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Abstract: L2 lexical knowledge has been an issue that has attracted much attention among SLA
scholars, with studies examining the impact of different language teaching approaches on
vocabulary knowledge. However, little research has been conducted to determine the amount of
exposure needed for significant lexical improvement. This paper explores the impact of varying
instructed amount of exposure on 112 CLIL primary-school learners’ receptive knowledge of high-
frequency vocabulary. Participants were asked to respond to the 1K and 2K of the Updated
Vocabulary Levels Tests (Webb et al.). Data were examined looking into differences related to the
amount of L2 exposure. Findings suggest a possible effect of instructed amount of exposure on
the recognition of high-frequency words, which is discussed concerning its possible implications
for the CLIL instructional practice.

Keywords: instructed amount of L2 exposure; receptive lexical knowledge; CLIL; primary
education.

Summary: Introduction. L2 Development and Instructed Amount of Exposure. Design of Study.
Results. Discussion. Conclusions.

Resumen: El desarrollo léxico en L2 ha sido objeto de un intenso debate en el ambito de la
ensefianza de segundas lenguas en las ultimas décadas, dando lugar a numerosos estudios que
han explorado el impacto de distintos enfoques de ensefianza en el conocimiento del vocabulario.
Sin embargo, se han realizado escasas investigaciones para determinar la cantidad de exposicion
necesaria para una mejora léxica significativa. Este articulo explora cdmo la variacion en la
exposicion a la lengua extranjera afecta al conocimiento receptivo del vocabulario de alta
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frecuencia de 112 alumnos AICLE de educacidon primaria. Los participantes respondieron a los
niveles 1K y 2K del Updated Vocabulary Levels Tests (Webb et al.), y los resultados se analizaron
teniendo en cuenta el nivel de exposicion a la L2. Los resultados sefialan un posible efecto de la
cantidad de exposicidn en el reconocimiento de las palabras mas frecuentes, que se discutira en
relacién con su posible implicacién en la practica AICLE.

Palabras clave: exposicion instruccional a la lengua extranjera; desarrollo Iéxico; AICLE; educacion
primaria.

Sumario: Introduccidn. El desarrollo linguistico en el aprendizaje de una segunda lengua y su
relacion con la exposicion instruccional. Disefio del estudio. Resultados. Discusién. Conclusiones.

INTRODUCTION

Lexical competence has gained unforeseen relevance in the latest second
language (L2) teaching approaches and models, based on the evidence that
a lack of vocabulary knowledge can lead to problems with comprehension
and production for L2 students (Schmitt).

Mastery of vocabulary can help learners overcome communicative
challenges. Nevertheless, given the breadth of the vocabulary knowledge
construct, there is a need to delimit this notion.' In this regard, two lexical
dimensions are often distinguished, related to learners’ capacity to
understand and recall L2 words: receptive vs. productive knowledge. In
addition, lexical knowledge is usually measured considering frequency-
based categories to facilitate the study of learners’ L2 development.
Accordingly, research usually identifies three word-family clusters
according to their occurrence in oral and written discourse: high-frequency
words—including word families from 1,000 to 2,000 (Schmitt and
Schmitt) or 3,000 (Nation, Teaching and Learning Vocabulary) bands—
mid-frequency (from the 2K/3K to the 8K band), and low-frequency words
(from the 9K band onwards). In this regard, a mastery of high-frequency
words (i.e., 2,000- to 3,000-word families) has been shown to provide
learners with sufficient understanding of about 95% of everyday
communication (Adolphs and Schmitt). Therefore, recognising high-
frequency vocabulary items would be a primary objective for L2 learners,
as it undoubtedly helps them improve their L2 competence and expand
their lexical knowledge.

Given its importance for L2 proficiency, it is relevant to identify the
main factors that presumably affect receptive lexical development. This

! See Nation’s Teaching and Learning Vocabulary and Schmitt’s Researching

Vecabulary for further detail.
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paper focuses on a recent approach to language learning that emerged in
Europe in the 1990s and spread worldwide over the last few decades:
Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL). CLIL is thought to be
particularly beneficial to lexical knowledge (Agustin-Llach; Agustin-
Llach and Canga Alonso; Agustin-Llach and Jiménez Cataldn; Canga
Alonso, “Receptive Vocabulary of CLIL and Non-CLIL”; Canga Alonso,
“Receptive Vocabulary Size of Spanish 5th Grade”; Canga Alonso and
Arribas Garcia; Castellano-Risco, Alejo-Gonzélez and Piquer-Piriz), and,
therefore, it seems to be an appropriate context to explore the influence of
input quantity on lexical knowledge.

