiveness. In Colombia, the national strategy 

"Colombia Bilingüe" aims to improve student's English skills to enable them to have greater 

social mobility and access to better job opportunities 1. In Chile, the National English Strategy 

seeks to strengthen English proficiency to "accelerate the country's integration into a global 

world and, consequently, improve our competitiveness"2.  Peru's plan to implement a national 

                                                 
1 Ministerio de Educación Nacional de Colombia, “Bogotá 6000258” (Bogotá: Ministerio de Educación, 

2016). Digital edition. 

 
2 Secretaría General de la Presidencia, (Ministerio de Educación y Ministerio de Economía, Fomento y 

Turismo, 2014). Digital edition.  
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English language program considers English proficiency as a means to attract foreign 

investment, which could help increase productivity and competitiveness 3.   

Furthermore, in Ecuador, the study of this language does not meet international 

standards. In 2011, with the update of the Curricular Reform, began the project "It's time to teach 

English". It pursued the improvement of EFL, and English was introduced into the formal 

curriculum with a 5-hour load starting in the eighth year of education4. (Peña, 2019). 

Nevertheless, what happens when the individuals cannot express themselves in a foreign 

language as a consequence of the limited vocabulary they manage? In addition, there is a 

mismatch between the source language (L1) and the target language (L2) even though students 

get in contact with the foreign language. Additionally, they tend to struggle at verbalizing 

feelings or thoughts, the ignorance of the accurate meaning of terms at reading, provoking 

resign/desist the SL knowing. In other words, the fewer lexicon individuals manage, the bigger 

gap in their communication process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Ministerio de Educación, “Currículo Nacional de la Educación Básica” (Lima: Ministerio de Educación 

de Perú, 2016b). Digital edition. 

 
4 Ministerio de Educación, “Acuerdo ministerial 0041-14” (Quito: Ministerio de Educación, 2014). Digital 

edition. 
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Justification  

The current research focuses on the theoretical knowledge of semantic awareness, and its 

effect on learners’ lexical development due to the difficulties found during the observations 

classes and some other empirical previous studies. 

This exploration draws on semantic awareness to consider the English language as a 

means of communication, focusing on the correct usage of meaning in a particular context. This 

collection of scientific literature starts from the needs of students and educators to familiarize 

themselves with the English language from the meaning perspective. In this part, both variables 

of this research are being described: semantic awareness and lexical development.  

First of all, semantic awareness is analyzed because its study allows EFL learners to 

identify the meaning of new terms by considering their context. By learning semantic awareness, 

students can decode information in the new language and the process of acquiring new 

vocabulary goes hand in hand.  

Secondly, this analysis of scientific papers pretends to provide theoretical information 

about how learners could improve their English lexicon. Learning the correct meaning of words 

in a new language presents vital importance since the faster a foreign language is taught, the 

greater chance of acquiring a high level of communicative skills and consequently better 

communication naturally.  

This collection of scientific information is achievable because it aims at helping both 

teachers and learners to improve and increase vocabulary and communication in a foreign 

language through the semantic awareness teaching overview.  Thus, students should have a 

concrete knowledge of the meaning and context relationship.   
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Equally important, this analysis seeks to contextualize the difficulties learners go through 

and presents useful information to ESL students and educators. Additionally, the literature 

review helps the reader to distinguish the different types of meanings and the relationships they 

share in language. The benefit of this scientific information overview is to get in touch with 

meaning, and how it works in vocabulary development.  

This literature review is significant because it provides updated information from recent 

investigations in scientific papers, it keens on explaining how does semantic awareness affects 

lexical development in EFL students.   

 

Research Question 

After having described the main problem of this research, which is lexical development of 

English language that students face when learning English, the research question is detailed as 

follows. 

 

 

Main Research Question  

How does Semantic awareness have an effect on the lexical development of the English 

language according to previous empirical studies? 

Specific Research Questions 

What is the Semantic awareness’ position in L2 lexical development?  

What is the relationship between context and vocabulary acquisition? 

What is the influence of cognitive processes on lexical development?  
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Data Collection Methodology  

The current research relies on a socio-educational model because it seeks solutions to 

educational problems. Besides, this project belongs to the bibliographic category of 

investigation. The information that supported this literature review was collected from published 

resources including, books, journals, scientific magazines, papers, and online databases.  

The latter information source served as the online library with thousands of literature 

materials to explore. The predominant online databases used were the following: Scielo, ERIC, 

Microsoft Academic, Google Scholar, Dialnet, among others. These international online 

platforms have been recognized for their validity and reliability to the educative community. It 

was necessary to select various words to use the mentioned databases effectively. The keywords 

used to filter information were the terms included in both variables (independent and dependent), 

such as semantic awareness, lexicon, second language acquisition, word, meaning, and context. 

The criteria to filter information from the documentary material included the relevance. 

This criterion helped the investigator to assemble the design of the research. Afterward, the 

selected data was used as a basis to carry on with the dimensions and indicators of the variables 

(independent and dependent).  

Updated information was another criterion to consider at looking up data to enrich this 

research. The constant was the time, each scientific resource had no more than twenty years 

since its launching. This procedure guarantees recent information to base on and provides a solid 

structure to settle future research projects.  

In addition, data collection criterion was used to gather and measure the information to 

obtain a complete and accurate picture of the subject. Moreover, precision in data collection 
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ensures the integrity of this study, and it allows answering relevant questions and evaluates 

results.   

After discerning the sources of information, the criteria taken into consideration from the 

selected data were pertinence and accuracy. Also, whether the topic delineated and described the 

reality studied. The aspects examined were the time when the study was applied, the geographic 

area where it was developed, the population that participated in it, and what are the results of the 

investigation. 
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Literature Review 

Learning a new language involves essential aspects such as cognitive abilities, information we 

receive from the context (input5), likewise, information that we can produce (output6), creating 

changes in behavior (responses) that occur as a result of practice.  

According to (Gutt, 2000), linguistic communication is the strongest form of 

communication and it is possible because we can assign semantic representations to verbal 

expressions, which imply the mental representation of words, sounds, images, and concepts. 

Hence, to make comprehensible the semantics of information, it must go through the tricky task 

of deriving from the context the most appropriate definitions (Mandreoli, Martoglia, & 

Ronchetti, 2005).  

 

Semantic Awareness  

Semantics is the study of meaning in language. It encompasses others, such as Phonology 

and Syntax; given that the concepts of words are intangible and represented by sounds and 

written forms. To understand semantic meaning, it is necessary to bring together three main 

components: the context, the meaning of the words in the sentence, and its morphological and 

syntactic structure  (Bagha, 2011). These three aspects centered on vocabulary acquisition.  

Cain et al. (2003)  noted that children learn the meaning of new terms by inferring it from 

the context. In that research, two groups of fifteen participants (boys and girls) between seven 

and eight years old were given a short story to read that contained the new term they did not 

know. By the time the students came across the unknown word, they had to give a meaning to it. 

