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Abstract 
Depending on the power and influence of the incidental learning, some of the 
thematic words such as days, months, seasons, numbers, school rules are 
hung in coloured strips on some school or class walls in our country and re-
cently on the school stair steps. Students are expected to see these words every 
day and learn the words while trying to understand the contents. Such prac-
tices are usually seen at primary or high school level, because students at 
higher education institutions are considered not interested in these contents 
due to their age. In this study, it was investigated whether a similar extra cur-
riculum-based method had any contributions in the acquisition of vocabulary 
in a foreign language by taking into consideration the age and level variables 
at Harran University School of Foreign Languages. 
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1. Introduction 

The international language of communication is English because it is the inter-
national language of science. The importance and impact of the rapid dissemi-
nation of English in the fields of academic circles and academic communication 
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cannot be ignored [1] [2]. For these reasons, teaching English is very important 
in academic areas. An increasing number of universities in many countries of 
the world offer undergraduate and graduate programs in English, where English 
is the second or foreign language. 

An important aspect of the English programs at the higher education in these 
countries offer English preparatory programs that students take as an obligatory 
part of the programs they enroll in or on an optional basis. Following one-year 
intensive language training, students are expected to communicate in a second 
or foreign language at a certain level—both written and oral. The basis for estab-
lishing a healthy communication in any language is the vocabulary acquisition 
and improving language proficiency. 

As discussed in [3], it stated that students at higher education level should 
acquire/learn incidentally instead of memorizing the majority of words in the 
target foreign language by doing direct word studies. Hence, incidental word 
acquisition refers to vocabulary acquisition/learning without a direct aim of ac-
quiring/learning new words. In other words, while students focus on the mean-
ing of the written or oral message given to them in academic assignments, 
learning/acquiring new words is defined as incidental vocabulary acquisition. 

There are many different and successful strategies to increase and enrich in-
cidental vocabulary acquisition, especially through classroom reading activities. 
However, every potential opportunity seems to be used to help ESL (English as a 
Second Language) and EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students become 
more successful in the target language. For this reason, it is a common tradition 
for English teachers to decorate their classes with the students’ own works, to 
help students to be exposed to content in the target language and to get the tar-
get items accidentally. Today, such practices are frequently seen in the common 
areas of schools. Teachers not only embellish the walls of their school with visual 
elements prepared by students, but also use stair steps to provide students with 
more target languages. The visual elements affixed to the staircases usually in-
clude days, months, seasons, numbers and/or greetings, and the word elements 
of this target language are presented in a coloured way to the students. It is not 
known whether such decorations applied by teachers have attracted the attention 
of students, or whether it helps students to acquire/learn the elements of the 
target language, since there are no studies conducted in this area. 

Research Questions 

In this case study, 1) it has been tried to determine whether incidental vocabu-
lary acquisition can be increased through visual aids outside the classroom and 
2) visual aids with elements of target language are effective at higher education 
level. 

2. Literature Review 

Vocabulary acquisition, which is one of the basic components of language 
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learning, plays a key role in learning and developing a foreign language. The ac-
quisition of new words for the target language is directly proportional to the 
frequency of encountering these words in the inputs to which the students are 
exposed [4] [5] and how they can manipulate these words in their minds [6] [7]. 
But; there is no fixed quantity related to the frequency of encounter required for 
vocabulary acquisition, and there are no activities that are sure to maximize 
word processing [3] [8] [9]. However, it is assumed that reading studies are a 
powerful resource for vocabulary acquisition in the target language; moreover, 
these studies alone provide word acquisition [10] [11] [12] [13] [14]. 

Regardless of the language skills of the foreign language courses (speaking, 
listening, writing or reading), the students’ vocabulary have a significant share. 
In addition, extracurricular activities and methods are sometimes used to facili-
tate students’ vocabulary acquisition and offer options to them. However, de-
spite everything; many of the foreign language students are constantly expe-
riencing the hardship of a heavy burden such as word acquisition, and do not 
know how to deal with a very arduous job such as storing thousands of new 
words in their memory to use when needed. This has been scientifically proven 
by numerous surveys, interviews and case studies [15] [16] [17] [18]. 

