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Abstract 

In general, incidental vocabulary acquisition is represented as the “picking up” of new vocabularies when students 
are engaged in a variety of reading, listening, speaking, or writing activities. Research has shown when learners 
read extensively incidental vocabulary acquisition happens. Many EFL students cannotbe involved in reading 
activities in Iran. For involving students with more reading activitiesin EFL classroom teaching and likening the 
resultsto the vocabulary exercises, the researcher directed a researchfor about five weeks in an EFL class. The 
subjects were 120 male and female students at high school level. Half of them (RP group) read chosen passages 
after which they did different vocabulary activities and exercises. The other half (RO group) received the reading 
only (RO) treatment, i.e., they only read several reading texts. The significance of the present study lies in the fact 
that it was able to compare the effectiveness of reading only and reading plus vocabulary enhancement activities 
on types of immediate and delayed lexical word recall in a single study. The researcher employed the Vocabulary 
Knowledge Scale to measure students’ knowledge of 60 vocabulary items. The results showed that RP group 
gained better results than RO group on both acquisition and retention tests. This indicates that “Reading plus” 
method is more effective in increasing knowledge of vocabulary and long term retention in male and female EFL 
learners in Iran. 
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1. Introduction 

In the study of English language teaching and learning, a continual problem has been the overlook of learning 
vocabulary. This problem was often given little superiority in language literature and was often left to look after 
itself and received only inessential attention in language programs (Hedge, 2008; Richards & Renandya, 2002). 
Folse (2004) states that “it is a story to say that acquisition of vocabulary is not as fundamental as learning 
grammar or the other parts of language, when there is a reality that learning vocabulary has a very essential 
function in English language learning” (Chen & Chun, 2008; Shoebottom, 2007). This is because the more 
words they know, the more able the students are in understanding what they hear and read, so the better students 
have the ability to say what they need while speaking or writing the target language (Shoebottom, 2007). In 
addition, learning vocabulary of second or foreign language (L2/FL) and first language (L1) is not similar. Folse 
(2004) asserts that dissimilar to learning L1 vocabulary, L2 learners require acquiring the form, the meaning, and 
the usage of the word that can be attained by doing different classroom activities. Wilkins (1972, as cited in 
Herbertson, 2010) explains the significance of learning vocabulary in his quote, “Without grammar, very little 
can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.” The explanation demonstrates that someone’s 
efforts to communicate his/her meaning to others could be of no help without lexis. Nevertheless, a meaning 
could still be understood in spite of usinggrammatically incorrect sentences. However, problems might happen if 
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one does not know the accurate word to interpret meanings. The explanation also imposes that nobody is able to 
read or listen without the knowledge of vocabulary (Herbertson, 2010). 

2. Literature Review 

Context plays an important role in learning vocabulary. Although, oral language is necessary to be manipulated 
too, normally, written language has a higher rate of difficult or low frequency words. As a result, the effective 
practical way for continual vocabulary learning is reading (Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985; Nation & Coady, 
1988). As we know, there are many different ways of teaching and demonstrating vocabulary through reading 
texts, of which, incidental learning is one (Richards & Renandya, 2002; Hatch & Brown, 1995). Coady (1997a, p. 
275) calls this method (incidental learning) “context alone” as “the first position on the continuum is labeled 
context alone. It proposes that there is actually no need or even justification for direct vocabulary instruction”. 
This statement of Coady (1997a) is based on Krashen’s (1989) view, that students can gain all the vocabularies 
they want from the text if they can understand the text with success. Extensive reading can lead to greater 
vocabulary development than one program of explicit instruction alone, thus teachers should be more aware of it 
and direct more focus toward it (Coady, 1997a; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985). 

However, some researchers say that it is necessary to have repeated exposure to new words. Chun and Plass 
(1996, p.184) asserted that “the research on learning words in context found only 5-15% probability that a given 
word would be learned at first exposure”. What’s more, many researchers accept the usefulness of explicit 
teaching of vocabulary or reading plus vocabulary enhancement activities and do not believe in the efficiency of 
context alone method (Coady & Huckin, 1997). Lyster (1990) and Swain (1988) state that improvement in 
context alone method is slow and random so they say no to the efficiency of this method. Nation and Coady 
(1988, p. 101) state that “it is the very redundancy or richness of information in a given context which enables a 
reader to guess an unknown wordsuccessfully or could also predict that the same reader is less likely to learn the 
word because he or she was able to comprehend the text without knowing the word”. Paribakht and Wesche 
(1993) determined that many studentsdid not check the meaning of unknown words in reading texts unless 
reading comprehension questions particularly needed them to be comprehended. 