                                                 
5 Information that learners assimilate and the means by which they do this. Ex. By receptive skills: listening 

and reading. 
6 Information that learners are able to produce willingly, after being in contact with a second language. Ex. 

By speaking, writing in English in a test.  
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The majority (75%) was far from a solid answer. After finishing the story, the students were 

asked to define the unknown word a second time. Many of them made up their previous answer, 

and the new definition given was near the actual meaning, there was only the (4%) that 

registered errors.  

The investigation showed the way students integrate information since the mind 

categorizes concepts from stimuli. The learner spontaneously decodes the meanings from their 

environment, given that searching meaning process is innate. That is how human being brain 

works to store information. This activity is also called cognition, and it is indispensable for every 

human operation, including second language acquisition.  

Cognition and the process of learning a foreign language     

In the act of being aware, thinking, learning, and judging; there is a particular interaction 

between neurons that is produced by stimuli, involving everything it is perceived. As a 

consequence, one understands, infers and apprehends new information throughout the senses. 

Thus, this information is stored depending on each type of memory. Cognitive processes connect 

multiple informational inputs to form a cognitive system with a spectrum of behavioral outputs. 

These processes involve attention, memory, attention, language, and reasoning (Newen, 2015). 

Durán  (2004) observed in her research that cognition is indispensable in foreign 

language acquisition process, since students associated the data, they already had (by previous 

experiences) with the new one and produced information. The case study selected two groups of 

Spanish speaking engineering students, Group A included 38 1st year engineering students with 

Intermediate and low-intermediate English level, they had no specific subjects in the curriculum 

yet. Whereas Group B formed by 43 3rd year engineering students with Intermediate and upper 

intermediate English level, they had Mining specific subjects in their 2nd and 3rd academic 
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years. They were given a descriptive text in technical English about their syllabi. They had to 

read the article in seven minutes, afterwards, they were asked to summarize the text in Spanish 

after completing a questionnaire. Group A underlined that 6.96% of the text was unknown for 

them. On the other hand, Group B underlined that 5.47% of the article was unknown for them. 

The research concluded that the results differed owing to the background knowledge rather than 

language level of the students.   

Figure 1 

A Model for the Learning Process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from “A Model for the Learning Process and Why It Helps to Have One” by 

Sherrintong, T, 2020. Teacherhead. 

 

Attention.  Attention controls the language learning, language in discourse determine 

language usage. It is reflected in learners when they apprehend and make appropriate use of 

words and their meaning in phrases, sentences, and even longer units, knowing the right meaning 

of the employed terminology (Taylor, 2008). Sentence Repetition Test is a technique that 

consists of habituating the brain to the Target Language. It starts introducing innovative 
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information to the students; as time goes by, it must be repetitive. Finally, the brain will get used 

to that information and will register it in memory.   

Memory.  Memory is the cognitive process that decodes, gathers, and reclaims 

information. Semantic memory helps learners retain the meaning of words in the TL.  

Rast (2011) highlighted memory in the Sentence Repetition Test, applied at Université 

Paris 8 in Saint-Denis, France with native French students. Group 1 formed by 8 learners 

attending a Polish course. Group 2 “first exposure group”, 8 students that were not exposed to 

Polish.  The participants listened 20 sentences in Polish, then were asked to repeat them. 

 

Table 1 

Sentence Repetition Test in French Students  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “Converting target language input to intake” by Rast, R, 2011. John Benjamins 

Publishing Company, p. 108. 

 

Word repetitions required production (oral repetition). The sentence repetition test did not allow 

examiners to look into participants’ comprehension of the test items, based on the test results. 

Testers pursued what helps learners “take in” input with a Sentence Translation Test. 
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Perception.  The Sentence Translation Test, mentioned above, was used to determine 

how learners comprehend, memorize, and translate terms into the target language. French 

students listened to the same 20 sentences in Polish. Nonetheless, in this case, 9 participants were 

asked to write, in their L1 (French), the Polish words they thought they understood (Rast, 2011).  

There were 17 sentences (113 words) to be analyzed. Participant's products were evaluated on a 

word by-word basis. Additionally, testers considered word stress, phonemic distance, 

transparency, word position, word frequency.  

 

Table 2  

Sentence Translation Test in French Students  

Source. From “Converting target language input to intake” by Rast, R, 2011. John Benjamins 

Publishing Company, p. 110. 

Results manifested that students had success in some specific Repetition Test aspects. 

Unlike, the Translation Test, owing to the translation process involves the relation between 

perception and comprehension. Concluding the study, testers suggested that future investigations 

should attend to the conditions learners understand what they perceive and produce expressions. 
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 Overall, the information will have a higher level of significance in the learners when 

they “made use” of their sense in activities or experiences that activated their sensory system, 

their interest, and their curiosity (Moghadda, 2013).  

 Motivation and cognitive processes.   The more motivation, the better comprehension. 

Learner’s aptitude, attitude and motivation are all systematically related to rate of progress and 

ultimate attainment, but affective factors are subordinate to more powerful cognitive 

developmental and maturational factors (Taylor, 2008).  

Boudreau et al.  (2018)  reported in their investigation at Cape Breton University, Canada 

the role of enjoyment and anxiety in second language communication. There were ten 

participants (7 women, 3 men) who had French as second language.  Individuals were asked to 

bring a picture of something they find enjoyable, then they would have to speak about it in 

French.  Examiners recorded and printed the voice of the students to analyze if existed a 

correlation between levels of enjoyment and anxiety. After the intervention, researchers and 

participants discussed about the graphics: “Why your ratings of enjoyment/anxiety were 

low/high in this part?”  The printed graphics showed that when one emotion went up, the other 

went down. 
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Table 3 

Dynamic Relationship Between Anxiety and Enjoyment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “Enjoyment and anxiety in second language communication: An idiodynamic 

approach” by Boudreau et al. 2008. Studies in Second Language Learning and Teaching, p. 149.  

 

 The correlation between per-second ratings of enjoyment and anxiety for each participant for 

each task type. Ratings with * show high levels of anxiety provoking frustration in the students. 

Examiners stated that future studies should be examined in natural situations i.e., during a 

classroom lesson to get less pressure while being observed.  

Clearly, motivation is the means of the knowledge to be settled in the learner's mind. 

According to Robinson (2008), “learners’ strengths abilities are matched to the cognitive 

processing instructional tasks placed on them, and when learners are above the necessary 

threshold of interest and motivation to perform instructional tasks their prospects for success on 

them become clearer” (p. 234).  
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Linguistic sign   

“Learning a language implicates making links or associations between a linguistic sign and its 

meaning in a specific language”  (Durán, 2004, p. 92). It refers to the connection between the 

word (how it sounds or how is written), what we know about it (how we can describe it or what 

is its function), and the object that represents it (the mental image we have placed in our 

consciousness). Linking the graphic representation of a word (referent) and its sound (sound-

form) in each language: dog, chien, perro with its meaning (concept).  

 

Figure 2 

The Referential Approach to Meaning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. Adapted from “The referential approach to meaning” by Ni et al. 2017. Blogs@NTU 

"Language and Symbols".  

