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The Influence of Language Contact and Vocabulary Knowledge on the
Speaking Performance of Japanese Students of English
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Abstract: This study examined the influence of language contact and vocabulary knowledge on the speaking performance
of 73 Japanese students in English language schools in New Zealand. The participants completed a language contact pro-
file questionnaire and a vocabulary test, and were administered a story retelling task (which constituted the measure of
speaking performance). The results revealed that vocabulary knowledge correlated with fluency, accuracy, complexity,
and global impression aspects of speaking performance. Time spent on the following were also found to correlate posi-
tively with various aspects of speaking performance: studying English, staying in English-speaking countries, speaking
English outside of school, speaking English with non-native English speakers, and reading. In contrast, time spent watch-
ing television was found to negatively correlate with speaking accuracy.
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INTRODUCTION

Practice in the use of a language that one is studying is
generally believed to be essential in developing proficiency.
In countries like Japan, where English education is now very
important for people of all ages [1], many young people
travel and spend time overseas to — among other things —
seek more opportunities to use the English language skills
they are learning in environments where English is the pre-
dominant mode of communication. The Institute of Interna-
tional Education [2], for example, reported that during the
2004-2005 academic year, 42,215 Japanese students studied
in the US, placing Japan as the fourth largest origin of inter-
national students in the US behind India, China, and the Re-
public of Korea.

Vocabulary development is another factor that is com-
monly believed to be essential in successfully learning an-
other language. Read [3] observed that many students tend to
view language learning as essentially a matter of learning
words so they spend a great deal of time on vocabulary ac-
quisition and largely depend on their bilingual dictionary in
situations where they are required to communicate in the
target language. This view about the importance of vocabu-
lary development held by many students studying another
language is shared by many language teachers, researchers,
and psycholinguists: Read, for example, stressed the fact that
words are the basic components of language, and Levelt [4]
considered vocabulary knowledge as the mechanism that
drives speech production.

If these assumption about the importance of language
contact and vocabulary knowledge in language learning are
true, it raises the question of how extensively these factors
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might influence a language learner’s speaking ability. Very
few studies have looked at the effect of language contact
outside the classroom and, as far as the present authors are
aware, no research has previously been carried out on the
relationship between vocabulary knowledge and oral per-
formance of second language learners. Investigating the ef-
fects that these factors might have is important as the find-
ings could contribute to better language learning practices:
language contact outside the classroom and vocabulary ac-
quisition are both largely within the control of students
studying a language, and both are factors that language in-
structors could provide best practice advise to students
about.

The Importance of Language Contact

Language contact outside the classroom is believed to be
important because it can provide “potential practice opportu-
nities” (p. 269) for the second language [5]. This notion is
supported by numerous researchers in this area: d’Anglejan
[6], for example, claimed that, without the necessary prac-
tice, studying a language is not enough to improve second
language proficiency. Other authors also insist that to learn
to speak, second language learners need opportunities to
speak [7, 8]. In addition, the benefits of language contact
appears to apply to numerous aspects of language learning:
through contact with the language being learnt via pleasure
reading, for example, ESL (English as a second language)
students have been found to learn grammar and vocabulary,
improve their reading, writing, and comprehension skills, as
well as develop greater confidence in using English [9, 10].

Despite the apparent importance of language contact to
language learning, there are not many research studies that
have investigated the relationship between language contact
and the oral performance of second language learners. Ear-
lier studies have focused on classroom participation as a
measure of oral performance and have obtained mixed re-
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sults: for example, Seliger [5] found evidence of a relation-
ship with language contact, while Day [11] did not. More
recently, Freed, Segalowitz, and Dewey [12] found that the
time students spent in using the second language (in this
case, French) in out-of-class activities was associated with
differences in oral fluency gains. However, while Segalowitz
and Freed [13] found that students who spent a semester
studying Spanish abroad appeared to have some advantages
over students who studied in their home university as far as
oral performance gains were concerned, they found no evi-
dence to indicate that the gains made by both groups were
related to amount of in-class or out-of-class contact with the
target language. In fact, for the study abroad students, a sig-
nificant negative correlation was found between reported
time spent speaking with home-stay family and one of the
fluency measures employed (length of longest turn).

The Importance of Vocabulary Knowledge

Most of the previous studies that have looked at the in-
fluence of vocabulary knowledge on language learning have
focused on its relationship to reading comprehension and
academic achievement, but not oral performance. Laufer
[14], for example, reported significant correlations between
measures of vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehen-
sion assessments of first year arts and social science students
in an Israeli university. Hazenberg and Hulstijn [15] reported
similar results: in a Dutch university, they found that non-
native prospective university students who passed a reading
comprehension test (that was administered as part of the en-
trance examination) evidenced significantly higher vocabu-
lary scores compared to students who failed the reading
comprehension test.

Where academic achievement is concerned, Saville-
Troike [16] found that vocabulary knowledge was a predic-
tor of academic achievement of non-native-English-speaking
children, aged 6 to 12 years old, mainstreamed in English-
medium classes. More recently, Loewen and Ellis [17] re-
ported similar results for ESL university students.

