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Abstract 
This paper challenges the conventional atomistic approach to foreign language 
vocabulary acquisition, particularly within the context of formal schooling where 
many students encounter a new language through relatively isolated contact. 
While the prevailing view pushes explicit study of individual vocabulary items 
and extensive reading to drive L2 vocabulary growth, this perspective often 
overlooks the foundational cognitive skills that enable effective reading and the 
critical non-cognitive factors that sustain it. Drawing from cognitive science, 
educational psychology, and second language acquisition research, we propose an 
integrated model that addresses these understated elements, moving beyond the 
prevalent “whole-language-drip-feed” instructional methods.We argue that the 
Simple View of Reading (SVR) provides a necessary framework, positing that 
effective vocabulary uptake from text is contingent upon learners’ phonological 
processing and decoding abilities. Pedagogical approaches that bypass explicit 
phonics instruction create teacher dependency and may inadvertently undermine 
learners’ internal motivational resources. The proposed model emphasizes five 
core principles: systematic phoneme-grapheme instruction, integrated reading- 
listening development, fostering learner agency through autonomy-supportive 
practices, tailored high-dosage practice, and technology-enhanced personalized 
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Introduction
Schooling in any language, fundamentally seeks to teach one thing: literacy. While 
schools inarguably teach myriad other skills, the primary societal function of school-
ing is enabling learners to access the complete recorded history of human knowledge 
through the skill of reading. Indeed, a school that taught mathematics but did not teach 
students to read would be regarded as failing despite its success, while a school that had 
completely illiterate students who were also well-versed in the sciences would beg an 
incredulous “How?” The counter case in fact shows robust evidence: students’ literacy 
shows wide-ranging transfer effects on achievement in subjects (Purpura & Schmitt, 
2019). At its most basic, learning in schools sits upon the fundamental idea that learn-
ing to read is the mechanism for transmission of all other knowledge. In teaching 
new languages to learners, literacy functions to expand the potential accesible body of 
knowledge and range of experiences beyond a single cultural and linguistic milieu. 

The ability to read in both first and second languages is, also unsurprisingly, robustly 
connected with a students’ vocabulary (Siegelman et al., 2024). Likewise, a persistent 
contention within second language acquisition (SLA) has been the primacy of reading, 
especially extensive reading, as a principal conduit for vocabulary growth, though with 
the caveat of a baseline threshold of known words (Nation, 2022). While the role of 
reading in language development is undeniably significant (Sparks, 2021), this perspec-
tive often understates the foundational cognitive skills that enable effective reading and 
frequently overlooks the critical cognitive and non-cognitive factors that drive a learner’s 
engagement with text. In this paper, we seek to raise the issue of some of the unstated ele-
ments of reading to integrate these disparate elements into a comprehensive theoretical 
model. This model will address significant gaps in our understanding of how L2 learners, 
particularly those in foreign language learning contexts, acquire vocabulary through the 
structures of formalized classroom schooling. By synthesizing research from cognitive 
science, educational psychology, and SLA, this review argues that a model of vocabulary 
acquisition must be built upon the interplay of phonological processing building toward 
reading comprehension in addition to the existing literature on spacing and timing of 
vocabulary, as well as the motivational dynamics that govern learner agency.

The Cognitive Architecture of Reading: Phonological Processing as 
a Foundational Mechanism
At its most fundamental level, reading is a process of mapping orthographic symbols 
to their corresponding phonological representations (Bisani & Ney, 2008; Ehri, 2022). 

assessment. This integrated framework aims to improve educational outcomes by 
providing learners with the fundamental decoding skills necessary for indepen-
dent vocabulary acquisition and sustained engagement with L2 texts, a critical 
goal given the social and economic value of foreign language skills.
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This principle is the bedrock of the Simple View of Reading (SVR), a robust and 
widely validated model positing that reading comprehension (RC) is the product of 
decoding (D) and linguistic comprehension (LC) (Lee et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2024; 
Sparks, 2021). The decoding component, which is the ability to accurately and fluently 
read words, is heavily dependent on a learner’s phonemic awareness and their grasp 
of systematic phonics (Ehri, 2022; Sparks, 2021). Research consistently demonstrates 
that a reader’s sensitivity to the statistical regularities between orthography and pho-
nology (O-P) is a powerful predictor of early reading skill, while an over-reliance on 
less systematic semantic cues is associated with weaker reading outcomes (Siegelman 
et al., 2020; 2022). This suggests that phonological processing is not a peripheral skill 
but the essential cognitive mechanism underpinning efficient word recognition. A key 
element of this process is the ability to flexibly apply phonological and orthographic 
knowledge to resolve mismatches between a decoded form and a known lexical pro-
nunciation (Edwards et al., 2022). Without this solid phonological foundation, the 
cognitive load of decoding remains high, significantly impeding a reader’s ability to 
comprehend text and, consequently, to acquire new vocabulary through reading. Just as 
there are thresholds of background knowledge for the ability to adequately process text 
(Nation, 2022), there are likely phonological processing constraints preventing uptake 
with words that cannot be effectively decoded.