 

Grote & Linz (2001)  carried through two empirical studies at “Center for Cultural 

Research” (University of Cologne), in order to explore the influence of sign language on 

semantic conceptualization process, based on the Peircean and Saussurean semiotics. The 

projects dealt with differences between signed and spoken languages and their influence on 

Dog 

/dɑːɡ/ 

Dog: A common animal with four legs, 

especially kept by people as a pet or to hunt or 

guard things (English, 2020) 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/common
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/animal
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/leg
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/especially
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/kept
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/pet
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/hunt
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/es/diccionario/ingles/guard


 

15 

 

cognitive structures. There 60 participants, deaf and hearing (bilingual) subjects and hearing 

German speakers. 

Study 1. They had to determine by pressing a button, if existed a semantic relation 

between a sign and a picture, while watching a video in German Sign Language and its 

semantically related picture. All reference items in Sign Language were iconic and highlighted a 

certain aspect of the referent they denoted, whereas their translational equivalents in spoken 

language were arbitrary (Grote & Linz, 2001).  

Table 4 

Verification Task with Word/Signs and Pictures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “The influence of Sign Language Iconicity on Semantic Conceptualization” by 

Grote, K., & Linz, 2001. Sign to Signing, p. 9.  

 

Study 2.  The same participants had to decide which picture has the best semantic relation 

to the presented item, it might be a sing or spoken word. They were presented the equal 

procedure as the former study. Contrasting to the hearing participants, the deaf and bilingual 



 

16 

 

members made significantly more choices for pictures which correspond to the iconic features of 

the matched signs (Grote & Linz, 2001).  

 

Table 5 

Triad-comparison Task with Word/Signs and Pictures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “The influence of Sign Language Iconicity on Semantic Conceptualization” by 

Grote, K., & Linz, 2001. From Sign to Signing, p. 12.  

 

The first columns represent the number of choices to the pictures corresponding to signs and 

their spoken words, whereas second columns show response times to pictures of non-iconic signs 

and their spoken words translations (Grote & Linz, 2001, p. 12). The results verify the 

hypothesis that deaf, and bilinguals choose significantly more pictures which depict the iconic 

feature, language iconicity impacts on the semantic relations in the lexicon. 

Reference.    Reference claims to the concept or denotation of a word. It is the literal 

interpretation of a term or linguistic sign. Regularly, it is found in a dictionary because it is part 
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of the language. To be specific, we "refer" when our brain recalls certain information when 

saying/ reading an expression/word.  

For instance, in figure 2, the reference of the term dog points to the concept: the domestic 

animal that humans have as a pet (also, it is possible to add all the information about dogs such 

as characteristics, breeds, and the like). But there is the perception of dog directly from the 

dictionary. As stated in The Meaning of Meaning: “Reference deals with the relationship 

between language and word” (Ogden & Richards, 1923). 

Sense. Linguistic terms have a sense that they can be used to express judgments, to 

transmit information and to talk about reality (Wikforss, 2017). This statement mentions an 

association between expressing judgments and reality because sense gets involved with 

information based on experiences. Sense is something abstract positioned in one’s mind that is 

activated when Reference comes up, generating better comprehension of the words and their 

concepts. Overall, the sense of word 14is its place in a system of semantic relationships with 

other expressions in the language (Hurford, Heasley, & and Smith, 2007).  

Continuing with the previous example (figure 2), It is evident that the sense and reference 

go hand in hand. The word dog, as the reference, motivates the sense just as the idea comes from 

the background of the mind’s learner, the individual was introduced before to a dog and he has 

his own conceptual image of a domestic animal known as dog. 

Referent.    Referent stands for concrete stuff in the tangible world, such as objects or 

people being referred to, representing the material entity that a word or phrase evokes. It 

concerns the literal brother, student, pencil, fruit, rabbit, and dog that can be seen, felt, sniffed, 

heard, and even tasted.   



 

18 

 

For instance, in figure 2, the referent comes to be an actual dog in flesh and bones. It is 

the entity we are refer to; because there is no other dog in the universe with the same 

characteristics even though there may be many alike dogs in the world.   

Meaning of words  

As humankind has evolved according to its necessities, so has language, terms, and 

expressions to adapt to society. Semantically speaking, the meaning we give to words takes place 

as the core of a dialectal, meaning gives power to words (Omar, 2018). For that reason, it is 

important to decode which is the intention of communicating, by differentiating between 

connotative and denotative meaning.  

In this statement, “Write your full name and your address at the lowest part of the page” 

the word “address” mentions the location of a specific place. Nevertheless, in the sentence “The 

Mayor will address the capital city on television” the word “address” refers to the verb talking to. 

This example based on Evans (2009), presents the semantic features that a single word might 

have in different circumstances (context), even though it is written and sounds the same way.  

Connotative meaning.   It involves the suggestive effect of words on people. 

Connotative meaning is the path to the affective and emotional side of a particular public, owing 

to it aims to the interests and concerns of the attendants, between the abstract and tangible world. 

The Connotation of a word is relative, based on each person and his/her context or circumstances 

(cultural implications and social patterns). In addition, connotative meaning can evoke different 

responses considering the perspective of the message receiver and how they linked the new 

information with previous knowledge.  

Connotative meaning is always present in the advertisement field. Publicity has to move 

fast to succeed in offering products and services. That is why we have seen many suggestive, 



 

19 

 

appealing, and also controversial ads depending on our interests, habits, manners, and even our 

beliefs. 

 

Denotative meaning.   It represents facts, like language. Denotative meaning involves 

the genuine concept of terms. It is the literal and precise meaning found in dictionaries, even 

though there might be few differences among versions of them. Denotation follows the universal 

patterns when giving a concept to a word. For example, following a recipe is a universal process 

that cannot be interpreted based on our perspective. A recipe is denotative, it is literal, and it 

aims to be precise to get an excellent result. 

(Youssif, 2012) accomplished his study about denotative and connotative meaning in 

second language learners at the University of Missouri, Columbia with ten international 

participants with different native language. They were assessed while dialoguing with the 

interviewer, concerning the participants’ use of English and connotative and denotative meaning, 

pointing to their knowledge about English culture. All the interviews were recorded and 

transcribed.   

The study contained three parts. The first covered proverbs and idioms. The second 

embraced participant’s language and culture, where the participants were asked to come up with 

expressions related to the given words. The last part had a general question regarding their 

difficulties in using English language with native speakers.   
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Table 6 

 Academic Information of the Participants 

Source. From “The Challenges of Denotative and Connotative Meaning for Second Language 

Learners” by Youssif, O, 2012. Institute of General Semantics.  

 

Youssif concluded with this study that cultural background helps English learners to 

recognize the connotative concept of different expressions. Further, participants interpreted 

English terms in line with their cultural knowledge, that was the reason most of them (70%) got 

troubles at understanding the concepts of some terminologies.  
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Semantic relationships   

The process of how knowledge connects to cognition has been analyzed formerly as well 

as each element involving expression, its reference, words and their meaning. All these aspects 

set up semantic awareness. Presently, there are the columns of this topic, which are the semantic 

relationships. They concern fundamental concepts organized by categories.  