It appears therefore that, as far as second language learn-
ers are concerned, there is evidence to suggest that vocabu-
lary knowledge influences both reading comprehension and
academic achievement, particularly when such achievement
is based on performance in courses that demand a consider-
able amount of writing from students. However, as noted
earlier the question of whether there is a relationship be-
tween vocabulary knowledge and oral performance of sec-
ond language learners has not yet been examined.

METHOD

The main purpose of this study was to find out whether
there are any relationships between the English oral per-
formance of intermediate level Japanese students learning
English in New Zealand and (i) their language contact out-
side the classroom, and (ii) their vocabulary knowledge.

Participants

The participants were 73 students, all Japanese born and
native speakers of Japanese. Twenty-two of the students
were male, and 51 were female. Their ages ranged from 18
to 67, with the mean age being 27.78 years.
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The participants were all enrolled in intermediate level
classes at various language schools in Auckland, New Zea-
land. They were recruited directly from these language
schools and via advertisements that the first author placed on
notice boards, websites, magazines, and newspapers.

Approval for the conduct of this study was obtained from
the human participants ethics committee of the authors’ uni-
versity. All the participants took part in this study voluntar-
ily. Their explicit participation consent was obtained in writ-
ing.

Instruments and Procedures

This study was part of a larger study that also examined
the influence of personality and anxiety on second language
learner’s oral performance. However, this report deals only
with the aspects relating to language contact and vocabulary.
The instruments used in this part of the study were a lan-
guage contact profile, and Nation’s [18, 19] Vocabulary
Levels Test. A story-retelling task was used to assess the
participants’ oral performance.

A language contact profile was developed for this study
based on the profile developed by Seliger [5] and adapted by
Day [11]. The language contact profile used in this study
was written in the Japanese language and collected informa-
tion on the number of hours the participants spent on various
out-of-class activities using the English language, as well as
background information relating to their study of the English
language.

The Vocabulary Levels Test [19] was administered to
obtain measures of the vocabulary knowledge of the partici-
pants. The test was originally developed by Nation [18]
based on several published word frequency counts. Each
section of the test assesses knowledge about the common
meanings of words occurring at the 2000-, 3000-, 5000-, and
10000-frequency levels. Thus, if an individual correctly an-
swers 50% of the items on the 2000-word level, this would
indicate that he or she probably knows about 1000 — or half —
of the first 2000 most common words in English. The test,
therefore, allows an estimation of an individual’s vocabulary
size: correctly answering 50% of the items on the 5000-word
level, for example, would suggest an approximate English
vocabulary size of 2500 words (50% of the 5000 most com-
mon words in English).

Each word level section of the Vocabulary Levels Test
[19] is organized in sets of three definitions (e.g., 1. first, 2.
not public, 3. all added together) that need to be matched
with the appropriate selection from sets of six words pro-
vided (e.g., a. royal, b. slow, c. original, d. sorry, e. total, f.
private). Thus, in the example given, the correct answers
would be: ¢ for 1, f for 2, and e for 3. A maximum score of
18 is possible in each of the sections. In the present study,
only the 2000-, 3000-, and 5000-word levels were used. As
the participants were in intermediate level classes at their
respective language schools, the 2000-, 3000-, and 5000-
word levels were deemed to be appropriate for their likely
English language competence.

The story retelling task, administered as a gauge of the
participants’ oral performance, used six picture cards from
the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (1966 Edition) Picture
Arrangement subtest. The cards used were the ones that de-



The Influence of Language Contact

pict a man who stops two boys from fighting over a comic
book and then ends up reading the comic book himself. The
participants were given the cards in a sequentially incorrect
order, according to the numbers on the reverse side of the
cards — following the instruction provided in this edition of
the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale [20]. The participants
were allowed approximately two minutes to organize the
cards so that they were ‘sequentially correct’ and to make up
a story with the use of all the cards.

It needs to be noted that the experimenter was not par-
ticularly concerned about the correct sequencing of the cards
(according to the Scale manual) during the administration of
this task. The focus was more on how the participants orally
conveyed the stories they constructed. Once the participants
had arranged the cards, they were asked to remember only
the structure of the story they had come up with, and not to
think about how to retell the story in English. The partici-
pants were asked to indicate when they were ready to retell
the story and, when they did so, recording was begun using
an MD (mini disk) recorder with a microphone. No time
limit was given to the participants. The spoken data were
transcribed as soon as practicable after collection.

The spoken data gathered from the story retelling task
were analysed in terms of fluency, accuracy, complexity, and
global impression. Fluency was measured by speech rate,
and was calculated as the average number of syllables ut-
tered per second. Phonetic devices were excluded when
counting syllables. Another measure of fluency employed
was to count the number of phonetic devices such as ‘um’,
‘er’ and ‘mm’ and divide the total number of these by the
total speaking time. Japanese and English expressions such
as ‘I don’t know’ and ‘What’s the word?’ were also counted
as phonetic devices.