This paper aims to explore the impact of an input-related factor—the
quantity of instructed input—on the receptive knowledge of high-
frequency words in 112 CLIL primary-school learners in 6th grade (aged
11-12) receiving varying amounts of L2 exposure in an instructional
setting. It is organised as follows. First, it discusses the relevance of
vocabulary in Second Language Acquisition (SLA), focusing on the
impact of instructed amount of exposure in a CLIL setting on lexical
development. It, then, moves on to the methodological aspects.
Afterwards, it describes the data obtained from the first and second 1K
bands of the updated version of the Vocabulary Levels Test (Webb et al.).
Finally, these data are described and discussed, analysing differences
among groups, and the main conclusions are drawn and discussed in
relation to their pedagogical implications.

1. L2 DEVELOPMENT AND INSTRUCTED AMOUNT OF EXPOSURE

In SLA research, input-related factors, such as the quantity and quality of
L2 input, have been extensively explored in relation to language learning
(Howard; Rothman and Fuentes Guijarro).

In general, most studies have shown that the context in which L2 is
learnt directly affects the impact of input-related factors: greater L2
exposure has commonly been linked to better language proficiency in
informal contexts, whereas this assumption has been proved not to occur
when language learning takes place only at a formal instructional context
(Garcia Mayo and Garcia Lecumberri; Miralpeix; Mufioz). In formal L2
learning, input exposure is usually restricted to the foreign language (FL)
classroom, and this limitation brings with it some specific constraints, such
as the limited quantity of input, affecting language learning (Garcia Mayo
and Garcia Lecumberri; Miralpeix; Mufioz; Muioz et al.).
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Focusing exclusively on lexical knowledge in formal contexts, in the
literature there have also been some efforts to clarify the impact of the
quantity of exposure on L2 lexical development. For instance, Miralpeix
explored the impact of age of onset and amount of exposure on lexical
production, concluding that an early start in formal contexts, with its
subsequent increase in L2 exposure, did not result in richer vocabulary
production. She related her results to other age-related factors, such as
maturational constraints, that could slow down L2 lexical improvement.
More recently, in an attempt to exclude age-related differences,
Castellano-Risco, Alejo-Gonzalez and Piquer-Piriz explored the impact of
input variations on learners who started learning English at the same time
but in different teaching contexts (CLIL vs. mainstream English Foreign
Language [EFL] approaches) and degrees of L2 exposure. They found that
greater exposure to the L2 could not be directly related to vocabulary
improvement in formal contexts. However, in Castellano-Risco, Alejo-
Gonzélez and Piquer-Piriz’s study, participants were exposed to different
L2 teaching contexts, which could have partially influenced the results. On
account of the foregoing discussion, this paper aims to (1) explore whether
the amount of exposure within the same teaching-learning approach,
CLIL, has a significant impact on receptive lexical knowledge and (2) if
so0, to quantify the amount of L2 input needed to result in a significant
lexical improvement. Thus, it reports on the results of an analysis of the
receptive knowledge of the most frequent vocabulary items (first and
second 1K band) by CLIL learners who are about to finish their last year
of Primary Education (Year 6; aged 11-12).

1.1 Lexical Knowledge and Exposure in CLIL Settings

CLIL is a dual-focused educational approach that has been shown to
benefit, to some extent, L2 learning (Agustin-Llach, “The Role of Spanish
L1”; Ruiz de Zarobe; Lorenzo and Rodriguez). In this approach, learners
study some content subjects, such as Natural Science, PE or Arts and
Crafts, in an L2. Therefore, there is an increased L2 exposure in formal
contexts, which is related to better L2 development (Lasagabaster and
Doiz; Lasagabaster and Lopez Beloqui; Lorenzo and Rodriguez; Ruiz de
Zarobe; Sylvén).
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In particular, the type of language used in CLIL classes, with its
subject-specific terminology and use of academic language,? is believed to
affect L2 lexical knowledge positively, as shown in several contexts.’

Most studies have found positive evidence that CLIL learners
outperform EFL learners in both receptive* and productive (Alejo and
Piquer-Piriz; Canga Alonso and Arribas Garcia; Moreno-Espinosa;
Tragant et al.) lexical knowledge. In the case of receptive general
vocabulary knowledge, studies have been carried out to (1) determine
vocabulary knowledge of CLIL learners and (2) compare the vocabulary
learning benefits resulting from the use of different language approaches
(mainly CLIL and mainstream EFL). As for receptive vocabulary
knowledge of CLIL primary-school learners, it is usually placed within the
first vocabulary band at the end of this educational stage (Canga Alonso,
“The Receptive Vocabulary of 6th-Grade Primary-School Students”;
Jiménez Catalan and Ruiz de Zarobe).