Synonymy.   The semantic relationship which conveys the similitude in the main 

concepts of linguistic signs. Synonyms are words or expressions that share a similar meaning. 

These types of words are related due to their parallel meanings (semantically equivalent) that 

might be interchangeable depending on their context.  

Like student and learner are synonyms because they suggest alike type of person who 

does the same activities and evolves a similar reality. Knowing that two words are synonyms 

could involve any of the subconscious types of knowledge. If there are mentally fixed relations, 

we recognize them due to the innate programed knowledge and it is necessary to add information 

to our mental representations of these words (Murphy, 2003, p.6). 

Antonymy.  Represents the semantic relationship of contrast, within a binary paradigm. 

Refers to gradable oppositions in comparative structure, such as big/small and old/young. 

AlHedayani (2016) addresses “Semantically opposed lexical items are incompatible, which 

means that one cannot truthfully refer to the same concept, action, or property in any particular 

moment using both words” (p.16).  

For instance, happiness cannot be sadness simultaneously, someone is not able to be 

happy and sad contemporaneously again, someone that is doing an action cannot be doing the 

opposite at the very same time. If I am laughing, I cannot be crying.  
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Although, those antonyms show opposite feelings and actions, they should belong to an 

identical dimension. For example, large is not the antonym of light because they differ in evident 

ways, large refers to longitude, but light refers to weight. In that case, something can be large 

and light because these terms do not concern the same dimension (category). 

Polysemy.   Robinson, Peter; Ellis, Nick addressed on their Handbook of Cognitive 

Linguistics and Second Language Acquisition (2008)  

“Talking about Second Language (L2) vocabulary learning, one of the most 

important strategies for meaning deduction is being able to identify polysemy and 

to distinguish homographs and homophones and their different meanings in one 

or more languages, in general and in special contexts” (p.49).  

Polysemy takes part in SLA (Second Language Acquisition), plays an essential role, and 

involves the subconscious abilities to process information and link them up with the experiences 

and context in learner’s mind. It might seem challenging at some point, yet a fruitful subject 

when it becomes accomplished owing to the breadth of a learner’s vocabulary of diverse forms– 

meaning pairings a learner has acquired (Crossley & Skalicky, 2017). Polysemy is the field 

where learners are in contact to the number of senses contained within a word. A polysemous 

word usually has one core meaning and several related senses.  For instance, the core meaning of 

the word bat7 refers to a usually wooden implement used for hitting the ball in various games, 

and the related sense points out to the nocturnal flying mammal that has wings and lives in caves. 

Learners become familiar with polysemous words by practicing them and use them constantly, in 

order to get used to use specific vocabulary properly.  For that reason, it is important for the ESL 

teacher to be in contact with methods and tasks to enhance and stimulate this area of learning. 

                                                 
7 Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Bat. In Merriam-Webster.com dictionary. Retrieved January 4, 2021, from 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bat 
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There are plenty of resources that will be useful for teachers and students. There is other 

important area in SLA which has to do with related vocabulary, this matter is known as semantic 

field.  

Altay (2017) aimed in this study the significance of  lexical semantic relations in order to 

raise the language learners’ awareness through mapping them by using their dictionaries in a way 

to internalize these items by using their own conceptualizations of the world. There two groups 

of 20 L2 English learners of the Faculty of Engineering at a state university in Turkey with A1, 

A2 and B1 (CEFR) level. Group 1 (Treatment group), this target group was between A1 and A2 

according to the University language course. Group 2 (Control group) was randomly chosen. The 

test included 100 questions (each correct answer 200 points) and had two versions: version A, 

Kolmogorov; version B, Shapiro. The students were introduced with the lexical semantic 

relations. In addition, they were provided the verbal and written definition of the terms, examples 

from their everyday environment and, a semantic mapping template in which the lexical 

semantic items could be stratified. 

Table 7 

Pre-test Results and Differences (Version A & Version B)  

 

 

 

Source. From “Raising Awareness of Lexical Semantic Relations in Undergraduate EFL 

Context” by Altay, M., 2017. Novitas-ROYAL (Research on Youth and Language), p. 46. 



 

24 

 

A copy of a template about vocabulary learning strategy was handed out to each student 

to be used as a schema for only one new lexical item. The schema was also suitable to be 

analyzed at different sense relations.  

When a unit was over, the students were requested to contribute with their individual 

study data. After applying this practice for 15 units, the students took the post-test, any positive 

difference of the treatment group from the control group would be regarded as the indication of 

their significant awareness towards lexical semantic relations (Altay, 2017). 

Table 8 

Post-test Results and Differences (Version A & Version B) 

Source. From “Raising Awareness of Lexical Semantic Relations in Undergraduate EFL 

Context” by Altay, M., 2017. Novitas-ROYAL (Research on Youth and Language), p. 49. 

 

The study concluded that lexical semantic relations seem to be undervalued in foreign 

language education; semantic relations perform a significant means of acquiring new words 

necessary for a broader conceptual repertoire in mental dictionary. It was clear that a well-

designed mapping of lexical semantic relations may provide more than other means of 

lexicography for the learners owing to their own product. Learners must be facilitated by 

teacher’s monitoring and extensive supplementary materials. Learners see a concrete harvest of 

their studies in addition to numeric exam grades, which may stir their motivation.  
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Semantic fields.  A semantic field is a group of words which are related in meaning 

(Lehrer, 1985). In addition, Nordquist (2017) states that “the words in a semantic field share a 

common semantic property. Most often, fields are defined by subject matter, such as body parts, 

landforms, diseases, colors, foods, or kinship relations” (p.1). In other words, a semantic field is 

pictured as a whole, a little universe, with its planets, stars, constellations, etc. Each one 

comprehends sets and subsets. Every grouping contains elements that might differ but are 

correlated with one another.   

Wu (1988: 94-95), summarizing the semantic field theory by J. Trier, states that 

vocabulary in a language is a semantically-related system that changes and evolves. It is only 

possible to determine concepts by analyzing and comparing their subordination with others. 

Further, a phrase is meaningful only in its semantic field (Changhong, 2010).  

 

Figure 3 

An Example of Semantic Field Theory  

 

 

 

 

Source. From “The Application of Semantic Field Theory to English Vocabulary Learning” by 

Gao, C., & Xu, 2013. Theory and Practice in Language Studies. 

 

The term food is the superordinate concept located at a higher level that unfolds the branches: 

meat, vegetable, and fruit, remaining the idea but at a lower level. Subsequently, meat becomes 
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the superordinate concept towards beef, pork, and mutton; although they are different, there are 

relatives. From (Gao & Xu, 2013).     

Semantic fields come close to a familiar tree (figure 3). A family always starts with a 

parent's marriage (a lexeme) that results in children (categories), who will grow up and 

transformed into parents and consequently have babies (related words) and others, like a hoop. 