2.1 Research Questions 

1) Do Iranian EFL learners gain more vocabulary knowledge through reading plus supplemental vocabulary 
activities than reading additional texts with the same words? If yes, are the words retained after three months? 

2) Do Iranian male and female EFL learners perform significantly different in learning vocabulary through these 
methods in immediate acquisition and retention after three months period? 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Participants 

120 male and female students studying at Shariat and Marefat High-SchoolsinKerman (a city in south-east Iran) 
participated in this study. Their agesranged from 16 to 18 and their native language was Farsi. All of the students 
had learned English in school for five years before the classroom-based experiment. A Nelson test (Norman and 
Fowler, 1986) was administered to 200 students and 120 students with the same level of EFL proficiency were 
chosen who were divided into four groups of 30 (2 male and 2 female groups). The Nelson test was administered 
to find out groups’ homogeneity to determine that the four groups’ English proficiency was at the same level 
before the instruction. 

3.2 Study Design 

At the beginning of instructional treatments, all of the students received the class program that explained the 
activities and dates of the class. Theclass took place two hours a week which was 10 hours for a total of five 
weeks. To ensure students’ lack of knowledge about the vocabularies, the target words which were sixty lexical 
items were pilot-tested with another 120 students with the same English language proficiency. The participants 
took a pretest before the formal instruction. They took a posttest after 10 hours instruction, and finally took a 
delayed posttest after three month. At the end, there were 7200 words to score at each test. 

3.3 Administration Procedures 

There were four groups, one RO and one RP in males, one RO and one RP in females. In both of the groups (RP 
and RO) students read the selected texts and answered the following comprehension questions. However, in the 
RP group, after answering the comprehension questions, students did some vocabulary exercises on the target 
words from the texts. But in the RO group, students read a supplementary text to present again the vocabularies 
from the main text instead of doing vocabulary exercises after answering the comprehension questions. 
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3.4 Reading Materials 

Two main passages were used in this study. The two passages were taken from the book “English (3)”of Iranian 
high schools. Reading materials were based on instructional appropriateness, students’ interest, text length and 
linguistic difficulty. The first passage’ stitle was Computer Culture, comprising of 6 paragraphs, and the 
secondone’s title was Future of Medicine, comprising of 7paragraphs. Two weeks before the study, words were 
pre-tested to check their novelty, and the familiar words were omitted. 

As the thematically-related supplemental materials, there were two other passages, one on Unmasking Virus 
Writers and Hackers and the other one on Robotic Surgeons, incorporating the same words. The supplemental 
materials were collected by the researcher and edited by a native English speaker for the RO group. The 
supplemental materials were for exposing the students to the target words again and ensuring that students had 
more encounter with vocabularies during reading. 

3.5 Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted in the winter to field-test the materials and procedures. Subjects in the pilot study 
were 60 female students studying at pre-university level. There were two main reading texts and two 
supplementary reading texts for 60 treatment words. T-test on the data revealed significant gains on the RP 
treatment. This limited evidence suggested that vocabulary enhancement techniques were effective in increasing 
the learning of selected words. A longer study of this phenomenon was thus undertaken. 

3.6 Test Instrument 

To test the students’ vocabulary knowledge, the researcher used the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale developed by 
Paribakht and Wesche (1997) to measure vocabulary knowledge and retention. This instrument uses a score of 
one to five points for each subject’s self-analysis of each target word. The scoring criteria were explained as 
follows: 

(1) One point is given for words reported both unfamiliar and unknown.  

(2) Two points are given for familiar words with unknown meanings. 

(3) Three points are given if a synonym or translation of the target word is correct. 

(4) Four points are given when the use of a word is semantically correct. 

(5) Five points are given when the use of a target word is both grammatically and semantically correct, even if 
other parts of the sentence contain errors. 

3.7 Data Analysis 

After giving the tests, the scores were gathered in the form of raw data for data analysis. They were then 
illustrated through descriptive statistics, andthe central tendencies and variability measurements were applied to 
the scores after the post and delayed posttests were administered. Then, the results were compared by using a 
one way ANOVA Test in both treatments in male and female participants’ tocheck which method wasbetter for 
vocabulary acquisition and retention after three months and specifying whether there existed any significant 
difference between males and females in acquisition and retention of vocabularies via these methods. The data 
collected from the participants were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS), version 
16.00 and Microsoft office Excel. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The significance of the present study lies in the fact that the researcher wished tocompare the effectiveness of 
reading only and reading plus vocabulary enhancement activities on types of immediate and delayed lexical word 
recall in a single study. The researcher employed the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale to measure students’ 
knowledge of 60 vocabulary items. Specifically, the researcher wanted to find the impacts of each instructional 
treatment (RO and RP) on vocabulary acquisition and retention. 

