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ABSTRACT: This study has examined the effect of semantic mapping on
learning vocabulary across genders. The researchers selected 120 intermediate
students after the administration of a standard proficiency test. A vocabulary test
was also used to measure the students’ vocabulary knowledge. The experimental
group received semantic mapping in the pre-reading stage, but the control group
did not receive this treatment. The results of the study, based on statistical analysis
of ANCOVA, indicated that the experimental group outperformed the control
group in vocabulary learning. As for the gender differences, the results indicated
no significant difference between males and females. It can be suggested that
semantic mapping can be used as an efficient methodology for teaching
vocabulary, a technique which is equally effective for male and female EFL
Learners.
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Word knowledge is an essential element of communicative competence,
and it leads to successful production and comprehension of second
language (Coday & Huckin, 1997). There is now a widespread agreement
about the role of lexicon in language acquisition process, and many
researchers place lexical competence at the heart of the communicative
competence, which is viewed as the ability to communicate effectively and
appropriately (Coady, 1997). Hatch (1983) has stated that “it is the lexical
level that adult second language learners claim as the most important.
When our first goal is communication, when we have little of the new
language at our command, it is the lexicon that is crucial. The words will
make basic communication possible.” (p. 74)
For many years, little attention was given to the learning and the
teaching of vocabulary in language programs. During the past decades,
teachers had focused on the importance of grammar and sound system of
language. These teachers believed that students were able to learn the
necessary lexicon without help (Allen, 1983), and the prevailing method for
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vocabulary teaching was the use of vocabulary drills or bilingual lists
(Brown, 2001).
However, the whole scene changed, and vocabulary teaching began to
assume its place in language programs. Now it is evident that the lack of
vocabulary knowledge creates a barrier that discourages students from
learning a foreign language. Learners should try to find a way to expand
their lexicon; otherwise, they will lose interest (Zhihong, 2000) or feel
insecure in learning languages (Morgan & Rinvolucri, 1986). As Shen
(2003) has stated, the prominent role of word knowledge cannot be ignored
in language pedagogy due to the number of available theories on L2
vocabulary learning and teaching. Semantic mapping, which involves
thinking about the relationship between what learners know and new
words, is just one of these new approaches. In this process, the concepts
and the existing relationship between the concepts are visualized (Novak &
Gowin, 1984). Semantic mapping is a graphic display that visually shows
the relationships between terms and ideas to learners as they perform the
learning task (Hall & Strangeman, 2002). It can create associative networks
for words, and it is an activity that helps bring into consciousness the
relationship among the words in a text (Morgan, 2003).
William's (1994) study showed that semantic mapping enables students
to visualize the relationships and categorize these relationships. Teachers
can introduce semantic maps in circles, squares, or ovals with connected
lines. To this end, the teacher can write the main idea on the board and ask
students to brainstorm about the reading topic; the students can then put the
words in circles which connect to the main idea. Debate (2006) believes
that concept maps provide a summary of the key concepts in the text, and
they can also help learners build schemata that they do not yet possess.
The pre-reading activities have a great role in learning vocabulary items.
Pre-reading activities provide a reader with necessary background to
comprehend the material. The pre-reading also helps elicit prior knowledge,
build background knowledge, and capture and hold the readers’ attention
(Alyousef, 2006).
Debate (2006) has rightly described semantic mapping as a useful way
to teach vocabulary which "provides the teacher with an assessment of the
students' prior knowledge or schema availability on the topic" (p.24).
Similarly, Pittelman and Johnson (1985) have argued that semantic maps
can help teachers assess the learners' prior knowledge, and make students
ready for encountering the text. Heimlich and Pittelman (1986, cited in
Morgan, 2003) have indicated that semantic mapping exercises can prepare
learners for understanding, assimilating, and evaluating the information
they read. White (1988) has argued that words form unique associative
networks; therefore, knowing the relationships between the words helps
students learn their meaning, and, as a result, students may develop the
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ability to use the words appropriately. Crow and Quigley (1985, cited in
Zaid, 1995) have also considered semantic mapping as an effective tool for
improving the students’ vocabulary knowledge.
Gender issue is currently gaining a considerable attention in language
studies. According to Konrad et al. (2008), a great number of theoretical
and methodological frameworks are now being used to describe the
relationship between language and gender. Andreou, Valchose, and
Andreou (2005) conducted a study to show the effect of gender on
synthetic and semantic tasks in second language acquisition. The study
showed that females outperformed males in accomplishing language tasks.
The authors attributed this finding to gender differences and proposed
hemispheric specialization of the brain as the main cause of this superiority.
Brantmeier (2003) has also found a significant relationship between gender
and passage content in L2 reading comprehension. In another study, Din,
Ming, and Esther (2004) investigated the relationship between the gender
variable and the students' literacy. This study indicated that men were able
to obtain higher reading comprehension scores on scientific texts. However,
some other researchers have reported no significant relationship between
gender variable and language learning ability (e.g., Young & Oxford, 1997,
cited in Pae, 2004).
The gender variable can also affect the strategies that learners use to
learn a second language (Oxford, 1990, cited in Nourzadeh, 2005). A
number of studies (e.g., Liu, 2004; Poole, 2005) have reported that gender
variable can affect the use of language learning strategies. These studies
have reported that female language learners employ more strategies than
males. Other studies have suggested that female language learners use
strategies more effectively than males (Ehrman & Oxford, 1989, cited in
Tercanlioglu, 2004). The results of the study by Sabetkalam (2009),
however, indicated no difference between male and female elementary EFL
learners in using concept mapping strategy for reading comprehension.
As it is evident, the literature on the effects of gender variable is filled
with inconclusive findings. However, this clear set back acted as a driving
force for this study, and it motivated the researchers to reconsider the
gender issue and the way it affects vocabulary learning strategies of Iranian
EFL learners. The purpose of this research piece is twofold: on the one
hand, it tries to investigate the effect of semantic mapping, as a pre-reading
activity, on language learners' vocabulary knowledge. On the other hand,
the study tries to compare the performance of male and female language
learners who receive semantic mapping in the pre-reading stage. To this
end, the researchers formulated the following research questions:
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1. Is there any difference between the performance of students who use
semantic mapping as a pre-reading activity for vocabulary learning
and the performance of those who do not use this technique?
2. Is there any difference between the performance of male and female
students who receive semantic mapping as a pre-reading activity
for vocabulary learning?