Under the circumstances, this family will be composed of aunts, uncles, cousins, siblings, and 

the like. Each member belongs to a different subset within this family, still, they are linked by a 

common blood (characteristics). Standing as an outsider from that family, remembering the 

names of the family members will be challenging. The same situation may happen to learners as 

they attempt to remember all the words deriving from the superordinate level. 

According to Tanner and Green (1998), cited in (Boran, 2018) “We don’t store words in 

our brains in alphabetical order like a dictionary does. Research into memory has shown that we 

store words in our brain in groups of related words (or lexical sets). Words are joined in our 

brains; if a word is hooked to words which are already stored, it might be easier to remember it. 

It seems logical teaching words in lexical sets to our learners, in consequence it would be easier 

to retain and store terms in their memory”.  
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Table 9 

Categories of Words Related in Meaning  

Semantic Fields 

By topic Farm animals, parts of the human body, emotions. 

By similarity Joyful, delighted, cheerful, content, glad. 

In pair (opposites) Early/late, top/bottom, wide/narrow. 

In pair (synonyms) Angry/upset, scared/afraid, immense/enormous. 

In a series or a scale Boiling, hot, warm, cool, cold, freezing. 

By superordinate and hyponym Planets: Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn. 

By activity or process Following recipes, planning an event, business processes. 

Word families -Play-: replay, display, player, playful, playground. 

Source. Adapted from “Should EFL Teachers Present Vocabulary in Semantically Related 

Sets?” by Lázaro, A., & Hidalgo, 2015. Porta Linguarum. 

 

Linguistic Context  

As stated before, lexical units cannot have an accurate meaning by standing alone or 

isolated. They must be incorporated to be interpreted and understood more precisely. Contextual 

reference is basic in the construction of meaning, since mental activities work with current 

information being associated with experiences and background. As Murphy (2003) states 

“context allows learners to delimit denotation, because of senses change in a dynamic way. 

Semantic information and fixed mental representations depend on particular circumstances to be 

denoted and incorporated in communication”. Context’s role is different and counts on situations 

being developed. As a means to get the message, it is important to distinguish the situation, time 

and place of the context.  
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According to Fromkin, Rodman, Hyams (2007) context can be linguistic and situational. 

Linguistic context refers to information that was formerly written or spoken, and situational 

context is the general knowledge that a person has of the world. Usually, we ask for the contexts 

of words or expressions, but not for the words or expressions in some context, or, for the 

linguistic context of certain visual stimuli. 

Situational context.  Contextual knowledge is accompanied by grammar and language 

features to get coherence in the communicative situation. Situational context concerns the 

awareness of who participates in communication. For instance, who is the sender, who is the 

receiver, the topic being discussed, and the feedback of the case. There are decisive 

characteristics that turn situational properties into context to make clearer the message such as 

economic, religious, or social constructions of societies of which the participants are members; 

types (genres) of discourse; number of participants; types of speech functions (such as speech 

acts and other social acts accomplished) (Dijk, 2008).  

Spatial context.  Spatial context is the feature that helps learners to identify and 

distinguish the location’s environment and its characteristics when being in contact with SL 

input. Here, cognition takes places because senses perceive and receive all the information 

happening when reading, listening creating mental representations as memory works. As stated 

by Freksa, Klippel, & Winter (2007) in their book A Cognitive Perspective on Spatial Context 

“if the individual uses a mental representation as a design of an environment, we can carry out 

certain operations mentally that would otherwise require physical actions in the spatial 

environment itself” p. 62.  

For instance, the word room has several denotations as in the following statements. “My 

new room is comfortable and has a stunning sight to the sea”. In this context, room refers to the 
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location where people stay; it is noticeable for the given reference. Nevertheless, in “From now 

on, no room for doubts” the word room points out an opportunity or chance to something 

abstract. However, in “That is a nice room” the context shows the precise meaning.   

Franco & Galvis (2013) enforced their study about Linguistic and situational context at 

an education program in Colombia with two classes of intermediate English: class A (5 

students), and class B (5 students). The vocabulary tests’ content was taken based on curriculum 

content. This study evaluated vocabulary learned at previous language education programs. 

There were four tests administered to the participants. The first test was Nation’s productive 

vocabulary in which test-takers had to translate a word from L2 into L1. The second test 

provided a sentence in L2 in which test-takers had to translate into L1 an underlined word. Test 

number three provided a linguistic context in which an underlined target word had to be 

translated into L1; the difference was that it provided clues to infer the meaning of the target 

word. Test number four was produced in order to test whether context and visual cues would 

facilitate vocabulary recognition.  
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Table 10 

Vocabulary Items Evaluated in The Four Tests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “The Role of Situational Context and Linguistic Context when Testing EFL 

Vocabulary Knowledge in a Language Teacher Education Program: A Preliminary Approach” 

by Franco, C., & Galvis, 2013. Colombian Applied Linguistics Journal, p. 91.  
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Figure 4 

Overall Test Results  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “The Role of Situational Context and Linguistic Context when Testing EFL 

Vocabulary Knowledge in a Language Teacher Education Program: A Preliminary Approach” 

by Franco, C., & Galvis, 2013. Colombian Applied Linguistics Journal, p. 93.  
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Test number two was the most successful test, followed by tests 1 and 3 showing very close 

results, and test 4 being the least successful of all the 4 tests. In test one the overall number of 

correct answers only reached 53%, in test two 58%, test three 55% and test four ranking the 

lowest at 14%. These overall results confirmed that participants’ weak vocabulary knowledge 

may have affected their reading skills. Future studies would need to examine in depth the role of 

both situation and linguistic context vs. the absence of these in language testing settings, owing 

to the results showed that the test that did not provide any context at all was actually the test that 

facilitated better vocabulary recognition. 

Temporal context.  It alludes to the timing of events within a speech. Time is essential 

for its interpretation. For the purpose of accomplishing an activity in ESL (reading and listening 

activities), it is necessary to recognize the time, decade, age of the information given. There 

might be important aids to successfully decode the message, such as visual input, time 

expressions, and contextual resources.  

Teaching verb tenses in English needs appropriate attention, patience, and practice from 

teachers and learners because it could be confusing sometimes. Like in these sentences: “I had 

three guitar lessons this week” and “I have had three guitar lessons already this week”. We can 

appreciate in the former sentence that is using Simple Past Tense. At the last statement, we 

notice that it uses Present Perfect Tense for the verb have and the time expression already.    

Forty-one students from Queensland University, Australia, were asked to imagine they 

were soldiers ordered to rescue refugees, hidden in a ramshackle building. 20 participants in 

Group Retrieve 1 and 21 in Group Default, were given the opportunity to place several refugees 

on a truck and to take them to safety. Participants can place people on the car by pressing the 

space key repeatedly: The more they press the keyboard, the more people they place. However, 
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the refugees placed on the truck did not always arrive safely. In some trials, the truck has to drive 

on landmines that can explode. Participants can predict whether the road will be safe on a given 

trial by paying attention to the colored lights in a spy radio installed in the truck. In each trial, a 

cue is presented for 3 s during which the participant can respond. Certain colors in the spy radio 

predict that the road will be safe, whereas other colors predict that the road will be mined.  

