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Abstract

Vocabulary knowledge is crucial for language proficiency. As an universal, contextualized and indi-
vidualized way to learn lexical items, incidental vocabulary acquisition has attracted considerable
academic attention for nearly four decades. Based on the previous literature and the help of
Citespace, this literature review aims to provide an overview of previous research on incidental vo-
cabulary learning in the field of second language acquisition by focusing on three main aspects: the
guiding theoretical frameworks, the changing trends and the current shortcomings. For the guiding
theories, this study briefly introduces three hypotheses that are related to the experiments in this
academic field, namely, Input Hypothesis, Involvement Load Hypothesis and Dual Code Theory. As
for changing trends, the findings identify some changes in researchers’ focus, types of input and
methods used to test learners’ vocabulary knowledge. Based on this, further research in this area
calls for attention to five aspects as follows: 1) The characteristics of target vocabulary itself. Cur-
rent researchers focus on external factors of vocabulary learning while neglecting the potential in-
fluence of the pronunciation, morphology and types of target words on learners’ learning outcomes.
Since some experiments have preliminarily concluded that the type of vocabulary can affect the vo-
cabulary retention, other characteristics of vocabulary that have not been discussed yet should also
be noted in the future research. 2) The predictive power of factors that can affect the effectiveness
and retention of incidental vocabulary learning for second language learners. The importance of
different factors can serve as a reference for experts in designing teaching materials, such as in-
creasing the frequency of the occurrence of key words and ensuring that contextual information is
rich enough. Additionally, the degree to which the same factor can predict the learning effects may
differ among learners of different second languages. 3) Second language learners of different lan-
guage backgrounds. Present researches primarily focus on second language learners of English,
leaving learners of other languages undiscussed. Moreover, linguistic minorities and immigrants
are ignored in most of the research on incidental vocabulary learning. Compared with other L2
learners, they may differ in their motivation and approaches to learn the target language and hence
display different language performance in the experiment. In another word, they are the special
group of L2 learners who are worth more attention. 4) The acquisition of multiword expressions.
When it comes to incidental vocabulary learning, we usually mean the incidental learning of iso-
lated words. However, considering the high frequency of use of multiword lexical items in natural
language environment and second language learners’ relatively weak mastery of collocations and
idiomatic expressions, multiword items and collocations should receive more attention from teach-
ers and researchers. 5) Vocabulary knowledge test theory and methods. Word knowledge is multi-
dimensional and is far beyond the knowledge of form and meaning. Currently, due to the lack of a
unified theory, the methods used by second language researchers to test learners’ vocabulary
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knowledge are often not precise enough. They often neglect learners’ mastery of word collocations,
connotative meanings and stylistic meanings, to name but few, which are important for practical
word use. This may result in research findings that do not accurately reflect the influence of differ-
ent factors on learners’ vocabulary knowledge in different aspects. Therefore, future experiment
designers should take the multidimensional nature of vocabulary knowledge into consideration
and make efforts to test learners’ knowledge more accurately.
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Figure 1. Historical published count (from WOS)
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2.3. WERIBIEL(Dual Coding Theory)
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Figure 2. Top ten hot words (1994~2009)
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Figure 3. Top ten hot words (2010~2024)
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