Method
Participants
One hundred and forty intermediate students participated in the study. Prior
to the experiment, the researchers administered a standard proficiency test,
i.e., Preliminary English Test (PET), to determine the homogeneity of the
groups. The researchers set ± 1 SD above and below the mean score as the
criterion for selecting their sample. Based on this criterion, the researchers
then selected 120 intermediate students (60 male and 60 female) to
participate in this study. The male and female participants were then
randomly assigned to four groups (two experimental and two control), each
group consisting of 30 members.

Instrumentation
The researchers adopted eight gap filling exercises from the Intermediate
Vocabulary by Thomas (1986), they then filled in the gaps to transform the
disjointed texts to coherent reading passages. Afterwards, the researchers
created incomplete semantic maps with the vocabulary items that were used
in the text. The members of the experimental groups were required to
complete the concept maps before reading the passage. The students of the
control group, however, did not receive semantic maps before reading the
texts. It should be noted that the groups received similar reading passages,
and these passages were appropriate for intermediate EFL learners.
For the purpose of this study, the researchers used a standard
proficiency test (PET), along with Paribakht and Wesche’s (1993)
Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS). The PET was used to test the
homogeneity of the sample, and the VKS was used to measure the
participants’ vocabulary knowledge; the VKS was administered as the
pretest and the posttest to capture any significant differences between the
performance of the experimental and control groups.

Procedure
Following the administration of the PET, the researchers used ± 1 SD
above and below the mean criterion to select 60 male and 60 female
students as the eligible participants of this study. Female students were
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divided into two groups of experimental (n=30) and control (n=30). The
same procedure was also replicated for the male students. The groups then
took the VKS test as the pre-test. Each group attended eight sessions (twice
a week). At each session, the students worked on one passage. When the
students completed the eight-session teaching program, they all took the
same VKS test as the post-test.
In the experimental groups (both male and female), the teacher
announced the topic of the unit by drawing a large rectangle on the board
and asked the students to think of words that might be related to the topic.
The teacher listed the words given by the students on the side of the board
and then gave them incomplete semantic maps containing the key words of
the text, along with their definitions. The teacher then read these key words
aloud. The students were then asked to categorize their ideas in the
incomplete map that was given to them. When students had difficulty in
identifying the categories, the teacher helped them overcome the difficulty
by asking some guiding questions. When semantic maps were completed,
each pair of the students compared and discussed its semantic map with
other students. When the students made a copy of the map from the board,
they received the reading passage; as the students received the passage,
they were instructed to read the text silently and answer the follow up
comprehension questions.
The control groups (both male and female) were also provided with a
short passage. Once the topic of the passage was selected, the students were
encouraged to ask their questions. Translating the key words of the text, the
teacher asked the students to read the text within a specified time limit.
After the silent reading, the students were asked to answer the follow-up
comprehension questions.