The orthographic characteristics of the language in question can play a significant 
role in how and whether new words can be processed phonologically. This is partic-
ularly salient in L2 contexts, where a learner’s L1 can influence their processing of 
the L2 (Kahn-Horwitz et al., 2005). For instance, a study of Japanese adult learners 
of English found that phonemic awareness still significantly contributed to read-
ing comprehension via its effect on decoding (Yoshikawa & Yamashita, 2014). A 
meta-analysis of reading in Spanish, a language with a highly transparent orthogra-
phy, found that while phonemic awareness is important, awareness of larger syllabic 
units is also a strong predictor of reading ability (Míguez‐Álvarez et al., 2022). This 
indicates that while the core principle of mapping print to sound is universal, the 
instructional focus may need to adapt to the target language’s structure. The Simple 
View of Reading has been shown to hold as valid when dealing with learners of a new 
language ( Jeon & In’nami, 2023; Hamada et al., 2024). This would logically mean 
that any gains in vocabulary from text based tools, including word cards, vocabulary 
notebooks, and extensive reading of graded readers all stand upon the fundamental 
need for phonological processing and decoding of the target words. Without more 
fine-grained connections between the phonological decoding of words, learners may 
be unable to efficiently process the words they encounter in text-base modalities. In 
the initial and continued teaching of the language, this means that an atomized treat-
ment of nouns, verbs, and adjectives as the fundamental smallest units will ill-serve 
students.

Pedagogical Implications and the Limitations of the Atomistic 
Models of Vocabulary
Much of the research published on the study of vocabulary naturally treats words as  
the basic unit (cf. Nation, 2022). In many EFL settings, the phonological aspect of 
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instruction often relies on whole-word reading and “listen-and-repeat” methods, 
bypassing the explicit phonics instruction necessary for independent decoding. This 
pedagogical choice creates a “drip-feeding” model where the teacher becomes the sole 
arbiter of new vocabulary, hindering the development of learner autonomy. Many 
teachers opt for unconscious use of what amounts to the whole-language method 
(Ehri, 2022), what we will call the “whole-language-drip-feed” (WLDF) approach, 
wherein the teacher intones a collection of specific words students will be expected 
to learn in a lesson, or reads aloud the words from a text that students do not know 
as part of a lesson. This very standard teaching practice stands in stark contrast to the 
goal of fostering the skills necessary for independent, extensive reading for pleasure 
and learning (Nation, 2022), even though many teachers in these settings actively seek 
extensive reading as a goal (McLean & Roualt, 2017). There is thus a need to bridge 
the gap towards an integrated model of phonology and orthography in the teaching 
of vocabulary that more comprehensively scaffolds students toward the basic skills 
necessary for truly autonomous, self-directed learning.

It is work noting that work by Saito and Uchihara has been particularly instru-
mental in integrating phonology into the study of L2 vocabulary. Their research dis-
tinguishes between declarative phonological knowledge (the explicit understanding of 
a word’s form and meaning) and automatized knowledge (the ability to spontaneously 
and accurately retrieve words in context). Their findings consistently show that while 
declarative knowledge is necessary, it is this automatized knowledge that is a stron-
ger predictor of listening comprehension and overall proficiency (Saito et al., 2023; 
Uchihara et al., 2024). This is a crucial step in developing basic connections between 
phonology and orthography, though still does not address the issue of the more funda-
mental fine-grained phoneme-grapheme representations that learners need for more 
accurate and reliable decoding.

This distinction is crucial, as it suggests a developmental continuum that instruc-
tion must support. General statistical learning (SL) ability—a non-linguistic capacity 
to detect patterns—has been shown to predict successful L2 literacy acquisition (Frost 
et al., 2013), as it underlies a learner’s ability to internalize the statistical regularities 
of a new orthographic system (Brice et al., 2021). A synergistic relationship between 
implicit SL and working memory (WM) has also been found to predict language 
development in adolescents, suggesting this interplay is a key mechanism for strength-
ening a learner’s mental representation of language (Pili-Moss et al., 2025). The role of 
WM itself appears to be developmental; its influence is largely domain-general in early 
grades but becomes more language-specific as learners gain experience (Peng et al., 
2018). These findings, along with meta-analyses supporting the SVR’s applicability in 
L2 contexts (Hamada et al., 2024; Lee et al., 2022), underscore the need for an instruc-
tional model that explicitly integrates phonology and accounts for the development of 
both declarative and automatized knowledge.