In the study [19], there is no clarity about how many words foreign language 
students should know in the target language. However, there are enough expe-
rimental data that the perceptual vocabularies of native English-speaking stu-
dents are between 14,000 words and 17,000 words [20]. In the literature on for-
eign language learning, the acquisition of 5000 basic words by students is gener-
ally considered to be the minimum acquisition goal to fulfill the tasks and tasks 
to be applied [21] [22] [23]. However, there are strong arguments that this 
minimum value may not be sufficient. As in [24], it is stated that readers should 
be familiar with 95% of the words in the text in order to be fully understood. As 
discussed in [19], it is stated that readers are required to have at least 10,000 ba-
sic words in the text of a general text. 

Many scientists agree that most of the words of the target language are coin-
cidentally learned when searching for the meaning of the words they do not 
know in order to make the general meaning of the part they read or when they 
are reading comprehensively [9] [24] [25]. In such cases, word learning is called 
incidental because the word learned here is not the main purpose of the study 
but its by-product [6] [10] [24] [26] [27] [28] [29]. According to the word acqui-
sition literature in the mother tongue and foreign language, a) most of the words 
are learned “incidentally”, in other words, they are learned as a by-product when 
applying student listening, reading, speaking and writing activities and b) a li-
mited number of words are also learned “deliberately”, namely, they are learned 
as a target [21] [30] [31] [32] [33]. 

Coincidental or indirect word learning, that is, word acquisition although the 
main focus is not to worry about vocabulary, is shown as one of the most effec-
tive ways to learn the meanings of words from the contents encountered [10] 
[28] [30] [34]. As discussed in [35], it has been proved that when the foreign 
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language students read for meaning, vocabulary acquisition occurs incidentally, 
and students do not have a lack of learning to learn while learning vocabulary. 

Many researchers [31] [36] [37] state that students’ procedures for processing 
input affect incidental learning. All these researchers emphasize the importance 
of “getting attention” and believe that incidental learning is hidden in some 
small details that focus on trying to understand the general theme. Depending 
on the power and effects of incidental learning, the words of the week days, 
months, seasons, numbers and school rules are adhered in colour strips to some 
school or classroom walls in our country and recently to the school stair treads 
and the students are expected to see these words every day and learn the words 
while trying to understand the content. Such practices are generally seen at pri-
mary or high school level, because it is thought that students who study in high-
er education institutions will not be interested in these contents due to their age. 

In this study, which was carried out in Harran University School of Foreign 
Languages, it was investigated whether a similar extra-curricular method con-
tributed to the acquisition of foreign language vocabulary by considering age 
and level variables. 

In the first phase of the project, a pre-test was applied based on measuring 
only the vocabulary to determine the vocabulary of the students. Afterwards, 
posters prepared with selective quotations from British and American literature 
were hung on the corridors and columns of the School of Foreign Languages, 
which has English preparatory school and these posters were kept hanging on 
the walls for at least one and a half months in order to create interest and fami-
liarity with the students. At the end of the term, a post-test was applied, and the 
students were asked how much they learned from the words in the literary quo-
tations in the hanging posters. In addition, a semi-structured group interview 
was held with volunteer students and student opinions were taken about the 
benefit of posters. The aim of the study is to determine how extracurricular ac-
tivities and visual elements allow incidental word acquisition in students. 

In the second phase of the project, posters on the walls and in the classrooms 
were removed; instead of the posters, LCD screens mounted on the corridor 
walls of the school. In these screens, the content in the posters was reflected reg-
ularly every day, the same processes and steps followed for the posters were re-
peated. 

Research questions: 
Does visual input provided to student except for lesson contribute to foreign 

language acquisition? 
Do these visuals support especially vocabulary acquisition in a foreign lan-

guage? 

3. Materials and Methods 

This study is an experimental study that uses both quantitative and qualitative 
data collection. The quantitative part of the study consists of the data obtained 
from the pre and post-tests. In the qualitative part, in-depth interviews were 
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conducted with students who participated in the study. The data obtained 
through interviews completed the data collected from the tests performed in the 
quantitative step of the study, thus obtaining a more complete and detailed pic-
ture. 

3.1. Participants 

The sample of the study is composed of newly enrolled university students who 
are in the English Preparatory School at Harran University School of Foreign 
Languages. 