Concerning the comparison of CLIL and non-CLIL groups,
implementing a CLIL approach implies an increase in the exposure to the
L2, and this difference in exposure has been tackled from two perspectives.

On the one hand, some studies have compared CLIL and non-CLIL
learners of the same age but who were exposed to different amounts of L2
input as they started learning English at different ages through CLIL
programmes (Agustin-Llach; Arribas; Canga Alonso, ‘“Receptive
Vocabulary Size of Spanish 5th Grade”). These studies have
systematically found that CLIL learners have more extensive receptive
vocabulary knowledge than their non-CLIL counterparts, which is often
justified as a matter of exposure. In other words, these studies could not
strictly demonstrate that such difference was not related to the larger
exposure to English CLIL learners received, as other factors, such as the
employment of different methodologies in CLIL and mainstream EFL
classes, or the different objectives both approaches place on learners, could
also result in lexical knowledge variation.

2 See Coyle et al.’s language triptych.

3 See, for example, Agustin-Llach; Agustin-Llach and Canga Alonso; Agustin-Llach and
Jiménez Catalan; Canga Alonso’s “Receptive Vocabulary of CLIL and Non-CLIL”;
Canga Alonso’s “Receptive Vocabulary Size of Spanish 5th Grade”; Canga Alonso and
Arribas Garcia; Castellano-Risco’s “Receptive vocabulary and learning strategies in
secondary school CLIL and non-CLIL learners.”

4 See Castellano-Risco’s “Estrategias de aprendizaje y conocimiento Iéxico: un estudio
sobre el alumnado de educacion secundaria” for an overview.
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On the other hand, there has been a more extensive set of studies
comparing CLIL and regular EFL learners with the same amount of
exposure, even when it meant comparing students of different ages (Canga
Alonso, “Receptive Vocabulary Size of Spanish 5th Grade”; Fernandez
Fontecha; Sylvén). In these studies, CLIL learners do not always obtain
better results, which is often related to CLIL learners’ maturational
constraints. That is, it may be that the presumable positive effect of early
exposure to the L2 in CLIL contexts may be reduced by the difficulty
young learners may find in processing such a large amount of input in
formal contexts.

The following table presents the main findings of some selected works
in which lexical knowledge of CLIL learners is either quantified or
compared to that of EFL learners.

Table 1. A summary on selected works on CLIL
and receptive lexical knowledge in Spain

IAoE Estimation
Study Aim Tuition . Year of no. of
(in hours)
words
Jiménez Catalan ~ Exploring CLIL CLIL 960 6th 800
and Ruiz de learners’
Zarobe (2009) knowledge
Agustin Llach Comparing CLIL CLIL 734 4th 470
(2012) and EFL learners’
knowledge EFL 419 4th 595
Canga Alonso Exploring CLIL CLIL 839 5th 696
(2013a) learners’
knowledge
Fernandez Comparing CLIL CLIL 734 4th 471.26
Fontecha (2014) and EFL learners’
knowledge EFL 734 7th 779.54
Canga Alonso Comparing CLIL EFL 1,049 10th 936
(2015a) and EFL learners’
knowledge CLIL 949 6th 903

ES REVIEW: SPANISH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH STUDIES 43 (2022): 133-56.
E-ISSN 2531-1654 | ISSN 2531-1646



Lexical Knowledge and Amount of L2 Exposure: A Study on CLIL. .. 139

Canga Alonso Comparing CLIL EFL 499 5th 524
(2015b) and EFL learners’
knowledge CLIL 696 Sth 839
Arribas (2016) Comparing CLIL CLIL 10th 1330
and EFL learners’ _
knowledge EFL Not provided 1200
Castellano- Comparing CLIL CLIL 2,010 gth 1,664
Risco (2018) and EFL learners’
knowledge EFL 1,200 1,301
Castellano- Comparing CLIL ~ Early- 3,000 10t 1,440
Risco, Alejo- and non-CLIL CLIL
Gonzalez and learners’ group
52‘8‘218;'1’1“2 Eﬁfﬁvbféﬁ“i Standar 2,400 1,408
8 d-CLIL
group
Late- 2,000 1,310
CLIL
group
EFL 1,200 798

Source: Prepared by the author.

