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Abstract. This article analyses the ongoing debate in second language acquisition (SLA) regarding 
the relative importance of quality versus quantity in vocabulary acquisition. Scholars have long 
debated whether learners should prioritize gaining a deep, qualitative understanding of vocabulary, 
focusing on the nuances, context, and usage of words, or whether expanding the size of their 
vocabulary is more beneficial. By exploring both perspectives, including the arguments put forth by 
researchers like Nation, Schmitt, and Krashen, the article delves into how both approaches influence 
language proficiency. It also evaluates research findings from experimental and observational 
studies that compare the effectiveness of both strategies. 
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Introduction; In the field of second language acquisition (SLA), lexis or vocabulary, holds a central 
position as one of the most critical elements in achieving language proficiency. Mastery of vocabulary 
is often seen as a gateway to fluency, enabling learners to communicate effectively, understand texts 
and engage in meaningful interactions. As such, a fundamental question in SLA research and 
language education revolves around the balance between the quality and quantity of vocabulary 
acquisition. This question has sparked considerable debate among researchers, educators, and 
linguists, with differing views on which aspect is more crucial for learners.  
On one hand, some argue that a deep, qualitative understanding of words focusing on their meanings, 
usage, and nuances are essential for developing sophisticated language skills. This approach 
emphasizes comprehension, context, and the ability to manipulate vocabulary creatively in various 
communicative situations.  
On the other hand, there are those who contend that increasing the sheer size of a learner’s vocabulary, 
even with a more superficial understanding of words, can lead to greater overall language proficiency. 
A larger vocabulary allows learners to engage more effectively with diverse texts, communicate more 
freely, and comprehend a broader range of topics. In this article, we want to discuss both perspectives, 
delving into the arguments for and against emphasizing either the depth or breadth of vocabulary 
acquisition. By drawing on the insights of prominent linguists and educators, we aim to better 
understand the implications of focusing on quality versus quantity in vocabulary learning. 
Additionally, we will try to analyse how these two approaches might influence language teaching 
methodologies, curriculum design and the overall learning experience of second language learners. 
Ultimately, the goal is to provide a comprehensive overview of the ongoing debate and offer practical 
insights for educators seeking to optimize vocabulary instruction for their students. 
Main part; The debate surrounding the revision of lexis revolves around two central approaches: 
focusing on a small, high-quality set of words or prioritizing the expansion of the overall vocabulary 
size. According to Schmitt [6], vocabulary acquisition is vital for language learners because it directly 
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impacts their ability to comprehend spoken and written texts, participate in conversations, and express 
themselves clearly. However, the method by which learners should revise and internalize vocabulary 
remains contentious. 
Scholars advocating for a focus on quality emphasize the importance of learners understanding the 
nuances of words and their usage in context. Nation [5] argues that vocabulary learning is not just 
about memorizing words but about mastering their different meanings, collocations, and appropriate 
contexts of use. According to Nation, learners must engage in "deeper processing" by focusing on 
fewer words in greater depth to build a richer understanding of language. This perspective is 
supported by Laufer, who claims that focusing on high-frequency words and understanding their 
subtleties, such as their form, meaning, and use, is key to successful vocabulary acquisition. 
On the other hand, proponents of the quantity-based approach argue that learning a larger number of 
words improves language fluency, even if it involves more superficial knowledge. According to Ellis, 
exposure to a wide variety of words enhances learners’ ability to recognize them in different contexts, 
leading to improved receptive and productive language skills. Furthermore, proponents of this 
approach argue that learners can acquire meaning through repeated exposure to vocabulary across 
different contexts. [2] This exposure, they suggest, may lead to incidental learning, where students 
pick up words without direct instruction. 
Research on the qualitative approach to lexis revision underscores the importance of depth in learning 
vocabulary. A study by Laufer [4] found that learners who concentrated on a smaller set of high-
frequency words demonstrated better retention and usage of those words in context compared to 
learners who focused on a larger number of words. This suggests that quality-focused methods, such 
as focusing on meaning, form, and usage of vocabulary in specific contexts, lead to more effective 
long-term retention. In addition, Nation’s work supports the notion that learners should aim for a deep 
understanding of vocabulary rather than simply increasing word count. He suggests that activities 
such as word mapping (where learners associate words with synonyms, antonyms, and contexts) can 
help learners build a deeper connection with each word. This approach improves fluency and allows 
learners to manipulate vocabulary effectively in a variety of contexts. 
In contrast, proponents of quantity-based revision argue that expanding the number of words learners 
know provides them with more opportunities for use in real-world situations. Studies by Schmitt and 
Krashen indicate that increased exposure to words through reading, listening, and interaction leads to 
vocabulary acquisition even without explicit teaching. Krashen’s input hypothesis suggests that 
vocabulary acquisition is a natural process that can happen through exposure to a vast quantity of 
language input, including authentic materials. The tension between quality and quantity is not 
necessarily dichotomous. Some researchers like Schmitt, argue that both approaches should be 
integrated. Schmitt emphasizes the importance of balancing vocabulary expansion with depth of 
understanding. He suggests that learners should focus on mastering high-frequency words and their 
context-specific uses, while also expanding their overall vocabulary size to ensure that they have a 
wide range of lexical choices in different communication settings. 
Furthermore, studies have shown that learners benefit from an integrated approach where they acquire 
both a substantial vocabulary size and a deep understanding of key words. A study by Boers and 
Lindstromberg showed that explicit instruction in vocabulary depth, combined with extensive 
exposure to a variety of words, led to improved language acquisition outcomes.  
Conclusion; The debate between focusing on the quality versus the quantity of vocabulary acquisition 
in second language learning remains a pivotal topic in the field of second language acquisition (SLA). 
Both perspectives offer valuable insights into the complex process of language learning.  
On one hand, prioritizing the depth of vocabulary knowledge—understanding the meanings, contexts, 
and nuances of words—can lead to more nuanced and effective communication. Learners who 
develop a strong qualitative understanding of vocabulary are often better equipped to navigate 
complex texts, engage in sophisticated discourse, and adapt their language use to varying contexts. 
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On the other hand, expanding the breadth of vocabulary, or increasing the sheer number of words a 
learner knows, can provide a broader foundation for language proficiency. A larger vocabulary 
enables learners to understand and participate in a wide range of interactions, improving their overall 
fluency and comprehension across diverse situations. 
Ultimately, the most effective approach to vocabulary acquisition likely involves a balance between 
both quality and quantity. A learner’s vocabulary needs to be broad enough to allow for flexibility in 
communication, while also deep enough to ensure a thorough understanding of word usage and 
meaning. Educators must consider both aspects when designing language curricula, aiming to provide 
opportunities for learners to engage with vocabulary at varying levels of depth and breadth. 
Additionally, the integration of modern teaching tools, such as digital platforms and interactive 
learning environments, can support the development of both deep and extensive vocabulary 
knowledge. 
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