Matute et al. (2011) designed this study in order to show that participants spontaneously 

create temporal contexts in the absence of explicit instructions; cues can be used to retrieve an 

old temporal context and the information associated with other cues that were trained in that 

context; and the memory of a retrieved temporal context can be updated with information from 

the current situation.  

This suggests that cues can retrieve temporal contexts, which, in turn, can retrieve other 

stimuli that occurred in that context. These results suggest that memories of independent 

associations that were trained in the same temporal context can be used to retrieve each other 

even when there is no contiguity or contingency between them, participants in Group Retrieve 1 

responded significantly less to X at test than did participants in Group Default.  
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Figure 5 

Number of The Responses During the Different Phases of the Experiment. 

Source. From “Between, Temporal Contexts: Filling the Gap” by Matute et al., 2011. Journal of 

Experimental Psychology General, p. 664. 

 

Lexical development of English language  

SLA (Second Language Acquisition) can be compared to knowledge acquisition in early 

childhood. “Children initially assume that all words refer to objects and that they refer to the 

whole object, rather than its parts, attributes, motion, temporary state or other associated 

properties” (Kim, McGregor, & Thompson, 2000). Verb acquisition, compared to nouns, results 

when the child discovers how to transform both into concepts and how to match these concepts 

with words. (p.227) ESL learners show progress in Second Language with the increase of 

number of words they know, owing to the associations between objects and their features 

(nouns) and what they can organize with them (verbs). 
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Vocabulary  

Vocabulary is an inseparable part of any language learning process. It would be 

impossible to learn a language without vocabulary, even more, communication will be over if 

speakers could not have the tools to convey a message. (Nilforoushan, 2012).  To support the 

notion, Haomin & Bilü (2017) states that “Vocabulary acquisition is one of the most important 

components in second language learning. From the perspective of cognitive processing, 

vocabulary learning requires learners to establish links among sound, meaning and graphic 

form”. Vocabulary knowledge is often defined in a lexico-semantic level (Kroll et al., 2002).  

Forty-four participants took part in this study:  11 native English speakers, 11 adult 

Japanese learners of English as a second language, and 22 Japanese university students. 

Participants were also asked to report the period of time during which they had studied English. 

A number of words from differing word classes were used as cues in a word association study to 

make inferences concerning the development of the L2 mental lexicon. Racine (2008) included 

an interview to elicit verbal responses that were recorded, there were 16 lexical items in each 

presentation. The presentation interview consisted of the researcher’s reading the list of cues and 

waiting for a verbal response to each. If the respondent failed to respond after 5 seconds, the item 

was repeated. If the participant still failed to respond, a null response was recorded, and the next 

item was presented. Grammatical words included articles, prepositions, conjunctions, and 

pronouns. Written and verbal cues were presented to each participant in one of eight randomly 

selected orders respectively, making 64 possible presentation orders for each respondent. They 

were told that they need not respond to any items they did not understand or for which no 

response readily came to mind. They were also informed not to be concerned about correct 

spelling to ensure that the first word they thought of was entered.  
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Table 11 

Percentages of Responses Participant Group for Written and Verbal Responses  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “Cognitive Processes in Second Language Word Association” by Racine, J., 2008. 

JALT Journal, p. 15.   

 

Participants are more likely to respond to content words whether they are native speakers 

or not, aural responses from participants in the written-first condition were not included as they 

were considered likely to have been influenced by response processes involved during the 

written presentation. Only native speakers elicited fewer paradigmatic responses than content 

word stimuli. Further, only NNS responses of stimuli would precipitate an increase in 

phonologically related responses. Finally, NNS responded with fewer semantic responses despite 

the existence of loan word equivalents.  

Mental lexicon.  The mental lexicon is defined as the human word-store. In other words, 

the mental dictionary carries information about the meaning, pronunciation, and characteristics 

of words (Jackendoff, 2002). Mental lexicon deals with the activation, storing, processing, and 

how learners employ them in different circumstances. All this process is changing and 
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developing every time students get in touch with new terms and try to use them in everyday 

situations and linguistic situations.  

Figure 6 

Hierarchical Model in Mental Lexicon 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “Retrieval time from Semantic Memory” by Collins, A., & Quillian, 1969. Journal 

of Verbal Learning & Verbal Behavior.   

 

           The term animal becomes the base of this structure of meanings, and the branches show 

the features related to the principal word. Further, each category presents the characteristics of 

the selected animal, the process goes on according to the knowledge of the ESL learner about the 

determined topic. 

As the learner steps up in levels at SLA, there is an evident transformation and progress 

in the mental lexicon. Also, this progress may appear with the learner’s growth and maturity. As 

Laufer (1998) addressed in her article, “The learning of a word usually progresses from receptive 
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to productive knowledge a word that can be correctly used should also be understood by user, 

when heard, seen or both”. 

Active vocabulary.  As the learner steps up in levels at SLA, there is an evident 

transformation and progress in the mental lexicon. Also, this progress may appear with the 

learner’s growth and maturity.  

Active vocabulary is known as productive knowledge because it happens when a learner 

can produce information that has been received, decoded, and set in memory to come up when 

necessary.   According to, Laufer in the article The Development of Passive and Active 

Vocabulary in a Second Language there is not productive knowledge if the information is set in 

mind by memorization.  

Mere memorization of a word form in a given context without 

understanding the word’s meaning cannot be called productive knowledge. If the 

learner can repeat the memorized word with its context in a test situation without 

understanding it, this is mechanical reproduction, not production (Laufer, 1998, 

p.257).  

We can appreciate the significance of comprehending the L2 input that we present to 

students. The interest in learning will lean on the strategies and methodology that the teacher 

uses to get learners keen on increasing their fluency in vocabulary.  

Passive vocabulary.  This vocabulary is called that way owing to it exists in the learner’s 

mind but is not in operation. To be specific, passive vocabulary represents the set of expressions 

students know and recognize within context. Yet, they are not likely to use these terms 

(speaking, writing) if they do not know their accurate meaning.  
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Knowing a word receptively involves being able to recognize it, being 

able to distinguish it from words with a similar form, being able to judge if the 

word form sounds right or looks right, having an expectation of what grammatical 

pattern the word will occur in, having some expectation of the words it collocates 

with, and being able to recall its meaning when it is met (Leech, 1990).  

L2 information is understandable for students when there exist references and clues to 

help learners to get it in certain circumstances. Passive vocabulary turns into more extensive than 

active vocabulary because studies declare that for every five passive words, there is one active 

word. The useful tool for ESL teachers to enhance and turn passive vocabulary into active 

vocabulary, by practicing with the words or expressions employed in previous lessons as many 

times as possible. Also, by asking learners to work on the terms that seem difficult for them. As 

the famous proverb says: Practices makes perfect.   