The comparison of CLIL and non-CLIL learners seems to present
evident methodological shortcomings derived from putting learners from
very different realities side by side. First, comparing the effects of different
language approaches may be challenging, as it is difficult to isolate the
teaching approach variable from the effect of different amounts of L2
formal exposure or the implementation of different teaching techniques in
the classroom. Second, when comparing learners of different ages, the
problem that arises is related to the maturational constraints.

In an attempt to avoid these methodological flaws, this study aims to
explore the effect of quantity of input on L2 lexical knowledge by focusing
exclusively on learners of the same age and under the same learning
context: a CLIL approach. In most studies exploring CLIL, learners are
seen as homogeneous regarding their L2 learning abilities and experiences.
However, CLIL is conceived as an “umbrella term” (Mehisto et al. 12) in
which practices are adapted, among other factors, to the context in which
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they are implemented, teaching aims, and learners’ L2 level. This
flexibility means, in practical terms, a significant disparity among CLIL
practices (Manzano Vazquez) that may affect L2 exposure. Such is the
disparity that can be found among CLIL programmes that some authors
advocate distinguishing among three types of programmes depending on
intensity of L2 exposure (Ball et al.; Mehisto et al.): Soft-CLIL, mid-CLIL
and hard-CLIL programmes. However, to the best of my knowledge, little
research has been conducted on how differences in exposure may affect
L2 lexical development.

2. DESIGN OF THE STUDY
2.1 Objectives

This research study explores the impact of varying degrees of CLIL
instructional exposure on lexical development, considering the type of
students enrolled in the programme and the type of methodology
employed. For this purpose, three groups of CLIL primary-school students
(N=112, age 11-12) with varying exposure to English have been
compared. Unlike previous studies, their difference in exposure did not
derive from the implementation of CLIL at different ages but from being
exposed to CLIL practices with differing intensities: all the groups began
attending EFL classes in Pre-Primary education and joined CLIL practices
in their 1st year of Primary Education, but the concentration of CLIL
subjects and the number of hours devoted to CLIL in each subject varied
depending on the school they attended.’

Given the age of the participants (11-12 years old) and their language
learning experience (attending an EFL subject for nine years and CLIL
subjects for six years), this study focuses exclusively on their recognition
of high-frequency English words (up to the 2K band), as previous research
in this issue has shown that CLIL learners are still in the process of
recognising the 2K most frequent words when they finish the Primary
Education stage (Canga Alonso, “The Receptive Vocabulary of 6th-Grade
Primary-School Students”; Jiménez Catalan and Ruiz de Zarobe).

5 See 2.4 below for further explanation.
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This objective is specified in the following two research questions:

1. RQI1: Does a greater amount of instructed exposure to English
within the same learning approach result in greater recognition of
the first 1K vocabulary band?

2. RQ2: Does a greater amount of instructed exposure to English
within the same learning approach result in greater recognition of
the second 1K vocabulary band?

2.2 Context of the Study

The three state primary schools taking part in this study were from a
medium-sized town in Extremadura, Spain. Extremadura is a monolingual
region with quite an extensive experience in English-Spanish CLIL
education.

In this region, the first bilingual educational experiences can be traced
back to the academic year 1996-1997, when the British Council-MEC
(Ministry of Education and Culture) agreement was signed. This
agreement detailed teaching the content of some subjects in English, while
modifying the way EFL classes were taught. Schools were provided with
specific training and language experts trained by the British Council joined
the classes. This significantly increased learners’ exposure to English,
given that about 40% of the teaching hours were delivered in English. In
practice, it was only implemented in two regional primary schools, but it
meant a significant change in the approach to FL teaching.

CLIL became widespread with the launch of an official pilot project
in the academic year 2004-2005, known as the “Bilingual Section”
programme. This programme intended to implement CLIL practices in
teaching/learning some disciplinary subjects. Nevertheless, CLIL was not
implemented throughout the whole school, but only in specific groups
(known as “sections”) in each grade. The number of schools and groups
taking part in the programme has increased since its implementation.

The third step in developing and strengthening bilingual education
was the inclusion of a new kind of school: CLIL schools. The main
difference between a bilingual section school and a CLIL school is that the
latter provides bilingual education in all the school groups and, as a
consequence, it can also promote L2 development in extracurricular
activities on a more regular basis.
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Derived from this heterogeneous evolution of the programmes,
schools taking part in this study differed in how CLIL programmes were
implemented: one of the schools was considered a “CLIL school,” that is,
all the students enrolled in the school (school groups) followed a CLIL
approach. A second group was from a CLIL school resulting from the
British Council-MEC agreement. The third school had implemented CLIL
only in some groups, and the intensity of the programme was lower:
students attended only a weekly session of two mandatory subjects in
English.