3.2. Data Collection and Data Analysis 

In accordance with the purposes of the study, posters containing literary quota-
tions were prepared and pre-test and post-test were applied to the students. For 
the collection of qualitative data, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with volunteer students. The pre-test, which was designed to determine the level 
of students’ knowledge about the selected words, was applied at the beginning of 
the fall semester before the students started their lessons. All 102 students parti-
cipated in the test. Although the questions were in a multiple-choice form, the 
tests were read and scored by two different evaluators. Peer evaluators reliability 
rate is determined as 100%. 

After the pre-test, the walls of the college in common areas are equipped with 
posters prepared for this study, containing the word elements in the target lan-
guage. Some of the literary quotations in the post are as follows: “Even the smal-
lest person can change the course of the future.” (J. R. R. Tolkien, The Lord of 
the Rings), “Words are, in my not-so-humble opinion, our most inexhaustible 
source of magic.” (J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Deadly Hollows), “Suspi-
cion always haunts the guilty mind.” (William Shakespeare). A total of twen-
ty-five posters were hanged on the walls of the two corridors where the class-
rooms were located, and the students were exposed to new words presented 
through the contents of these visual aids during an education/teaching period. 
Students were not instructed to regularly read literary quotes on posters and the 
words presented in the posters were not reported to be subject to tests. 

At the end of the semester, students were given the final test. It has been tried 
to determine whether the chosen words that students are exposed to incidentally 
make difference in vocabulary acquisition/learning. The final tests were eva-
luated and scored by two different evaluators with 100% reliability. Ten students 
participated in the semi-structured interviews after the final tests were evaluated. 
The duration of voice recorded conversations ranged from 5 minutes to half an 
hour. All interviews were taken into the text and their contents were categorized 
after their transcriptions were made. Interview data were examined and cross- 
checked. A code is then given to each category and subcategory. After testing 
and evaluating the content presented through posters on the walls, the same 
content was presented to a different group of students on LCD screens, just like 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1106176


N. Gürel Cennetkuşu et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1106176 6 Open Access Library Journal 
 

on posters, students were regularly exposed to the same content every day. All 
the processes and the steps taken for the posters were applied to the contents 
presented on the LCD screens and The quantitative data collected from the 
pre-test and post-test were combined with the qualitative data obtained from the 
interviews with the selected volunteer students. 

4. Research Findings and Discussion 

In this section, the descriptive analyses of the quantitative and qualitative data 
obtained as a result of the research study will be presented under the title of 
findings and the evaluations of the findings will be discussed in the sub-heading 
of discussion and suggestions. 

4.1. Findings 

Within this study, firstly poster work was applied. During the spring semester of 
the academic year 2016/2017, a pre-test was conducted to measure how many of 
the words selected from the words found in the literary quotations are known; 
the posters were then hung on the walls in the common areas of the school. At 
the end of the term, posters adorned the walls were removed and pre-prepared 
final test applied to the students, which measures the words measured by the 
pre-test with a different content. 

The descriptive statistics of the pre-test where 77 students participate and the 
arithmetic average of the points that the students participated in the test are 
presented in Table 1. 

As seen in Table 1, 77 students participated in the pre-test and twenty-seven 
of the students concentrated between 21 and 30 points. The arithmetic average 
of the 77 students who participated in the test was calculated as 25.75. 

 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics of pre-test for poster study. 

Score Ranges Number of Students 

1 - 10 11 

11 - 20 24 

21 - 30 27 

31 - 40 6 

41 - 50 4 

51 - 60 3 

61 - 70 1 

71 - 80 1 

81 - 90 0 

91 - 100 0 

TOTAL 77 

OVERALL 25.75 
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After the pre-test of the poster study and posters were kept on the walls until 
the end of the term, a final test was applied to all students. The descriptive statis-
tics of the last test and the arithmetic average of the grades taken by the students 
are presented in Table 2. 

As shown in Table 2, the arithmetic average of the points taken by the stu-
dents was calculated as 23.93 and it was seen that the student density was col-
lected between 11 - 20 and 21 - 30 points as in the pre-test. 