Accuracy was measured by calculating the ratio of cor-
rect clauses out of the total number of clauses used. Clauses
included were: (i) co-ordinated clause (e.g., The old gentle-
man stopped the two boys fighting and (he) separated them.),
(if) nominal clause (e.g., He saw what they were fighting
about.), (iii) relative clause (e.g., The magazine which had a
picture of Atom Boy was on the ground.), (iv) adverbial
clause (e.g., He took the magazine after the boys left.), (v)
comparative clause (e.g., The children felt better than when
they were fighting.), (vi) nonfinite clause (e.g., The man told
the boys to be good.), and (vii) verbless clause (e.g., He
thought it was okay to do that if unseen.) [21]. A ‘correct’
clause pertains to “a clause in which there is no error in syn-
tax, morphology, or word order” (p. 310) [22]. A clause was
considered correct as long as it made sense, even in cases
where participants used an article incorrectly within a clause.
All fillers, false starts and co-ordinating conjunctions were
excluded from the count.

Another measure of accuracy employed was to divide the
number of correct verbs by the total number of verbs. Verbs
included were: (i) third person singular (e.g., He goes), (ii)
regular past (e.g., play — played), (iii) irregular past (e.g., go
— went), (vi) progressive participle ‘be’ auxiliary (e.g., They
are fighting.), (v) perfect participle (e.g., They have finished
fighting.), (vi) passive participle ‘be/get’ auxiliary (e.g.,
They were told off by the old man.), (vii) modal (e.g., He
may not listen.), (viii) ‘do’ auxiliary (e.g., Don’t fight.), (ix)
copula (e.g., It looks interesting.) and (x) nonfinite forms
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(e.g., He wants to read it.). Where repetition occurred, all
verbs including repetitions were analysed. In cases where the
meaning of a verb produced was unnatural, the verb was still
counted as correct if it made sense.

Complexity was measured by calculating the number of
words per T-unit. T-unit, as defined by Richards, Platt, and
Platt [23], is “a measure of the linguistic complexity of sen-
tences, defined as the shortest unit (the Terminable Unit,
Minimal Terminable Unit, or T-unit) which a sentence can
be reduced to and consisting of one independent clause to-
gether with whatever dependent clauses are attached to it”
(p. 390). Another measure of complexity employed was the
mean length of the three longest utterances (MLU3), previ-
ously described and used by Dewaele & Furnham [24]. Fill-
ers, repetitions, reformulations, replacements and false starts
that occurred were excluded from the count.

For global impression, three raters provided ratings of the
global impression of the participants’ oral performance using
a rating scale developed for this study (see Appendix). One
of the raters was the first author, and the other two were col-
leagues with no vested interest in the outcomes of the study.
They carried out the ratings — independently of each other —
by listening to the participants’ recorded oral performance
while considering the nature of the story they made, the lan-
guage resources they used, and intelligibility/confidence.

Inter-rater reliability scores for fluency, accuracy, com-
plexity, and global impression were calculated and found to
be at levels that can be considered satisfactory. These were
measures of agreement between the scores/ratings provided
by the first author and those provided by the same two col-
leagues noted above. The inter-rater reliability scores were:
100% and 94% agreement on filled pauses; 100% and 88%
agreement on speech rate; 82% and 88% agreement on cor-
rect clauses; 100% and 94% agreement on correct verbs;
88% and 82% agreement on words / T-unit; 88% and 94%
agreement on MLUS3; and 93% and 86% agreement on
global impression.

From the language contact profile administered, data was
gathered about the following six variables: (i) duration of
stay in English-speaking countries, (ii) duration of studying
English at various institutions, (iii) amount of language con-
tact at various places outside of language school, (iv) lan-
guage contact at home with participants’ interlocutors, (v)
language contact with friends, and (vi) language contact in
terms of tasks other than speaking. Pearson product moment
correlation coefficients were calculated to examine the rela-
tionships between these and the measures taken of partici-
pants’ oral performance. Participants’ vocabulary scores
were analysed in the same manner. Analysis of effect size
was undertaken using |r| (the absolute value of r) to calcu-
late the effect size, based on Sugisawa’s suggestion [25].
The effect sizes obtained were then compared with Cohen’s
Standard for small, medium, and large effects [26].

RESULTS
Duration of Stay in English-Speaking Countries

The mean length of time that the participants had lived in
New Zealand was 6.17 months (SD = 8.86) and the mean
length of time that they had lived in other English-speaking
countries apart from New Zealand was 1.25 months (SD =
3.53).
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Table1. Pearson Correlations Between the Participants’ Duration of Stay in English-Speaking Countries and Oral Performance
Measures

Oral Performance Measure New Zealand Others Total

Fluency Speech Rate 118 .007 110

Filled Pauses -.052 -.164 -.105

Accuracy Accurate Clause Rate .061 -.090 .023

Verb Accuracy -.003 -.004 -.004

Complexity MLU3 131 -.101 .080

Word/T-Unit .301** 111 .307**
Global Impression .042 -.011 .034

**p<.0l.

Table 1 shows the correlations between the participants’
duration of stay in English-speaking countries and their oral
performance. While no significant correlations were found
between the participants’ duration of stay in other English-
speaking countries (i.e., not including New Zealand) and the
oral performance measures taken, both the participants’ du-
ration of stay in New Zealand, and their total length of stay
in English-speaking countries, were found to significantly
correlate with complexity in speaking performance as meas-
ured by words per T-unit. The effect sizes derived from these
significant correlations both exceeded Cohen’s criterion for
medium size effects [26]. This finding suggests that the
longer the participants had stayed in English-speaking coun-
tries — including New Zealand — the more complex their
English speaking performance was.