2.3 Participants

This study made use of a convenience sample consisting of a total of 112
CLIL sixth-year learners. Participants were enrolled in three different state
urban schools in Extremadura (Spain). All participants started learning
English when they were three years old and joined CLIL programmes in
their Ist year of primary education. The main difference was related to
their CLIL experience, as they differed in their exposure to English in the
CLIL classroom:

a) High-exposure CLIL learners: this group consisted of 49
participants who had attended a ‘hard-CLIL’ programme, in which
Natural and Social Sciences and Arts and Crafts had been taught in
English for six academic years. In addition, they had attended EFL
courses since the 1st year of pre-primary education. These courses
were held twice a week at the pre-primary level, and taught four
times weekly during primary education. They had been exposed to
approximately 2,556 hours of English input.

b) Moderate-exposure CLIL learners: this group comprised 22
learners who participated in a ‘hard-CLIL’ programme. Natural
and Social Sciences and Arts and Crafts were taught in English for
six academic years. In addition, they had EFL courses since pre-
primary education. Unlike the previous group, in pre-primary, they
only attended one weekly hour of English and, in primary
education, up to four hours a week. Altogether, moderate-exposure
CLIL learners had a mean exposure of about 2,440 hours of
English.
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c¢) Lower-exposure CLIL learners: this group consisted of 41
participants who had attended a weekly hour of English in pre-
primary and then, in primary education, a ‘soft-CLIL’ programme,
in which they attended Arts and Crafts entirely in English and a
weekly lesson of Natural Science in English, in addition to the EFL
lessons, for six academic years. In total, over the course of nine
years, they had been exposed to English, lower-exposure CLIL
learners had been in contact with English for about 1,200 hours.

Table 2 below summarises the main features of each group.

Table 2. Demographical description of the data

Highly exposed = Moderately exposed Low exposed CLIL

CLIL learners CLIL learners learners
N 49 22 41
Disciplinary Natural Science  Natural Science Natural Science
subjects taught in Social Science Social Science Arts and Crafts
English Arts and Crafts  Arts and Crafts
Amount of 2,556 2,400 1,200

exposure (in hours)

Source: Prepared by the author.
2.4 Instruments

In order to measure receptive vocabulary knowledge, the first and second
1K bands of the latest version of the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT)
developed by Webb et al. were used. This instrument, based on previous
versions of the VLT (Nation, Testing and Teaching, Schmitt et al.),
enables the measurement of the knowledge of the five first frequency
bands (from the first to the fifth 1K band) of the Nation’s British National
Corpus/Corpus of Contemporary American English (BNC/COCA) lists,
which are one of the most up-to-date English vocabulary frequency lists.
For each band, there are 30 definitions presented in groups of three,
and participants are asked to match these definitions with the
corresponding word in English among the options given. Definitions are
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presented in ten clusters, and, in each cluster, six words and three
definitions are presented.

In contrast to previous research in which Schmitt et al.’s VLT version
prevails, the latest version of the VLT was preferred for two main reasons.
First, unlike previous versions, it includes the 1K band, which is
considered suitable for primary school learners. Second, to create the tests,
the authors use one of the most up-to-date Corpora in English as the source
of items: the BNC/COCA corpus (Nation, BNC/COCA). Previous versions
made use of frequency lists compiled in the 1970s and 1980s. With this
inclusion, the frequency lists reflect current English.

The study has been limited to the recognition of high-frequency words
(first 2K bands), taking into consideration previous findings on L2 lexical
knowledge of students with similar age and L.2 exposure.

2.5 Data Collection and Treatment

Data collection took one session during school time.® The test format was
pen and paper, and the time allotted to complete the task was seven minutes
per band. Initially, instructions were given in Spanish and examples were
provided to avoid possible misunderstanding.

Data were anonymised and were explored in raw and extrapolated
values. To estimate the total number of words known by the participants,
Nations’ formula (Teaching and Learning Vocabulary, 78) was applied:
“N correct answers multiplied by the total N-words in dictionary divided
by N items in test,” where the number of words in the dictionary
corresponds with the number of words in the band. The number of
participants mastering the band was also calculated. To this aim, Schmitt’s
instructions were followed, and a band was only considered to be known
when a test-taker got a score equal to or higher than 26 words out of 30.

Finally, data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics v. 25.
A Shapiro-Wilk test did not show that the variables presented a Gaussian
distribution, so non-parametric tests were carried out.