Design
The study followed a quasi-experimental design; vocabulary learning was
set as the dependent variable and teaching vocabulary through semantic
mapping as the independent variable. The gender was also considered as
the moderator variable. Based on the results of the standard proficiency
test, the researchers randomly assigned the participants into one of the four
thirty-member groups (two control groups and two experimental groups).
Two analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) were used to find out the
difference between the performance of the male and female groups. A onesample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Tests was also used to indicate the normal
distribution of the data.
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Results
Table (1) shows the results of the one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test.
It demonstrates the probability of 0.716 and 0.880 in the control groups and
0.331and 0.081 in the experimental groups in the pre-test and post-test,
respectively. The large significance value indicates that the data is normally
distributed.
Table 1. One Sample Kolmogrorov-Smirnov Test indicating the normal
distribution of the data in control and experimental groups

The researchers also used ANCOVA to compare and analyze the
performance of the students in control and experimental groups. In this
analysis, semantic mapping strategy was set as the independent variable
and the scores of the students in pre and post-test as the dependent variable,
which was considered as a covariate variable. As Table (2) indicates, there
is a significant difference between the moderate means of the experimental
and the control groups' performances on the post-test (F = 50.59, p = 0.00 <
0.5). This finding indicates that the semantic as mapping strategy has an
effect on the students' vocabulary learning. The degree of this effect is
30%, as measured by Eta Squared (
). A significant difference between
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the performance of the students who received semantic mapping as a prereading activity and that of those who did not receive such activity is also
evident in the data (Table 3). Moderate means difference between the
control and experimental groups turned out to be 48.49.

Table 2. The significant difference between the moderate means of the
experimental and control groups on the post test

Table 3. Moderate means difference between the control and experimental
groups

As shown in Figure (1), the diagonal line (at the top of the figure)
represents the post-test results; the data is indicative of the fact that the
treatment, i.e., semantic mapping, has had a positive effect on the students’
performance in the post-test.
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Figure 1. The plot of the difference between moderate means of the control
and experimental groups
The researchers also used ANCOVA to answer the second research
question. A one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Tests was also used to
indicate the normal distribution of the data. As illustrated in Table 4,
normal distribution assumption seems to hold.
Table 4. One sample Kolmogrov- Smirnov Test indicating the normal
distribution of the data in experimental groups (male and female)
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An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was run to compare the
performance of male and female students in the experimental groups. Here,
the independent variable was concept mapping, the moderator variable was
gender, and the dependent variable was the post-test scores. The pre-test
was considered as a covariate variable. The findings (displayed in Table 5)
indicate no difference between the moderate means of male and female
students on the post-test. This result is suggestive of the fact that the gender
variable has very little effect on the students’ performance on the post-test.
Table 5. Tests of between- subjects effects in the experimental groups
(male and female)

The moderate post-test mean score for the male and female students is
displayed in Table (6). The moderate mean difference between the two
groups' score is 7.612., which shows no statistical significance between the
two sets of test scores.
Table 6. Moderate means difference between the experimental groups
(male and female)
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As Figure (2) indicates, the parallel lines show that there is not a great
difference between the performance of male and female students in the
experimental groups. As illustrated in Figure (2), no significant difference
can be seen in the performance of the male and female participants in pre to
post-test observations.
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Figure 2. The plot for the difference between moderate means of the
experimental groups (male and female)

Discussion
As for the first research question, the researchers found a significant
difference between the performance of intermediate students who used
semantic mapping as a pre-reading activity for vocabulary learning and the
performance of those who did not use this technique. The results indicated
that the semantic mapping technique can be used as an effective method for
teaching vocabulary in language classes. The results of this study support
previous findings that report a strong relationship between semantic
mapping and vocabulary learning (e.g., Pittelman & Johnson ,1985;
Schelinger, 2000; Zaid, 1995).
As for the second research question, the researchers found no significant
difference between the performances of male and female students who
received semantic mapping as a pre-reading activity for vocabulary
learning. This finding contradicts the results of some earlier studies that
investigated the effect of gender on the performances of the learners in
semantic tasks (e.g., Kimura & Clarke 2002; Weiss et al., 2006, as cited in
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Konrad et al., 2008). However, this study gives support to those who report
no significant relationship between gender and vocabulary learning ability
(e.g., Roberts & Bell, 2002, cited in Konrad et al., 2008; Sabetkalam,
2009).
Heimlich and Pittelman (1986, cited in Morgan, 2003) have argued that
a semantic map is one type of graphic organizer. It helps students visually
organize and graphically show the relationship between one piece of
information and another. According to Brown (1994, cited in Maubach &
Morgan, 2001), "left hemisphere is associated with logical and analytical
thought, whereas right hemisphere is associated with processing visual and
emotional information" (p. 43).
The absence of gender differences in vocabulary learning (the present
study) and reading comprehension (Sabetkalam, 2009) in using concept
mapping strategy, which involves both logical thought (left hemisphere)
and visual processing (right hemisphere) can be suggestive for further
research. This study was conducted on intermediate EFL learners; further
research is suggested to see whether semantic mapping strategy has the
same effect on other proficiency levels.
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