Duration of Studying English at VVarious Institutions

The mean lengths of time that the participants had spent
studying English at various institutions were as follows:
31.89 months in high school (SD = 11.35), 16.26 months at
university (SD = 17.49), 5.16 months in English language
schools in Japan (SD = 11.31), 2.04 months in English lan-
guage schools outside of Japan (SD = 3.52), and 1.52 months
in miscellaneous other institutions (SD = 7.73). The mean
total amount of time that the participants had spent studying
English at various institutions amounted to 57.28 months
(SD = 27.16).

The correlations between the participants’ duration of
studying English at various institutions and their oral per-
formance are shown in Table 2 (where High = high school,
Uni = university, LanJ = language school in Japan, and LanO
= language school outside of Japan). The total amount of
time that the participants had spent studying English at vari-
ous institutions was found to significantly correlate with flu-
ency as measured by speech rate, and with global impres-
sion. The corresponding effect sizes both exceeded Cohen’s
criterion for medium size effects [26]. This suggests that the
longer the participants had studied English, the more fluent
they were and the better global impression they made when
speaking.

Amount of Language Contact at Various Places Outside
of Language School

The mean amounts of time per week that the participants
reported speaking English at various places outside of the
language school they were attending at the time the present
study was conducted were as follows: 6.03 hours at home
(i.e., their “home’ in New Zealand at the time) (SD = 8.15),
1.32 hours at work (SD = 4.30), 0.68 of an hour in non-
English language classes (e.g., sports, cultural lessons) (SD =
3.61), and 1.81 hours at various other places (SD = 7.04).
The mean total amount of time the participants spoke Eng-
lish outside of their language classes was 9.82 hours per
week (SD =11.62).

Table 2. Pearson Correlations Between the Participants’ Duration of Studying English at Various Institutions and Oral Perform-
ance Measures

Oral Performance Measure High Uni LanJ LanO Other Total

Fluency Speech Rate .022 181 124 .043 .080 .295*
Filled Pauses .093 .069 .000 -.145 -.022 .043
Accuracy Accurate Clause Rate -.079 162 154 -.006 —-.052 175
Verb Accuracy -.072 .023 -.012 —-.055 .029 .076
Complexity MLU3 -.010 .010 -.029 -.094 .105 157
Words/T-Unit .003 .225 .019 -.071 122 210

Global Impression .022 133 157 .026 .096 .243*

*p <.05.
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Table 3. Pearson Correlations Between the Participants’ Reported Amounts of Time Speaking English at Various Places Outside
of Language School and Oral Performance Measures

Oral Performance Measure Home Work Classes Others Total

Fluency Speech Rate 197 .028 .079 274* .319*
Filled Pauses -.077 -.122 -.192 —-.042 -.185
Accuracy Accurate Clause Rate -.019 187 107 .052 121
Verb Accuracy -.070 .095 .140 .026 .046

Complexity MLU3 247* 172 .099 .051 .298*
Words/T-Unit .050 .091 -111 —-.042 .008
Global Impression .243* -.035 .097 117 .198

*p <.05.

Table 3 shows the correlations between the amounts of
time the participants spent speaking English at various places
outside of language school and their oral performance. Both
‘Others’ and ‘Total’” were found to correlate significantly
with speech rate. This suggests that participants who spent
more time speaking English at various places other than
those specified — and in total — were more fluent in terms of
their speech rate. The amounts of time spent on speaking
English at home and in total were found to significantly cor-
relate with complexity as measured by MLU3. This suggests
that the more time the participants spent speaking English at
home — and in total — the more complex their speaking per-
formance was. Furthermore, the amount of time the partici-
pants spent speaking English at home was also found to be
significantly correlated with global impression — suggesting
that the benefits of speaking English at home also extends to
being able to create a better impression when speaking. All
effect sizes derived from these significant correlations ex-
ceeded Cohen’s criterion for medium size effects [26].

Language Contact at Home with Participants’ Interlocu-
tors

The mean amounts of time per day that the participants
reported speaking in English with their interlocutors at home
were as follows: 0.79 of an hour with English native speak-
ers (NS) (SD =5.08), 1.27 hours with non-native speakers of
English (NNS) other than Japanese (SD = 4.01), and 0.37 of

an hour with Japanese native speakers (JNS) (SD = 1.22).
The mean total amount of time the participants reported
speaking English with NS, NNS, and JNS interlocutors at
home was 2.41 hours per day (SD = 4.26).