The final stage of the poster study was the semi-structured interviews applied 
to a group of students selected by random sampling method. As of the day of the 
final test of the study, interviews were conducted with 10 randomly chosen stu-
dents among the students registered in the school and the interviews were rec-
orded in the voice recording and the text. 

According to the data obtained from the interviews, the students found the 
posters interesting and wondered the contents: 

“The posters you hung on the walls were definitely interesting. Backgrounds 
and colours of text on the posters… I’m very interested in all of them.” 

“The posters drew my attention from the first day because I came here to 
learn English. I knew it was something you hang on the wall for us.” 

The students stated that they used different methods to understand the con-
tent of the posters that attracted their attention. While some students wrote new 
words and sentences in their books, some other students tried to learn new 
words from the dictionary. 

“I took pictures of some of the sentences written on posters, and I wrote some 
of them in my notebooks.” 

“I could more or less understand some of the sentences, but there were some 
sentences I didn’t understand. I used translation tools and dictionaries to under-
stand them.” 

 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the final test of the poster study. 

Score Ranges Number of Students 

1 - 10 8 

11 - 20 28 

21 - 30 27 

31 - 40 13 

41 - 50 2 

51 - 60 2 

61 - 70 0 

71 - 80 0 

81 - 90 0 

91 - 100 1 

TOTAL 81 

OVERALL 23.93 
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“I wondered what the quotes on the posters meant. As I saw the posters on the 
walls, I learned the words I did not know from the dictionary and tried to get the 
meanings of the sentences.” 

“I believe the posters help me learn some words, because after a while, I could 
understand written sentences without the need for a dictionary anymore.” 

Another noteworthy finding is that students indicate their anxiety as a moti-
vation factor. The students used expressions to confirm the judgment of “not 
tested, not learnt”. 

“If you said you were going to test these words, it would be different; I mean 
I’d work harder. Obviously, it wasn’t like working for the exam, in our free time, 
we wondered and tried to understand.” 

In the fall semester of the 2017/2018 academic year, the LCD screen study was 
started with a different group of English preparatory students. In the LCD screen 
work, the same content as the posters were digitally prepared, a pre-test was ap-
plied to all college enrolled students, and the literary quotations used in the 
posters were purchased in the project and reflected on the LCD screens mounted 
on the walls in the common areas of the school. 

The descriptive statistics of the pre-test where 60 students participated, and 
the arithmetic average of the grades taken by the students are presented in Table 3. 

According to Table 3, more than half of the 60 students participating in the 
pre-test were charged to only two of the ten points range, and 40 students in the 
11 - 20 and 21 - 30 points range. As seen in the same table, the ratio of the total 
of the test score taken by each of the 60 students who participated in the pre-test 
to the number of students entering the test was calculated as 18.01. In other 
words, the arithmetic mean of the scores of 60 students who participated in the 
LCD screen study from the pre-test of this study was lower than the students’ 
scores obtained from the tests of the same study participated in the poster study. 

 
Table 3. Descriptive statistics of pre-test for LCD display. 

Score Ranges Number of Students 

1 - 10 14 

11 - 20 20 

21 - 30 20 

31 - 40 6 

41 - 50 0 

51 - 60 0 

61 - 70 0 

71 - 80 0 

81 - 90 0 

91 - 100 0 

TOTAL 60 

OVERALL 18.01 
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LCD screens were kept open on the walls during the fall period, and the texts 
composed of literary quotations were shown to students at the college between 
08.00 and 17.00 every day. The descriptive statistics and the arithmetic average 
of the grades taken by the students are presented in Table 4. 

As seen in Table 4, only 31 students participated in the final test of the LCD 
screen study. The reason for this is that students who have been absent at the 
end of the fall semester have dropped out attending school. The score range of 
the students participating in the test did not change in the last test, and 10 of the 
31 students participating in the test were in the range of 21 - 30 points. The 
arithmetic average of the grades taken by the students was calculated as 20.61, 
and a difference of 2.60 points was found between the average of pre-test and 
post-test. 

As in the case of poster work, the quantitative data obtained from the LCD 
screen study were also supported by qualitative data collected through semi- 
structured student interviews after the final test. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted between five minutes and half an hour with a group of 10 students 
formed by random sampling method. All interviews were recorded in the voice 
recording and the text. 