¢ Parents were informed and consent was obtained.
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3. RESULTS
3.1 Analysis of the Recognition Rate of the First 1K Band

The exploration of the first 1K band knowledge shows that, on average,
CLIL learners recognised 18.04 out of the 30 words in the 1K band test.
Applying Nation’s formula, it would mean that, in general, they identified
601 words out of the 1K most frequent ones.

In terms of absolute values, the comparison among groups shows that
noticeable differences between the group with the lowest exposure and the
other two groups seem to exist. High-exposure CLIL learners obtained a
mean score of 21.55 out of the 30 words examined (SD = 5.82, min. = 8,
max. = 30), which, translated into extrapolated values, means that they
knew approximately 718 words out of the 1K most frequent English
words. For its part, the moderately exposed group shows quite a similar
result: they understood a mean of 21.82 words (SD =4.34, min. = 14, max.
= 30), which means that, in extrapolated values, they identified 727 words
out of the 1K most frequent terms.

On the other hand, lower-exposure CLIL learners knew 11.83 of the
30 words included in the 1K VLT (SD =7.06, max. =27, min. =0), which,
in extrapolated values, means that they identified about 394 words out of
the 1K most frequent English words. Table 3 provides a summary of the
results.

Table 3. Statistical descriptions of the recognition
of the 1K band by groups (in %)

Highly exposed Moderately exposed Low exposed

CLIL learners CLIL learners CLIL learners
Hours of exposure 2,556 2,400 1,200
1K band mean score 21.55 21.82 11.83
0 ..
7 of participants 28.89 27.27 487

scoring >26 hits

Source: Prepared by the author.

This contrast is also observed in the percentage of participants
mastering the whole band, that is, recognising more than 26 items in the
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test. A substantial number of high-exposure and moderate-exposure
participants reached full knowledge of the band. In understanding the 1K
band, nearly 29% of the high-exposure CLIL learners and 27.27% of
moderate-exposure CLIL learners got a score higher than 86%, whereas,
among the lower-exposure CLIL learners, only 4.88% mastered the band.

The significance of the differences among groups was calculated,
showing that lower-exposure CLIL learners had a statistically significant
lower recognition rate of the 1K band than high-exposure (p <0.0004) and
moderately exposed CLIL learners (p < 0.0004). On the other hand, high
and moderate exposure CLIL learners did not show significant (p = 0.848)
differences in their recognition of the first 1K band.

3.2 Analysis of the Knowledge of the Second 1K Band

Moving now to the analysis of the receptive knowledge of the second 1K
band, participants display an overall recognition rate lower than their
understanding of the first 1K band (x = 12.25, SD=7.73, max. = 30, min.
= 0). In extrapolated values, CLIL learners understood a mean of 408 of
the second 1K band of the BNC/COCA after applying Nation’s formula.

Table 4. Statistical descriptions of the recognition
of the 1K band by groups (in %)

Highly exposed Moderately exposed Low exposed

CLIL learners CLIL learners CLIL learners
Hours of exposure 2,556 2,400 1,200
Second 1K band 16.06 12.13 9.27
mean score
% of population 4.44 0 2.44

scoring >26 hits

Source: Prepared by the author.

The comparison of the different groups shows that learners with the
most significant exposure to English obtained the highest results (x =
16.06, SD = 6.77, min. = 0, max. = 30), as can be seen in table 4.
Moderately exposed CLIL learners recognise, on average, four fewer items
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than their high-exposure counterparts (X = 12.13, SD = 5.93, min. = 5,
max. = 26). The statistical comparison between groups confirms that this
difference is statistically significant (p = 0.038).

Again, a considerable disparity is noticed when comparing high- and
moderate-exposure CLIL learners to lower-exposure CLIL participants,
whose mean score (X =9.27, SD =7.23, min. = 0, max. = 30) is well below
that of the other two CLIL groups. The statistical analysis shows a
significant difference between high- and lower-exposure participants (p <
0.001) and moderate- and lower-exposure (p < 0.001).

Concerning the mastery of the second 1K band, a small proportion of
the learners receptively knew more than 26 items of the 30 in the test:
4.44% of the high-exposure group and 2.44% of the lower-exposure CLIL
learners. Therefore, in this issue, it cannot be stated that none of the CLIL
primary-school groups shows an evident mastery of the band, with no
substantial differences among groups observed.

4. DISCUSSION

Results have shown that CLIL learners, on average, recognise about 60%
of the 1K most frequent English words and about 41% of the second 1K
most frequent terms after more than 2,000 hours of English instruction.
Therefore, these learners are still in the process of understanding the first
1K most frequent words and are far from mastering the second 1K band
receptively.