The correlations between language contact with partici-
pants’ interlocutors at home and their oral performance are
shown in Table 4. None of the correlations obtained here
were significant.

Language Contact with Friends

The mean amount of time that the participants reported
speaking English with friends who were native English
speakers (FNS) was 1.88 hours per week (SD = 5.08), while
with friends who were non-native English speakers (FNNS)
the mean amount reported was 5.95 hours per week (SD =
9.65). The total amount of time that the participants reported
speaking with friends in general was 11.96 hours per week
(SD = 36.57). This total includes speaking in both English
and their native language, Japanese. It shows that even
though the participants were living in an English speaking
country, more than a third of the time they spent speaking
with friends was in their native language rather than in Eng-
lish.

Table 5 shows correlations between language contact, as
measured by amount of time the participants spent on speak-
ing with friends, and their oral performance. A significant
correlation was found between the amount of time the par-

Table4. Pearson Correlations Between the Participants’ Reported Amounts of Time Speaking English with Various Interlocutors
at Home and Oral Performance Measures
Oral Performance Measure FNS FNNS JINS Total
Fluency Speech Rate 199 117 -.019 .158
Filled Pauses -.126 -.020 -.067 -.071
Accuracy Accurate Clause Rate -.050 -.046 .048 -.043
Verb Accuracy -.022 -.008 .081 011
Complexity MLU3 .081 -.008 174 .065
Words/T-Unit -.025 .017 -.096 -.019
Global Impression .155 141 115 .207
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Table5. Pearson Correlations Between the Amounts of Time the Participants Reported they Spent Speaking with Native and Non-
Native English Speaker Friends and Oral Performance Measures
Oral Performance Measure FNS FNNS Total
Fluency Speech Rate .185 .260* 072
Filled Pauses 133 -.162 -.016
Accuracy Accurate Clause Rate -.146 —-.041 104
Verb Accuracy -.054 -.089 .001
Complexity MLU3 .063 .056 .049
Word/T-Unit .185 -.072 .091
Global Impression .201 119 -.048

*p<.05.

ticipants reported speaking English with their friends who
were non-native English speakers and their fluency as meas-
ured by speech rate. The effect size derived from this signifi-
cant correlation exceeded Cohen’s criterion for medium size
effects [26]. This suggests that the longer the participants
spent on speaking English with friends who, like themselves,
were non-native English speakers the more fluent they be-
came.

Language Contact in Terms of Tasks Other than Speak-
ing

The mean amounts of time that the participants reported
spending each week on non-speaking activities that used the
English language were as follows: 6.51 hours on watching
television/movies (SD = 5.89), 2.60 hours on reading (SD =
3.71), 7.06 hours on listening to English music/radio broad-
casts (SD = 9.64), and 1.66 hours on writing (SD = 2.05).
The mean total time spent on these activities per week was
17.83 hours (SD = 12.92).

Table 6 shows the correlations between the amount of
time spent on these activities and the participants’ oral per-
formance. As shown, a significant negative correlation was
found between watching television/movies and verb accu-
racy, suggesting the more time the participants spent on
watching television and/or movies the less accurate their
verb usage became. In contrast, time spent on reading was

found to be significantly positively correlated with speech
rate and both measures of complexity. This suggests that
time spent on reading is beneficial towards both fluency (in
terms of speech rate) and complexity of speaking perform-
ance. All corresponding effect sizes exceeded Cohen’s crite-
rion for medium size effects [26].

Vocabulary Knowledge

Out of a maximum possible score of 18, the participants’
mean scores on each of the three levels of the vocabulary test
administered were as follows: 14.41 (SD = 2.84) for the 2000
word level, 13.26 (SD = 3.72) for the 3000 word level, and
9.63 (SD = 3.59) for the 5000 word level. The mean total
score for all three levels combined was 37.30 (SD = 9.02)
out of a maximum possible score of 54.

Table 7 shows the correlations between the participants’
vocabulary scores and their oral performance. Where fluency
was concerned, significant correlations were found between
scores on all three words levels of the vocabulary test, as
well as the total score, and speech rate. Here, the effect size
derived from the correlation at the 5000-word level exceeded
Cohen’s criterion for medium size effects [26], while the
other three effect sizes obtained exceeded the criterion for
large size effects. However, no significant correlations were
found with fluency as measured by filled pauses. Where ac-
curacy was concerned, the vocabulary scores at both the
3000 and the 5000 word levels, as well as the total score,

Table 6. Pearson Correlations Between the Participants’ Reported Amounts of Time Spent on other Activities Using English and
Oral Performance Measures
Oral Performance Measure Watching Reading Listening Writing Total
Fluency Speech Rate 227 .256* .044 .098 .225
Filled Pauses 011 -.010 .050 .070 .050
Accuracy Accurate Clause Rate -.151 -.163 .021 .040 -.093
Verb Accuracy -.272* -.088 —-.006 .058 -.144
Complexity MLU3 .024 .261* 159 .100 221
Words/T-Unit 152 .328** -.002 .085 176
Global Impression 181 .058 -.070 -.012 .045