To develoop automatized knowledge of reading, high volume of targeted prac-
tice with new (younger) language learners is fundamental toward building decoding  
fluency (Lee et al., 2022; Yoshikawa & Yamashita, 2014). Issues such as orthographic 
opacity (Brice et al., 2021; Hao et al., 2022), and sustained engagement with  
words over time leads to greater retention (Yanagisawa & Webb, 2021). All of this 
means that the baseline level of ability and fluency necessary for children in the L1 
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(Ehri, 2022) naturally also extends to L2 learners overcoming the process of literacy 
in a new language (Siegelman et al., 2024). Time on task defines the final bottleneck 
that learners must pass in order to get appropriately automated processing of the 
soungs and letters.

An instructional model that aims to be effective must be one that systematically 
builds learner competence and, in doing so, fosters the agency and intrinsic motivation 
necessary for sustained engagement. This leads to the hypothesis that for the reciprocal 
acquisition of reading and vocabulary, learners must pass a basic phonological process-
ing threshold (Chen et al., 2010) in order to process new words without triggering 
excessive cognitive load (Yanagisawa & Webb, 2021; Jong, 2009).

The Interpersonal Context: Teacher Competence and the Fostering 
of Learner Agency
The effectiveness of any instructional model is ultimately contingent upon the teacher. 
However, research has revealed significant gaps in EFL teachers’ knowledge of foun-
dational linguistics, leading to a discrepancy between their stated beliefs about the 
importance of skills like spelling and their actual classroom practices (Kahn-Horwitz,  
2020; Saban & Kahn-Horwitz, 2022). This “Peter Effect” (Russak & Kahn- 
Horwitz, 2015), where teachers cannot effectively teach what they do not themselves 
fully understand, can perpetuate a reliance on whole-word memorization and cre-
ate a cycle of dependency for students, particularly those who are already struggling.  
Much of these problems stem from teachers who have themselves learned from the 
WLDF method of vocabulary instruction (Kikuchi & Browne, 2009).

Teacher dependency is antithetical to the development of learner agency, a cor-
nerstone of high-quality motivation. Drawing from Self-Determination Theory 
(SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000), The concept of agentic engagement, defined as a student’s 
proactive and constructive efforts to shape their own learning (Reeve et al., 2022), 
thrives in autonomy-supportive environments where teachers listen to student input 
and provide meaningful choices. A large-scale meta-analysis provides robust, cumu-
lative evidence for the benefits of this approach, finding that autonomous motiva-
tion is positively correlated with L2 achievement and negatively with anxiety, while 
controlled motivation shows the opposite pattern (Alamer et al., 2025). This under-
scores the central role of fostering intrinsic motivation. Our own work has high-
lighted that a key predictor of this motivation is the satisfaction of the need for 
competence, defined as the feeling of success in comprehending and using the new 
language (Oga-Baldwin & Ryan, 2025). This situated sense of competence has been 
shown to be a strong and stable predictor of autonomous motivation in longitudinal 
studies of young Japanese learners (Oga-Baldwin et al., 2017). By retaining control 
through the WLDF approach to the phonological aspects of vocabulary instruction, 
teachers likely undercut students’ feelings of competence by providing support when 
no support is wanted (Kono et al., 2024)—a situation that may end up thwarting 
all the three basic needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence. This approach 
to vocabulary instruction infantilizes students at a key point in their emotional and 
social development during adolescence—a common point for first exposure to a new 
language (Saito, 2022).
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The Role of Technology for Assessment of Sound, Vocabulary, and 
Reading
To remedy the lack of teacher knowledge of sound-letter connections while build-
ing competence and fostering agency, technology offers a path towards instruction 
that guides high-quality, psychometrically robust, personalized assessment. Meth-
odological reviews highlight key challenges in measuring vocabulary growth, such as 
balancing a test’s breadth of coverage with its depth of sampling and accounting for 
confounding factors like loanwords (Albalawi, 2024). For example, a study developing 
a vocabulary size test for Japanese junior high school students found their knowledge 
was higher than curricular expectations, largely due to exposure to loanwords, and that 
their growth was non-linear (Sato, 2021). Predictive models have even been developed 
to estimate which English loanwords Japanese primary schoolers are likely to know 
based on word length and grade level, providing a simple, data-driven tool for teachers 
(Kanayama, 2021). These findings collectively demonstrate that word learning is not a 
uniform process and requires nuanced assessment. Big data approaches can help assess 
and remedy these issues.