According to Webb (2012) study of the word receptively only gives impact at the 

meaning in receptive. While learning vocabulary in productive way, the results accounted for 

receptive and productive knowledge. Both turned out to have a strong relationship and mutual in 

the development of the vocabulary, especially in improving the learners’ language efficiency. 

Consequently, teaching and learning vocabulary may optimize and benefit both parties (teachers 

and learners) when the aspect of vocabulary knowledge and its process being understood. 

Coxhead (2017) saw a continuation of receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge model 

and used it as a guide to build the constructs in writing skills model. He adapted the aspects of 

language which assumed suitable and that should be emphasized in writing skills. 
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Table 12 

Table Required for Production Word in Writing  

 

 

 

 

 

Source. From “Factors and Aspects of Knowledge Affecting L2 Word Use in Writing” by 

Coxhead, A., 2017. Teaching and learning vocabulary in another language, p. 26.  

 

Lexical category.   Lexical category is also known as part of speech. The parts of speech 

are categories to which words are assigned in accordance with their syntactic functions to convey 

a message in the communicative process (Oxford University Press, 2021). These categories are 

explained in the following table. 

 

Table 13 

Parts of Speech with Examples and Functions  

Part of speech Examples Functions Some Subcategories 

Nouns 

Rosemary gets up at six am. 

Colombia is a nice country. 

My heart is aching.  

His madness was 

unforgettable.  

To name people, 

places, things, ideas, 

or activities to act as 

the subject/object of 

the verb. 

Countable, 

uncountable, proper, 

common, abstract, 

collective. 
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Part of speech Examples Functions Some Subcategories 

I am looking for a part-time 

job. 

Verbs 

They are painting the 

garage. 

I just broke my watch. 

This woman came up with a 

bright idea.  

I have been working for a 

long time here.   

 

To show an action, 

state or experience. 

Transitive, 

intransitive, regular, 

irregular, participles, 

gerunds, infinitives, 

modals, multi-word 

verbs, phrasal verbs, 

tenses, active voice, 

passive voice, 

imperative. 

Adjectives 

This meal looks tasty. 

The new washing machine 

is noisy.  

I find this article boring. 

To describe or give 

more information 

about a noun, 

pronoun or part of a 

sentence. 

Quality, distributive, 

demonstrative, 

comparative, 

superlative. 

Adverbs 

They usually eat vegan 

food. 

I clean my room once a 

week. 

That sound was audible 

everywhere.  

The dinner is not done yet. 

To reflect more about 

how, when, where 

something happens 

by adding 

information to 

adjectives, verbs, 

other adverbs or 

sentences. 

Degree, manner, 

time, focus, 

frequency, quantity, 

attitude markers. 

Determiners 

 

The twins love their toys. 

Those computers are 

obsolete.  

I am tired enough to eat.  

To make clear which 

noun is referred to. 

Possessive adjectives, 

articles, 

demonstrative 

adjectives, 

quantifiers. 
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Part of speech Examples Functions Some Subcategories 

We need one hour and a 

half to finish the exam.  

 

Prepositions 

Students have a webinar 

about assessment.  

The toddler slept after 

playing with the dog. 

I saw a deer among those 

trees.  

To show the 

relationship between 

a noun, noun phrase 

or pronoun and 

another word or 

phrase. 

Time, place, 

direction, contrast, 

exemplification, 

exception, cause and 

effect, dependent. 

Pronouns 

 

You should bring an 

umbrella today.  

Whose book is this? 

He learnt to read by himself.  

 

To replace or refer to 

a noun or noun 

phrase.  

Personal, possessive, 

relative, reflexive. 

Conjunctions 

 

We not only study but also 

work well.  

That was such a sad movie 

that I could not stop crying.  

 

To join words, 

sentences, or parts of 

sentences. 

Reason, addition, 

contrast, time, 

condition, purpose, 

result. 

Exclamations 

What a lovely present! 

God, I’m freezing!  

Ouch! Something hit me! 

To show a strong 

feeling especially in 

informal spoken 

language. 

Feelings of doubt, 

surprise or pain. 

Source. Adapted from “The TKT Course: Modules 1, 2 and 3” by Spratt et al., 2011. : 

Cambridge University Press, p. 9.  
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Communicative competence 

This concept was first proposed by Hymes (1972) in an essay where the sociolinguist 

argued for a linguistic theory which could focus on “the capacities of persons, the organization of 

verbal means for socially defined purposes, and the sensitivity of rules to situations” (p. 292). 

It mentions the competence to communicate and make clear the sharing information 

process. Moreover, it involves the faculty to train, experience, and develop skills with the aim of 

learning a foreign language (Remache, 2016). As mentioned in previous sections, the 

communication process involves significant fields such as Morphology, Phonology, Syntax, 

Semantics, etc. all these matters help learners understand, recognize, and decode the messages 

represented in words, expressions, and statements to be part of the society (Prasad, 2013). A 

learner is communicative competent when he/she is able to show grammatically correct output 

by being concern of the linguistic rules.   

Language use has been analyzed by the sociolinguist Hymes in 1972, expert in language 

and social interactions. He has based his reflections on the Linguistic Theory by Noam Chomsky 

(1965), who introduced a distinction between: competence (the speaker-hearer's understanding of 

his/her language) and performance (the genuine use of language in real-life circumstances) 

(Remache, 2016).   

 

Grammatical competence.  This field refers to the grammar rules and the correct usage 

of the studied language. In addition, grammatical competence comprises vocabulary meaning 

and verb tenses familiarity these aspects help people to materialize their opinions, thinking and 

feelings through words. Students come to be competent in grammar when they are able to 

distinguish among the conjugation of a verb. For instance, “The movie starts at the midnight” the 
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learner can recognize that the verb start has an s’ owing to the noun movie belongs to the third 

person of the singular. Further, the learner discerns that we add an –s or –es at the end of the 

verbs. Grammar is the map that leads learners to find their path in the SLA process.   

Sociolinguistic competence.  Being used to a language involves the familiarity of the 

system to communicate appropriately in particular social contexts. Society and languages go 

hand in hand and this relationship determines the communication system between people in a 

context, including their behavioral forms to interact.  According to Prasad (2013) in 

Communicative Language Teaching addresses 

Socio-cultural competence requires an understanding of the social 

context in which language is used: the roles of the participants, the information 

they share, and the function of the interaction (p.3). 

 

Discourse competence.   This field covers the words as components of a whole set. This 

competence represents the learner’s ability to transfer accurate information to the audience. It 

means that discourse competence embraces the terms and their meaning to obtain a 

comprehensive speech with a legible message. Consequently, the productive information must be 

coherent, it should be understandable; and cohesive, the utterances should be organized and 

connected in a logical order. For example, by writing a scientific essay or present an informative 

discourse. 
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Discussions and Recommendations  

 

After analyzing scientific information and recent studies regarding the effect of semantic 

awareness on vocabulary development in the process of learning a foreign language, it can be 

stated that learners face difficulties at understanding a new language when they come across 

terms they are not related to due to lack of meaning information and context. This experience 

was evident for Cain et al. (2003). In their study, there was an accuracy of 96% in the 

participants’ answers after being exposed to a practical context (after reading the story).  