When the semi-structured student interviews conducted on the LCD screen 
study were qualitatively analysed, it was seen that students were interested in the 
constantly changing visuals on the screen, similar to the students in the poster 
study: 

“Frankly, the sentences on the screens caught my attention I’m here because I 
want to learn English and I want to understand and know everything in Eng-
lish.” 
 
Table 4. Descriptive statistics of the last test of LCD screen study. 

Score Ranges Number of Students 

1 - 10 8 

11 - 20 6 

21 - 30 10 

31 - 40 7 

41 - 50 0 

51 - 60 0 

61 - 70 0 

71 - 80 0 

81 - 90 0 

91 - 100 0 

TOTAL 31 

OVERALL 20.61 
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According to the results of the interview, the students followed similar paths 
and tried to learn the words they did not know and understand the sentences: 

“Firstly, I looked up the words I did not know from dictionary in order to get 
the meaning of sentences. There were words I have already known.” 

In order to understand a sentence in a foreign language, it is not necessary to 
know the exact meaning of all words. A sentence or text written in a foreign 
language can also be understood correctly through inference. One of the objec-
tives of skill-based reading is to give this skill to the student. According to the 
interview data, the students were able to comprehend the meaning of the sen-
tences even though they could not “get the exact meanings of the words” they 
encountered: 

“When I looked at the words to understand the sentences I got the meaning of 
the sentences, but I did not remember the words. I mean, maybe because I didn’t 
repeat them, they are gone in my mind. But still there were words that I remem-
bered. I mean I said to myself I have seen it before.” 

“Firstly, I translated all of the sentences using translation tools to understand. 
But then I got used to it and the sentences on the screens were constantly 
changing; I just started to understand looking up the words I didn’t know.” 

“I can say that this screen and writings on the screen definitely taught me new 
words. I’ve become familiar with a lot of words that I don’t know.” 

“Even if I didn’t know all the words, when I look at the sentences on the 
screens, some of them look familiar. I’m trying to remember the words I never 
thought of while reading the sentences.” 

Similar to the statements of the students in the poster study, students partici-
pating in this study also believe that evaluating the learning of words (taking an 
exam) will change their learning behaviours and results: 

“If you had told us that the words we saw on the screens would appear in a 
test, the situation would have been different. Words and phrases were probably 
draws more attention to me. Now I’m just curious because it draws my atten-
tion; but then it would be consciously. I mean I would look up consciously.” 

4.2. Discussion and Suggestions 

According to the semi-structured student interviews carried out in the final sec-
tions of both phases of the study, the contents of both the posters in the school’s 
common areas and the contents transferred via the LCD screens have been a 
new source of motivation for the students, helping them to learn/acquire new 
words. 

Qualitative data also show that both types of content servers were found to be 
remarkable by the students, and the meanings of the sentences composed of li-
terary quotations were highly curious by the students. Students have tried to ac-
quire new words by using methods such as using a dictionary and taking notes. 
In addition, they experienced the technique of inference and began to acquire 
the skill by seeing its usefulness. 

The most important of the qualitative findings is perhaps the exam motivation 
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of the students. It has been observed that the fact that a word or structure will be 
asked in the examination and/or will be subject to any formal evaluation causes 
students to be more interested and to change their learning methods. The result 
of this is to increase students’ intrinsic motivation and to make learning an au-
tonomous process. 

Despite the positive data provided by the qualitative data, the results of the 
analysis of the quantitative data did not result in a significant, statistically signif-
icant difference between the preliminary tests and the final tests. In fact, it did 
not help students to acquire new words from the content filled with literary qu-
otations in the common areas of the college, equipped with posters or LCD 
screens. 

The most important result in the study is to make students motivated by using 
all the possibilities—not only in order to ensure the effective learning of foreign 
language, but also in terms of incidental word acquisition—and to turn students 
into autonomous learners by transforming this motivation into intrinsic motiva-
tion. 

The study can be repeated with longer and/or different presentations. It can 
be investigated whether exposure to new words for longer periods will change 
quantitative results. Different contents—such as parallel to the course content— 
can be prepared and tested whether the students’ achievements differ in terms of 
content. The effects of the evaluation drive can be investigated. 
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