Therefore, the following questions were addressed in this study: 

1) Do Iranian EFL learners gain more vocabulary knowledge through reading plus supplemental vocabulary 
activities than reading additional texts with the same words? If yes, are the words retainedafter three months? 

2) Do Iranian male and female EFL learners perform significantly different in learning vocabulary through these 
methods (RP vs. RO) in immediate acquisition and retention after three months period? 

At first, the participants took a pretest before the formal instruction. After the treatment and the completion of its 
different phrases, in the period of 10-hours instruction, the subjects took their post-tests, which consisted of 60 
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items covering the vocabulary exposed to them. They afterwards took a delayed posttest after 3 months. At the end, 
the tests were scored, and applying a one way ANOVA Test was decided to be the proper statistical computation to 
compare the results of these two methods, i.e., RP and RO on vocabulary acquisition and retention in male and 
female Iranian EFL learners and specifying whether there existed any significant difference between the results of 
male and female participants in acquisition and retention tests or not. 

To answer the first research question, a one way ANOVA Test was conducted to examine the differences between 
the two methods in male and female students. Both male and female groups served as their own controls. The 
results showed that the RP group gained more vocabularies after the instructional treatment in both male and 
female groups. The students acquired more vocabulariesbased on the results of the mean differences between the 
RP groups’ acquisition and pretest scores in male (MD=102) and female (MD=101.5) participants after instruction 
(Appendix A). In addition, the RP group still remembered more vocabularies 3months after the instructional 
treatment than they did before receiving instruction based on the mean differences between retention and pretest 
scores in males (MD=59.3) andfemales (MD=58.8), although they forgot many vocabularies as illustrated by the 
mean difference between their acquisition and retention scores in males (MD=-42.7) and (MD=-42.7) in females 
(Appendix A). 

Similar to the RP groups, RO groups also acquired many vocabularies after reading supplementary materials 
(MD=82.5) in males and (MD=82.6) in females, though far less than the RP groups’ amount of vocabulary 
acquisition and retension. Inaddition, the RO group still remembered more vocabularies 3 months after the 
instruction than they did before receiving the instruction based on the mean differences between retention and 
pretest scores in males (MD=42.8) and (MD=43.1) in females; although, they also forgot many vocabularies as 
illustrated by the mean differencesbetween their acquisition and retention scores in males (MD=-39.7) and in 
females (MD=-39.5). These results that students acquired vocabularies through both of methods (RPand RO) 
corroborated the previous literature (Laufer, 2003; Paribakht & Wesche, 1997; Rott, 1999). According to the 
results, students had ability to remember some vocabularies after three months in both groups. The findings further 
suggested the long-term effect of these two methods because the words that studentsretained after three months 
were more than the ones before the instructional treatments. 

For the first research question, the researcher ran an “independent one way ANOVA Test” to find out which 
instructional treatment is better (RP or RO) for vocabulary acquisition and retention. As illustrated in (Appendix 
A), knowledge of the students about the 60 target vocabularies was not significantly different in RP and RO groups 
before the instructional treatment based on the mean differences in males (MD=-5) and in females (MD=-4.4). 
After the instruction; however, the RP groups gained more vocabularies than the RO method groups in male and 
female students based on the mean differences between RP and RO that was (MD=14.5) in males and (MD=14.5) 
in females at acquisition test that was significant. Three months after the instruction , the RP group still retained 
significantly more vocabularies than the RO group in male and female students based on the mean difference 
between RP and RO scores (MD=11.5) in males and (MD=11.3) in females at the retention testgiven 3months 
after the instruction indicating significant differences. 

 

Table 1. Test of homogeneity of variances 

Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig. 

.293 3 116 .830 

 

Table 2. Results of ANOVA test on the pretest scores 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 810.600 3 270.200 .345 .793 

Within Groups 90789.400 116 782.667   

Total 91600.000 119    

 

According to the results of table 1, significance of Levene’s Statisticswas 0.830 (sig>0.05) in pre-test, so the test of 
the comparison of means with the assumption of homogeneity of variances was performed whose results were 
shown in Table 2. The significance between the treatment groups (RP and RO) on the pretest scores was .793 
(sig>0.05), so there existed no significant difference between groups on the pretest scores (Table 2). 
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Table 3. Test of homogeneity of variances 

Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig.