*p <.05. **p <.01.
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Oral Performance Measure 2000 3000 5000 Total

Fluency Speech Rate 403** .381** .323** A412**
Filled Pauses .022 .100 .038 .063

Accuracy Accurate Clause Rate 194 439** .388** .396**
Verb Accuracy 125 392 .282* .313**

Complexity MLU3 .233* .259* 227 271*
Words/T-Unit .315%* AT1** 311%* AL1T**
Global Impression .281* 402** .294* 371**

*p <.05. **p <.01.

were significantly correlated with both accurate clause rate
and verb accuracy (with the effect sizes derived from the
accurate clause rate correlations exceeding the criterion for
large size effects, and those from the verb accuracy correla-
tions exceeding the criterion for medium size effects). The
scores on all three word levels and the total score were found
to significantly correlate with both measures of complexity
as well as with global impression, the only exception being
the score on the 5000 word level where MLU3 was con-
cerned. Effect sizes derived from the words per T-unit and
global impression correlations at the 3000-word level and in
total exceeded Cohen’s criterion for large size effects [26],
while the rest exceeded the criterion for medium size effects.
These findings suggest that better vocabulary knowledge
produces better oral performance as far as being more fluent,
more accurate, more complex, and creating a better global
impression are concerned.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study provide some evidence to sup-
port commonly held notions about the importance of practice
in language learning in general and in developing speaking
skills in particular [6, 7, 8]. More specifically, the relation-
ships found between the participants’ reports about various
forms of language contact and the oral performance meas-
ures taken suggest that the speaking practice gained during
many of these language contact situations is beneficial to-
wards improving speaking performance. Evidence was also
found suggesting that better vocabulary knowledge produces
better oral performance in terms of all the aspects examined
— fluency, accuracy, complexity, and global impression. This
adds oral performance to the list of areas in second language
learning that appear to be influenced by vocabulary knowl-
edge, which as noted earlier includes both reading compre-
hension [14, 15] and academic performance [16, 17]. The
following sections discuss these findings further, exploring
some of the possible reasons for the relationships found (as
well as those not found) in this study, and the implications of
the findings towards more effective second language learn-
ing and instruction.

The Usefulness of Language Contact: Getting Speaking
Practice

Perhaps not surprisingly, a relationship was found be-
tween the participants’ duration of stay in English speaking

countries and the complexity of their oral performance (as
measured by words per T-unit). This finding lends some
support to arguments about the value of studying a second
language abroad — in a country where that language is spo-
ken — that other authors have previously noted [13, 27].

However, in the present study, the relationship with
complexity was found only where the participants’ duration
of stay in New Zealand and in total were concerned — but not
with their duration of stay in other countries. This may have
been due to the fact that a relatively small proportion of the
participants had spent much time in other English speaking
countries prior to coming to New Zealand and, most of those
who had, reportedly travelled to those other countries only
for short periods of time on holiday (often in the company of
other Japanese). In contrast, all of the participants were in
New Zealand to study English and, although they would
have had other Japanese in their classes, they were likely to
have been fewer in comparison to students coming from
other countries like China and Korea. Furthermore, unlike
Freed et al.’s [12] and Wilkinson’s [28] reports of American
students living and studying in France but using more Eng-
lish in out-of-class contact than French, the Japanese stu-
dents in the present study would have quickly found that
they needed to use English as (i) there are very few Japanese
in the general population in New Zealand, and (ii) the rest of
the population — with very few exceptions — can neither un-
derstand nor speak Japanese. Thus, for most Japanese stu-
dents, studying English in New Zealand — or any other Eng-
lish speaking country where relatively few Japanese live and
where most in the population do not know the Japanese lan-
guage — would likely equate to having to use English in
many everyday situations.

This likely need to use the second language (in this case
English) in many everyday situations may explain the sig-
nificant correlation found with complexity in particular. Ef-
fective oral communication in many everyday situations ba-
sically requires the ability to string together phrases and/or
sentences that will be understood: the more complex the
situation encountered and the message that needs to be con-
veyed (e.g., seeking a replacement or refund for a faulty
product, as opposed to simply purchasing something), the
more complex those phrases and/or sentences will need to
be. Staying longer in another country will inevitably increase
the need to deal with and communicate about more complex
situations. In such situations — where the need to be under-
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stood is of utmost importance — fluency, accuracy, and the
global impression made when speaking may not be as cru-
cial.

The accumulated benefits of studying the second lan-
guage on the ability to speak the language is highlighted by
the finding that the participants’ total duration of studying
English was related to both speech rate (one of the measures
of fluency used) and global impression. However, where
English was studied did not appear to matter in this case as
no links were found between the duration of study at any of
the locations specified and the oral performance measures
taken. This suggests that it is the length of time devoted to
studying the second language that matters as far as fluency
and being able to create a better impression when speaking
are concerned.