The present results are lower than those reported in other studies
exploring CLIL learners’ receptive knowledge of high-frequency words in
the same context and age (Canga Alonso, “The Receptive Vocabulary of
6th-Grade Primary-School Students”; Jiménez Catalan and Ruiz de
Zarobe), which place the receptive knowledge of CLIL primary-school
learners in the first vocabulary band after 1,000 hours of instruction in
English.

One of the most plausible reasons for this finding is methodological.
Previous studies on CLIL lexical knowledge calculated the knowledge of
the 1K band by extrapolating it from understanding the 2K most frequent
English words. In contrast, the present study shows a clear difference in
the calculation of the recognition rate of the two first 1K bands, as it
distinguishes between the first and second 1K bands rather than exploring
an overall understanding of high-frequency terms. In this respect, the
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discrimination between the knowledge of each band seems to be critical.
In general, both bands comprise high-frequency English words, and,
overall, they account for about 90% of any written text (Dang and Webb;
Nation; Webb and Rodgers, “The Vocabulary Demands of Television
Programmes”; Webb and Rodgers, “The Lexical Coverage of Movies™).
However, their weight on written and spoken texts is not the same: while
the first 1K band covers about 65 to 85% of spoken and written English
discourse (Webb and Nation), the coverage of the second 1K band is
considerably lower. An appropriate strengthening of the 1K band
knowledge may imply a better development of the rest of the bands, and if
the first and the second 1K band are explored together, the importance of
the first band may be disregarded.

Significant differences have been found among groups exposed to
different amounts of English input. The analysis of the receptive
knowledge of the two bands yields that those learners less exposed to
English show a lower receptive lexical mastery than the other two groups.
However, there are differences when breaking down the analysis of each
band.

The examination of the receptive knowledge of the first 1K band
indicates that high- and moderate-exposure CLIL learners have a similar
receptive understanding of the band. On average, high- and moderate-
exposure CLIL learners recognise nearly two-thirds of the band, and
almost a third of the high- and moderate-exposure learners master the
band. However, there is a big contrast when compared to low-exposed
CLIL learners. This specific learner group knew nearly 40% of the items
receptively, and only almost 5% showed complete control of the band. The
statistical analysis also makes explicit this difference between the high-
and moderate exposure groups and lower-exposure CLIL learners. The
explanation for this difference may lie in the amount of exposure to the
FL. While the difference in exposure is not remarkable in the two most
exposed groups, and learners seem to have received sufficient exposure to
recognise most items, the lowest exposed group still needs more input to
reach that level.

As for the exploration of the recognition of the second 1K band, the
impact of the amount of exposure seems more pronounced. In this case,
there are significant differences among the three groups, even in those with
slight differences in exposure. This may be related to several factors. First,
the impact of greater L2 exposure may be more evident in less frequent
words. In this regard, there may be a ceiling effect in the 1K band, in which
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slight variations in input may not produce the expected significant
differences; but, as difficulty in lexis increases, differences in exposure
may result in substantial lexical improvements. At this point, it would be
of interest to explore how minor input variations affect the knowledge of
other less-frequent vocabulary bands (2K+).

Second, the difference between the three groups in the recognition of
the second 1K terms may be related to the kind of methodology
implemented in the CLIL classroom. CLIL is a heterogeneous approach to
L2 learning that may vary in terms of the intensity of L2 exposure, teaching
methods, duration of the programme, and subjects offered in the L2
(Mehisto et al. 12). Although the three groups in this study are framed
within the CLIL approach, there are evident differences among them that
lead to input differences: the least exposed group follows a ‘soft-CLIL’
programme, whereas the other two groups follow ‘hard-CLIL’
programmes. Likewise, there is a methodological difference between the
two ‘hard-CLIL’ programmes: the school that highly exposed CLIL
learners attend is a ‘British Council-MEC’ school, whose teachers receive
specific instruction on content-based approaches from the British Council.
These differences in the CLIL programmes may also have contributed to
extending the differences in lexical knowledge, although they are not as
evident in the recognition rate of the first one-thousand-word families.

Third, the synergy between the previous two explanations may be the
reason for the differences between high- and moderate-exposure CLIL
learners. It is also possible that a slight difference in input, together with
the use of a different teaching method in the class, may result in significant
improvements in recognising the second 1K most frequent items. Be that
as it may, in light of these results, one cannot dismiss that the amount of
exposure may foster vocabulary knowledge.