Otherwise, Duran’s (2004) study pointed that background knowledge contributes to 

integrate and decode information taken from the learner’s experience. This statement is 

supported by the results, which showed a 1.49% of superior performance at understanding a 

whole article in English, in comparison to a group without any background knowledge in the 

cited language. Based on both investigations results, it can be stated that learners’ achievement in 

the English language presents minor inaccuracy (errors) when there is more exposure to the new 

language. 

Storing and decoding information in the learner's mind is innate process related to 

cognition and mental processes, Taylor (2008) supported the idea that attention controls the 

language learning and it is reflected when learners use words in sentences, knowing the right 

meaning of the terminology. Eventually, the brain gets used to that information and will register 

it in memory.  

The following empirical studies have analyzed the participation of cognitive processes in 

acquiring a foreign language. First, Rast (2011) based his research on the Sentence Repetition 

Test. There were just two aspects (word length, word frequency) where students did not found a 
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significant effect. However, the Sentence Translation Test presented three aspects where students 

did not found a significant effect, such as word length, phonemic distance, and frequency. It is 

evident that the former test showed success in more phases owing to this test focused on oral 

repetition only, this technique helps to store new words in the lexicon momentously, that is, in 

the short-term memory. In contrast with the latter test, translating words from the L1 to L2 

involves complex cognitive processes. Consequently, learners are likely to apprehend new terms, 

strengthen their lexicon and set it in the long-term memory.   

Equally important, Boudreau et al. (2018) highlighted motivation as the means of settling 

knowledge in the learner's mind. In the first part of the experiment, it was found that 80% of the 

students showed high levels of anxiety and frustration even though the activity was about a topic 

they find enjoyable, such as their favorite food, place, hobby, etc. However, in the second part of 

the procedure, the participants expressed just 40% of high levels of anxiety. These results 

responded to the fact that they were not under the pressure of being evaluated. Instead, they were 

asked to talk about the reason they felt stressed in the former activity. Participants pointed to 

tense episodes while facing a task without enough language terms to express themselves. 

Grote & Linz (2001) focused on exploring the influence of sign language on the semantic 

conceptualization process, based on the Peircean and Saussurean semiotics. The studies stated 

that compared to the hearing participants, the deaf members made more choices significantly for 

pictures that correspond to the matched signs. According to the results, it can be said that 

linguistic signs had a strong influence on items, they might be written or spoken words. Also, it 

is stated that language impacts the lexicon based on the semantic relationships that the 

terms/words share.  
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Youssif (2012) considered that cultural background helps learners to infer the connotative 

and denotative meaning of some expressions. In his study, the 70% of the international students 

found difficulties in understanding part of cultural statements. Participants were trying to 

translate literally all the expressions they were given. As Altay (2017) cited in his article, this 

situation responded to the fact that lexical-semantic relations seem to be undervalued in the field 

of foreign language education. In addition, the results in the previous procedure claim that even 

though the participants got a long time learning English, they were not able to succeed in the 

proverbs and idioms activity. Most of the time, learners tend to translate terms or expressions 

into their mother tongue, this action might be counterproductive due to the false information they 

receive. 

Likewise, Webb (2012) observed that receptive and productive vocabulary have a strong 

relationship in the development of the lexicon, especially in improving the learners’ language 

efficiency. Franco & Galvis’ (2013) experiment was formed by four test. Test number two was 

the most successful test, followed by tests 1 and 3 showing very close results, and test 4 being 

the least successful of all the 4 tests. In test one the correct answers only reached 53%, in test 

two 58%, test three 55% and test four, the lowest, with 14%. According to the results it is 

established that participants’ weak vocabulary knowledge affects their recognition skills when it 

comes to reading tasks.  

Testers suggested that future investigations should focus on the conditions that lead 

learners to understand and perceive new information, terms, expressions, and structures. For 

instance, studies need to take place during a classroom lesson. Natural situations prevent students 

undergo stress and anxiety at managing a limited vocabulary, in consequence, a decrease in their 

productive ability in the target language.  
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Furthermore, experts recommend educators guide the learning process with strategies to 

promote their progression, like the use of supplementary material, challenging tasks, etc. and by 

providing learners with assignments that consider more vocabulary as possible to get students 

familiar with new words. Those details not only lighten the environment and spread motivation 

in the students, but also stimulate their awareness regarding terms and meanings in order to the 

literal translation process, which prevents vocabulary acquisition. 
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Conclusions  

According to the examination of the literature review carried out to establish the effects 

of Semantic awareness on the lexical development of the English language, it can be concluded 

that the study of the semantic awareness encourages the analysis of providing meaning to words 

within a real context of communication in the English language. Semantic awareness fulfills the 

roll of encompassing procedures, expressions, and cognitive processes in order to categorize 

overall knowledge into concepts. It is also the path that leads vocabulary acquisition, owing to it 

offers lexical categories, and semantic relationships and context that equip individuals with 

useful tools for the communicative process. In other words, the more vocabulary, the better 

communication.   

The vocabulary acquisition process starts gathering references from external situations 

through passive contact with the target language. This mechanism attaches information and 

adapts it according to the individual communicative needs. Assigning meaning to terms is the 

ability that can be reinforced when learners are in a rewarding and enjoyable situation, 

throughout assignments that stimulate their curiosity and motivation. When the learner perceives 

and understands a word with its referent, the lexical development grows evidently. This growth 

depends on the exposure of individuals to the second language.   

Lexical development is sustained by the cognitive relationships between entities (objects) 

and actions such as perception, attention, memory, and communication. The learner is aware of 

his/her environment and infer the input through these mental processes. Furthermore, there is an 

opportunity to synchronize productive and receptive vocabulary taking into consideration that 

memory and mental processes store information easier when expressions are related or linked in 

some way. 
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Annexes  

Annex 1  

Content Guide  
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VARIABLES DIMENSIONS INDICADORS 

Semantic Awareness 

 

Cognitive processes that 

provide linguistic signs 

with meaning, focusing 

on how they are related 

within a linguistic 

context. 

 

  

Cognitive processes  

Attention 

Memory 

Perception 

Motivation 

 Linguistic sign  

Reference 

Sense 

Referent 

Meanings of words 
Connotative meaning 

Denotative meaning 

Semantic relationships  

Synonymy 

Antonymy 

Polysemy 

Semantic fields 

Linguistic context 

Situational context 

Spatial context 

Temporal context 

D
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Lexical development of 

English Language 

 

The process of expanding 

the learners’ vocabulary, 

facilitating them ability 

to communicate in their 

environment. 

 Vocabulary 

Mental lexicon 

Active vocabulary 

Passive vocabulary 

Lexical Category 

Communicative 

competence 

 

Grammatical competence 

Sociolinguistic competence 

Discourse competence 