Possible reasons why no links were found between the
duration of studying English and the oral performance meas-
ures of accuracy and complexity need to be considered. One
possible explanation is that speaking accuracy and complex-
ity may not be as salient in the classroom situation as fluency
(being able to speak more within a given amount of time)
and global impression (being able to make a good impres-
sion during one’s speaking performance). This leads to two
further possibilities: first, that students themselves may pay
more attention to developing their speaking fluency and abil-
ity to create a good impression so they would not “look or
feel bad” when called upon to speak in class; and secondly,
that second language instruction — as far as speaking per-
formance is concerned — may not adequately focus on the
accuracy and complexity aspects, as compared to the more
salient fluency and global impression aspects. Both of these
warrant further investigation.

Again, it was perhaps not surprising to find that the total
amount of time the participants spent speaking English at
various places outside of language school appeared to have a
positive influence on both fluency (as measured by speech
rate) and complexity (as measured by MLU3). Using English
in ‘other’ places (apart from home, work, and other classes,
and include, e.g., social occasions such as in cafes, friends’
house, etc.) also appeared to have a positive influence on
speech rate. These places outside of the classroom are likely
to present second language students, like the participants of
the present study, with opportunities to practice speaking the
second language more — hence cultivating fluency. Most of
these places outside of the classroom are also likely to pre-
sent challenges for more complex communication, as noted
earlier where duration of time spent in English speaking
countries was concerned. However, while speaking English
with friends in informal situations (like in the ‘other’ loca-
tion category) is likely to enhance fluency, it may not present
as many challenging situations for more complex oral com-
munication — making the lack of significant correlation with
complexity here quite understandable.

The reported amounts of time the participants spent using
English in the home also appeared to improve complexity
and global impression. However, none of the amounts of
time the participants reported they spent speaking English
with various interlocutors at home proved significantly cor-
related with any of the measures of oral performance used.
This suggests that who the participants spoke English with
was not the crucial issue. Rather, what seems important was
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that they got English language contact outside of the class-
room, giving them the necessary additional practice in actu-
ally speaking English.

The value of actually getting speaking practice in the
second language — irrespective of who with — is further high-
lighted by the finding that the amount of time the partici-
pants spent speaking with friends who were non-native
speakers of English (FNNS) was significantly correlated
with speech rate. The time spent speaking with friends who
were native speakers of English (FNS), on the other had, did
not significantly correlate with any of the oral performance
measures used. A possible explanation for this is that with
FNS the participants may not have got as much practice in
actually speaking English despite the contact time spent with
them. Reasons could include FNS simply doing most of the
talking and lack of confidence when speaking with FNS.
Schmidt-Rinehart and Knight [29], for example, reported
that some of the American students in homestay situations in
Spain and Mexico complained that the “senora” (i.e., their
host mother) spoke so much that they did not get much op-
portunity to practice speaking Spanish at home. Ingram [27]
also described how American college students in a study
abroad program in France found it much less intimidating to
speak to French high school students who were younger than
them. Likewise, the participants in the present study may
have found it less intimidating to speak English with FNNS
(compared to FNS) and hence got more practice in actually
speaking English with them.

The importance of actually speaking to improve speaking
performance in the second language is further highlighted by
the finding that the amounts of time the participants reported
to have spent outside of class on listening and writing in
English did not correlate with any of the oral performance
measures taken. Positive correlations (with speech rate and
the complexity measures) were found only with the reported
amounts of time spent on reading in English outside of class.
This may have been due to reading practice providing more
opportunities to reflect on and learn not only new words (see
discussion about vocabulary in the next section) but also
better and more complex sentence construction in English.
Such opportunities may be considerably less as far as the
more passive activity of listening is concerned, and the par-
ticipants may have spent far too little time on writing in Eng-
lish outside of class (less than 2 hours per week) for this to
have made any difference to their oral performance (cf.
Freed et al.’s finding of out-of-class writing activities in
French being related to gains in speech rate [12]).

The finding that the amount of time the participants spent
on watching television and movies was negatively correlated
with verb accuracy lends support to the notion that not all
forms of language contact are beneficial. Although there
seems to be little or no research on the effects of television
watching on the language competencies of second language
learners, elsewhere (i.e., with students operating in their na-
tive language) watching television has been linked to nega-
tive outcomes in some scholastic activities such as studying
and reading (see reviews by Hornik [30], Ritchie, Price, &
Robert [31]). The poorer verb accuracy linked to time spent
on watching television and movies may have been due to this
activity not only being passive and providing little or no op-
portunities for English speaking practice, but also to it taking
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time away that the participants could have otherwise spent
on English language study.