Adaptive learning systems can diagnose a student’s knowledge and deliver a per-
sonalized, high-volume stream of vocabulary, leading to significant and measurable 
gains (Mueller & Hays, 2022). Technology can also be used to deliver targeted inter-
ventions, such as shared book-reading programs designed to teach complex emotional 
vocabulary to preschoolers, providing a model for how explicit teaching can be inte-
grated with technology to promote both cognitive and non-cognitive skills (Dennis 
et al., 2024). There are ongoing interventions which can help push this field forward 
(Liang et al., 2024; O’Brien et al., 2022; Richter et al., 2022), but this frontier will 
need to be built on a solid foundation of good hypotheses—else the risk of garbage in, 
garbage out (Sabatini et al., 2023).

Toward a Unified Model of Instructed Vocabulary Acquisition
The foregoing review necessitates a new instructional model that integrates these cog-
nitive, pedagogical, and motivational principles. Such a model moves beyond the false 
dichotomy of a “reading problem vs. language problem” (Ehri, 2022) and instead treats 
L2 reading as a process that requires simultaneous attention to both decoding and 
language comprehension, all within a motivationally supportive context. The core prin-
ciples are as follows:

1.	Phonological and Orthographic Skills First: Instruction must begin with sys-
tematic and explicit teaching of phoneme-grapheme correspondences to build 
the foundational skills for decoding and orthographic mapping (Ehri, 2022; 
Edwards et al., 2022). This is particularly crucial for beginning learners and must 
be adapted to the orthographic transparency of the target language (Míguez‐
Álvarez et al., 2022).

2.	Integrate Reading and Listening: Listening and reading should be developed 
in tandem, as they rely on a shared set of underlying skills (Edele & Stanat, 
2016). Instruction should provide rich, multi-modal input that develops both 
declarative and automatized knowledge, recognizing that spoken vocabulary is 
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best learned and assessed through spoken modalities (Uchihara, 2022; Uchihara 
et al., 2024), but that both modalities require integration (Brice et al., 2021; 
Siegelman et al., 2024).

3.	Foster Agency and Motivation: By equipping learners with decoding skills, the 
model shifts the locus of control from the teacher to the student, allowing them 
to read texts of personal interest. This fosters intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy,  
and agentic engagement, creating a positive feedback loop with autonomy- 
supportive teaching practices (Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Reeve et al., 2022). 
This approach is strongly supported by meta-analytic evidence demonstrating 
the positive link between autonomous motivation and L2 achievement (Alamer  
et al., 2025). This approach is largely in line with the research on extensive read-
ing (cf. Nation, 2022), though standing on the baseline threshold of skills for 
independent action.

4.	Dosage, Efficiency, and Language-Specificity Matter: The model emphasizes 
a high volume of targeted practice to build decoding fluency, particularly in the 
early stages (Lee et al., 2022), though as necessary with older learners as well 
(Yoshikawa & Yamashita, 2014). It acknowledges that instruction must be tai-
lored to the specific demands of the L2, such as its orthographic opacity (Hao 
et al., 2022), and that active, effortful engagement with words leads to greater 
retention (Yanagisawa & Webb, 2021). It also leverages modern metrics like 
learning efficiency to personalize instruction (Suzuki et al., 2024).

5.	A New Approach to Pedagogy and Assessment: The model advocates for a  
curriculum that actively utilizes adaptive technology to deliver personalized 
instruction and provide teachers with fine-grained diagnostic data (Mueller & 
Hays, 2022; Kanayama, 2021). This data-informed approach allows for more 
rigorous, psychometrically sound assessment, enabling the field to build a more 
robust science of instructed language learning (Kyle, 2022; Vitta, 2024). Utiliz-
ing the tools at hand can significantly improve second language vocabulary for 
the purpose of improving literacy instruction (Sabatini et al., 2023).

Conclusion
As researchers in an applied field, our choices have a direct impact on the learning 
that takes place in classrooms. These very real applications and implications mean 
that selecting effective methods beyond an atomized approach to vocabulary instruc-
tion could have real motivational and cognitive effects on the lives of our students, 
improving the educational outcomes for real people in real classrooms. The integration 
of more fine-grained decoding instruction, especially for learners who struggle with 
vocabulary, may help to allay some of the cognitive burdens and help them overcome 
reading difficulties (Branum-Martin et al., 2012; Kahn-Horwitz, 2020). Recognizing 
how the existing groundwork is already underway (Uchihara et al., 2024), the final step 
will be to bridge the gap to integrate and improve instruction for the purpose of decod-
ing words taught beyond the existing whole language drip feed model. Moving forward 
will require improvement of teacher training programs, programs of research in vocabu-
lary, and granular measurement at both word and phoneme levels to adequately indicate 
difficulties that learners face in acquiring the fundamental aspects of vocabulary.
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