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Abstract 

This project aimed to investigate the use of strategies in incidental learning of Chinese vocabularies by 

Hong Kong Non-Chinese speaking (NCS) students. It helps capture a comprehensive picture of lexical 

processing strategies used by second language (12) learners' and their effectiveness in vocabulary learning. 

The investigation should provide empirical evidence to the design of pedagogical plans and training 

methods targeting NCS students. We conducted intervention studies and questionnaire surveys to identify 

strategies that NCS students use in reading tasks, and to evaluate their use of Chinese dictionaries. We 

found that in reading, students inferred meanings of unfamiliar words using a combination of linguistic 

cues and methods. Low frequency of dictionary use was also recorded. Results revealed a minimal role of 

dictionary use in acquiring new vocabulary by the NCS students. Many students were beginners or 

intermediate learners of vocabulary learning strategy uses. A follow-up delayed experiment revealed 

rather low rates of word retention, which suggested that most of our NCS students may have stopped at 

recognition of unfamiliar words. We propose that strategy training should be provided to NCS students, 

especially those at advanced beginning and intermediate levels. The training could focus on developing 

awareness of strategy use for incidental vocabulary learning. Supportive measures for Chinese dictionary use, 

including pedagogical instructions and development of Chinese dictionaries designated for L2 learners, are 

urgently called for. 
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Chinese proficiency of Non-Chinese speaking (NCS) students in Hong Kong has long been found less than 

satisfactory. It has been noted and confirmed that the Chinese proficiency, particularly in reading and 

writing, of majority NCS students is far lower than their English skills, and also lower than that of their 

same-aged Chinese peers. Of all the problems in teaching and learning Chinese, vocabulary seems the core 

and yet most challenging and difficult to young second language (L2) learners of Chinese. As a single 

unknown character or word may lead to incomprehensibility of a sentence or even an entire text, research 

on both first language (LI) and L2 acquisition has paid extensive attention to the role of vocabulary in 

language development and the means to improve vocabulary learning. ocabulary acquisition is understood 

as an important predictor of effective reading comprehension, and of general language ability (Anderson 

& Freebody, 1981 ). 

In L2 lexical teaching and learning, there are two types of vocabulary learning: intentional learning and 

incidental learning (Nation, 1990). Intentional learning is defined as being designed, planned for, or intended 

by teacher or students, whereas incidental learning is a by-product of doing or learning something else. In 

terms of vocabulary learning, incidental learning refers to learning new words through texts, working on 

tasks or doing other activities that are not directly related to vocabulary (Nation, 1990). Learning vocabulary 

incidentally through reading in context fosters an elaborate processing of words and facilitates its retention 

in memory (Huchin & Bloch, 1993; Nation, 1990) and thus is an important and effective approach in 

vocabulary acquisition. 

Incidental L2 vocabulary learning occurs during reading comprehension. The effectiveness of incidental 

learning is significantly influenced by strategies learners use for lexical processing. As a result, the way 

learners deal with unknown words during reading has become the focus of many empirical studies in recent 

years (e.g., Nassaji, 2003, 2004; Hu & Nassaji, 2014; Fraser, 1999; Huckin & Bloch, 1993; esche & Paribakht, 

2010). To our knowledge, however, little effort involving local NCS students has been documented in 

literature on their use of lexical processing strategies. Facing the imminent need of improving Chinese 

proficiency of the young NCS students in Hong Kong, the Education Bureau (EDB) has addressed the needs 

for cultivating the ability of self-learning among NCS students by publishing guidelines, including 

Supplementary Guide to the Chinese Language Curriculum for Non-Chinese Speaking Students 

(Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2008) and Provision of Consultancy Service for a Study on Good Practices 

in Primary and Secondary Schools to Support Non-Chinese Speaking Student (Hong Kong Education 
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students, dictionaries seem to be the most ready-to-use solution and immediate pedagogical remedy. 



In addition to relying on radical and morphological cues, CSL learners could also use contextual cues when
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