1.014 3 116 .389

 

Table 4. Results of ANOVA test on the acquisition scores 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 6427.500 3 2142.500 2.958 .035 

Within Groups 84005.800 116 724.188   

Total 90433.300 119    

 

The significance of Levene’s Statistic was 0.389 (sig>0.05) in acquisition test (table 3), thusthe test of comparison 
of means with the assumption of homogeneity of variances was performed (Table 4). The significance between 
groups (RP and RO) on the acquisition scores was 0.035 (sig<0.05), so there existed a significant difference 
between groups on the acquisition scores (Table 4); therefore, the hypothesis of homogeneity of means at 0.05 
level was rejected, i.e., at least two groups out of the four participating groups in the present study had different 
means; as a result, for specifying the groups which hadsignificantly different means, LSD Test was performed 
(Table 5). 

 

Table 5. LSD test for the acquisition scores 

(I) Groups (J) Groups Mean Difference (I-J) Std. Error Sig. 
95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound

RP Male 

RP Female -2.00000 6.94832 .774 -15.7620 11.7620 

RO Male 14.50000* 6.94832 .039 .7380 28.2620 

RO Female 12.50000 6.94832 .075 -1.2620 26.2620 

RP Female 

RP Male 2.00000 6.94832 .774 -11.7620 15.7620 

RO Male 16.50000* 6.94832 .019 2.7380 30.2620 

RO Female 14.50000* 6.94832 .039 .7380 28.2620 

RO Male 

RP Male -14.50000* 6.94832 .039 -28.2620 -.7380 

RP Female -16.50000* 6.94832 .019 -30.2620 -2.7380 

RO Female -2.00000 6.94832 .774 -15.7620 11.7620 

RO Female 

RP Male -12.50000 6.94832 .075 -26.2620 1.2620 

RP Female -14.50000* 6.94832 .039 -28.2620 -.7380 

RO Male 2.00000 6.94832 .774 -11.7620 15.7620 

 

According to the results of the LSD test, there existed a significant difference between RP male and RO male 
(sig=.039<.05), RP female and RO female (sig=.039<.05) and RP female and RO male (sig=.019<.05); 
consequently, there was a significant difference between RP and RO groups in acquisition scores (Table 5). 

 

Table 6. Test of homogeneity of variances 

Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig. 

.006 3 116 .999 
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Table 7. Results of ANOVA test on the retention scores 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 4031.400 3 1343.800 2.850 .040 

Within Groups 54702.600 116 471.574   

Total 58734.000 119    

 

According to table6, significance of Levene’s Statistic was 0.999 (sig>0.05) in retention test, so test of the 
comparison of means with the assumption of homogeneity of variances was performed (Table 7). The significance 
between groups (RP and RO treatments) on the retention scores was 0.040 (sig<0.05), so there existed a significant 
difference between groups on the retention scores; therefore, the hypothesis of homogeneity of means at 0.05 level 
was rejected, i.e., at least two groups out of the four participating groups had different means, so for specifying 
groups which had different means, LSD Test was performed (Table 8). 

 

Table 8. LSD test for retention scores 

(I) Groups (J) Groups 
Mean 

Difference (I-J)
Std. Error Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound

RP Male 

RP Female -2.00000 5.60698 .722 -13.1053 9.1053 

RO Male 11.50000* 5.60698 .043 .3947 22.6053 

RO Female 9.30000 5.60698 .100 -1.8053 20.4053 

RP Female 

RP Male 2.00000 5.60698 .722 -9.1053 13.1053 

RO Male 13.50000* 5.60698 .018 2.3947 24.6053 

RO Female 11.30000* 5.60698 .046 .1947 22.4053 

RO Male 

RP Male -11.50000* 5.60698 .043 -22.6053 -.3947 

RP Female -13.50000* 5.60698 .018 -24.6053 -2.3947 

RO Female -2.20000 5.60698 .696 -13.3053 8.9053 

RO Female 

RP Male -9.30000 5.60698 .100 -20.4053 1.8053 

RP Female -11.30000* 5.60698 .046 -22.4053 -.1947 

RO Male 2.20000 5.60698 .696 -8.9053 13.3053 

*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

According to the results of the LSD test, there existed a significant difference between RP male and RO male 
(sig=.043<.05), RP female and RO female (sig=.046<.05), RP female and RO male (sig=.018<.05), so there was a 
significant difference between RP and RO groups in retention scores (Table8). 