The Usefulness of Vocabulary Knowledge: Having the
Words to Say

Since knowing the words to use must be one of the fac-
tors that determine the fluency with which one is able to
speak, it is not surprising to find that speech rate was corre-
lated with vocabulary knowledge scores at all the levels ex-
amined as well as in total. A more pertinent question may be
why filled pauses, the other measure of fluency used, proved
unrelated to vocabulary knowledge. In fact, in this study,
filled pauses did not significantly correlate with any of the
factors examined, including those relating to language con-
tact. And looking at previous studies on second language
oral performance that have employed filled pauses as a
measure of fluency [32, 33] reveals that this measure has
also failed to show correlations with assessments of person-
ality and anxiety. It may therefore simply be the case that
filled pauses is not a useful measure of speaking fluency.
The use of filled pauses when speaking (e.g., “um”, “er”,
“mm”) may be considerably influenced by acquired speaking
styles and habits to dependably portray the speaking compe-
tence of second language learners.

Vocabulary test scores at the higher levels and in total
were found to be significantly correlated with the measures
of oral performance accuracy employed, suggesting that
more advanced levels of vocabulary knowledge contribute to
both clause and verb accuracy when speaking. Considering
what more advanced vocabulary knowledge might entail
(e.g., knowing more words and their variations) and be asso-
ciated with (e.g., better understanding of the grammar that
applies to the use of the known words), its possible contribu-
tion to the ability to utter more accurate clauses and verbs is
understandable. In contrast, vocabulary knowledge at the
lower levels may be too basic and focused simply on the
correspondence between words and their meanings to make
any significant contribution to these aspects of speaking ac-
curacy.

The significant correlations found between vocabulary
test scores and the measures of oral performance complexity
used suggest that knowing more words enables the construc-
tion of more complex sentences and phrases when speaking.
This makes sense especially as both measures of complexity
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— MLU3 and words per T-unit — actually depend on the
number of words used. Knowing more words would likely
enable the use of more words when speaking.

Possible explanations for the relationship found between
vocabulary knowledge and global impression created by the
participants during their oral performance become apparent
when the qualities included in the global impression marking
scheme (detailed in the Appendix) are considered. Better
vocabulary knowledge and having more words at one’s dis-
posal is likely to facilitate the ability to tell a story better, to
demonstrate a more extensive range of language resources
(which includes vocabulary), and to come across more intel-
ligibly. Better vocabulary knowledge could also contribute to
boosting the speaker’s confidence, which would come across
when speaking and influence the overall impression created.

CONCLUSION

The present authors acknowledge that causality cannot be
assumed between the language contact and vocabulary
measures used in this study and the aspects of oral perform-
ance they were found to correlate with. It would therefore be
useful to take a more experimental approach in future studies
to confirm whether learning and instruction strategies based
on these findings do produce the desired gains in the oral
performance of second language learners.

Table 8 summarizes the findings of this study and depicts
the different aspects of oral performance that vocabulary
knowledge and the language contact factors examined in this
study seem to benefit. The implications for second language
teaching and learning appear quite clear: that to improve
speaking performance, vocabulary development and getting
plenty of actual speaking practice are paramount. These
should therefore be promoted much more actively in the
classroom setting if more effective development of students’
oral performance skills is desired. Placing greater emphasis
on speaking practice would be congruent with classroom
conduct advocated in communicative approaches to second
language teaching (see, e.g., Krashen & Terrell [34], Little-
wood [35], Savignon [36]). Vocabulary teaching is an inte-
gral part of virtually all second language teaching ap-
proaches but perhaps, in light of the findings of this study,
teachers ought to more actively facilitate the development of
students’ appreciation of the connection between newly ac-
quired vocabulary words and their increasing ability to ver-

Table8. Vocabulary Knowledge and Language Contact Factors, and the Aspects of Oral Performance they Appear to Positively
Influence
Factors Oral Performance Measures
Fluency Accuracy Complexity Global Impression
Vocabulary Knowledge v \ v v
Living in English Speaking Countries \
Duration of Studying English R v
Speaking English Outside of Class \ v v
Speaking English with Friends v
Reading v v
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Rating Scales for Global Impression Marking Scheme

Band

Description

4. Advanced level of oral profi-
ciency

Nature of Story: Story well told; able to elaborate.

Language Resources: Good range of language resources (vocabulary, grammar, linkage), including low frequency
words.

Intelligibility / Confidence: Confident speaker. Successful communicator.

3. Average oral proficiency

Nature of Story: Story is not so elaborate as Band 4 but storyline is apparent.

Language Resources: Limited language resources (vocabulary, grammar, linkage). Mostly uses common words. Uses
some links (so, and then, etc.).

Intelligibility / Confidence: Always intelligible. Reasonably confident delivery.

2. Just below average oral profi-
ciency

Nature of Story: Story is not clear and sometimes causes strain.

Language Resources: Lacks language resources (vocabulary, grammar, linkage). No explicit links between sentences.

Intelligibility / Confidence: Sometimes unintelligible. Unconfident delivery.

1. Elementary level of oral profi-
ciency

Nature of Story: Unable to tell the story.
Language Resources: Very basic language resources (vocabulary, grammar, linkage). Difficulties making sentences.

Intelligibility / Confidence: Often unintelligible. Poor communicator.

tice sessions in class.
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