However, the findings of this study should be treated with caution, and
some limitations should be considered. First, this study should be
complemented with other factors that may affect the results, such as the
teachers’ role, individual differences, extramural use of English, or actual
English use in the classroom. Likewise, a more extensive and varied
sample would be welcome to replicate the study. Besides, the impact of
input should also be explored to better understand the importance of input-
related factors in CLIL. Finally, comparing the effects of exposure with
other teaching contexts would also be relevant.
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CONCLUSIONS

The present piece of research was designed to analyse the impact of the
amount of exposure on the receptive lexical knowledge of CLIL primary-
school learners. Concretely, it has explored differences in recognition of
high-frequency L2 English words of three CLIL primary-school groups
(N=112) differing in their exposure to English.

CLIL is a dual-focused approach in which learners study some
subjects in a FL. In practice, it is defined as an “umbrella term” (Mehisto
etal. 12), in which learners’ L2 learning experience may vary significantly
depending on the number of subjects taught in the FL and the time devoted
to the CLIL practice. In the particular case of L2 exposure, input-related
factors, such as frequency, quantity and quality of input, are frequently
pointed out as elements that may result in effective language learning
practices. In the case of CLIL, the increased instructed amount of exposure
the approach offers has often been claimed to be a positive determining
factor for students’ linguistic development. However, to the best of my
knowledge, little research has been conducted to systematise and quantify
the benefits of increased L2 exposure to CLIL learners.

Following this idea, the receptive knowledge of the first and second
1K bands of three groups of CLIL primary-school learners exposed to
different amounts of L2 instruction has been compared. Although there
have been some efforts to determine the recognition rate of L2 lexical
items by CLIL primary learners, this study offers a significant
methodological difference in the exploration of high-frequency terms as it
differentiates between the first and second 1K bands explicitly, rather than
presenting a comprehensive exploration of understanding of high-
frequency terms. This methodological modification has allowed an in-
depth exploration of the possible differences in lexical knowledge
resulting from varying L2 amount of exposure.

Results have shown that CLIL learners understand about 60% of the
1K most frequent English words and about 41% of the second 1K most
frequent terms after an average exposure of 1,800 hours of English
instruction. However, some significant variations have been identified
when considering L2 exposure. Students with the lowest exposure have
shown a worse performance in both first 1K and second 1K tests. As for
high and moderate exposure CLIL learners (differing in about 400 hours
of exposure), their comparison showed no significant differences in the
first 1K band, where both groups showed extensive knowledge, but,
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conversely, significant differences were found in the second 1K band,
where more intensively exposed learners presented a better recognition
rate.

The lack of difference in the 1K band between high- and mid-exposure
groups may prevent one from stating that Instructed amount of exposure
affects L2 highly-frequency word recognition at first. However, it may be
related to a possible ceiling effect. Both groups show an extensive
command of the band, with nearly a third of the high-exposure participants
and a fourth of the mid-exposure CLIL learners mastering the band
receptively. Given these results in the 1K band test and the vast difference
with the lower-exposure group, there may be a ceiling effect not allowing
us to perceive significant differences in L2 lexical development derived
from varying L2 exposure.

In contrast, these differences are more noticeable in the second 1K
band, where learners exposed to a larger amount of input significantly
obtained better results. Again, this finding may support the idea that
Instructed amount of exposure has some kind of effect on the receptive
knowledge of high-frequency words, even when the difference in hours of
exposure is not excessively large.

All in all, these findings point to an impact of quantity of L2 exposure
on receptive L2 lexical knowledge in CLIL, and, after 2,000 hours of
instruction, its influence appears to be particularly evident in the
recognition of the second 1K band.

This finding may have some pedagogical implications. Understanding
the 2K most frequent English items is a milestone in L2 learning, as they
account for about 90% of written texts. This impact is more marked in the
case of the first 1K band, which covers about 65 to 85% of spoken and
written English discourse (Webb and Nation). Given the weight high-
frequency items have on written and spoken texts, the knowledge of these
items should be promoted among beginners, as an appropriate
development of this band would pave communication in the L2, in general,
and understanding of less frequent items in particular.

This research study may serve as a basis for future lines of research.
First, it would be very relevant to explore a more comprehensive sample
of CLIL students exposed to significantly different degrees of exposure.
Second, this research would also be benefitted from and complemented
with the analysis of written input to give a more accurate picture of the
actual input CLIL learners are exposed to. Besides, further research on the
impact of exposure should incorporate learners of younger ages and with
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lower L2 exposure to (1) determine the impact of input quantity in the
recognition of 1K lexical items and identify the amount of input needed to
master this band and (2) explore whether the lack of difference between
high-exposure and mid-exposure CLIL learners is constant in time, or, on
the contrary, stems from the fact that both groups have already been
exposed to input enough to master the band.
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