The means of the RP treatments on the acquisition and retention tests in male and female students was higher than 
that of the RO treatment (Appendix A). Statistically; it showed that dissimilarity between the two groups was high. 
Consequently, the results showed that the students got higher scores in the RP classes, the range of the RO, 
however, was higher than that of the RP, and it showed that the degree of variability of the scores in the RO groups 
wasmore than that of the RP groups in both males and females. So, reading comprehension with morevocabulary 
exercises led to more successful learning of vocabulary items than reading additional texts with the same words. 

To answer the second research question (Do Iranian male and female EFL learners perform significantly different 
in learning vocabulary through these methods (RP vs. RO) in immediate acquisition and retention after three 
months period?), a one way ANOVA Test was conducted. The mean differences between the pre-test scores of 
males and females (MD=2.2, sig=0.666>0.05), acquisition scores of males and females (MD=2, sig=0.693>0.05) 
and retention scores of males and females (MD=2.1, sig=0.607>0.05) indicated that the dissimilarity between the 
mean scores of acquisition and retention tests in males and females was not statistically significant and there 
existed no significant difference between the results of male and female students in pre-test, acquisition and 
retention tests (Appendix A). 



www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 7, No. 4; 2014 

132 
 

Table 9. Test of homogeneity of variances 

Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig. 

.018 1 118 .894 

 

Table 10. Results of ANOVA test on the pretest scores in male and female students 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 145.200 1 145.200 .187 .666 

Within Groups 91454.800 118 775.041   

Total 91600.000 119    

 

According to Table 9, significance of Levene’s Statistic was 0.894 (sig>0.05) in pretest scores in males and 
females, so test of comparison of means with the assumption of homogeneity of variances was performed (Table 
10). The significance between males and females on the pretest scores was 0.666 (sig>0.05), so there existed no 
significant difference between males and females on the pretest scores. 

 

Table 11. Test of homogeneity of variances 

Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig. 

.050 1 118 .823 

 

Table 12. Results of ANOVA test on the acquisition scores in male and female students 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 120.000 1 120.000 .157 .693 

Within Groups 90313.300 118 765.367   

Total 91600.000 119    

 

According to Table 11, significance of Levene’s Statistics was 0.823 (sig>0.05) in acquisition scores in males and 
females, so test of comparison of means with the assumption of homogeneity of variances was performed (Table 
12). The significance between males and females on the acquisition scores was 0.693 (sig>0.05), so there existed 
no significant difference between males and females on the acquisition scores. 

 

Table 13. Test of homogeneity of variances 

Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig. 

.117 1 118 .733 

 

Table 14. Results of ANOVA test on the retention scores in male and female students 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 132.300 1 132.300 .266 .607 

Within Groups 58601.700 118 496.625   

Total 58734.000 119    

 

According to Table 13, significance of Levene’s Statisticswas 0.733 (sig>0.05) in retention scores in males and 
females, so test of comparison of means with the assumption of homogeneity of variances was performed (Table 
14). The significance between males and females on the retention scores was 0.607(sig>0.05), so there existed no 
significant difference between males and females on the retention scores. 
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The results of the ANOVA Test indicated that there existed a significant difference between the two instructional 
treatments’ results; however, the difference between the mean scores of males and females on acquisition and 
retention scores was not statistically significant; therefore, the answer to the first research question was positive 
while the second question’s answer was negative, i.e., the RP groups gained better results than RO groups on both 
acquisition and retention tests. This indicated that “Reading plus” method is more effective in increasing 
knowledge of vocabulary and long term retention then the “Reading only” method, and the results of male and 
female students’ performance on acquisition and retention tests via these methods was not significantly different. 

5. Conclusion 

The present study aimed at comparing the effectiveness of two instructional treatments (reading only and reading 
plus vocabulary- enhancement activities) on vocabulary acquisition and retention to explore how vocabulary 
learning can be improved more effectively. The main part of the research involved an instructional design 
approach, incorporating instructional intervention that may serve as a key for helping the learners. The results 
provided evidence to suggest that the RP approach increases vocabulary learning more than the RO approach. 
The present study showed that instructional intervention (RP approach) can be successfully used to improve EFL 
learners’ vocabulary learning. This finding is practical for EFL vocabulary instruction. By using 
thesesupplemental vocabulary activities students are able to focus on special vocabularies and understand the 
meanings and functions of them and learn more vocabularies. Based on Gass (1988) classification theory, the 
findings also showed that the use of different vocabulary exercises can makesuccessful and varied encounters 
with target words in the RP group. In addition, the resultsclarified that teachers’ expansionof lexical instruction 
would help students foster their vocabulary knowledge during a short period and focus on certain vocabularies 
for more practice. In conclusion, although reading for meaning appears to produce significant results in 
vocabulary learning, such reading supplemented with specific vocabulary exercises produces greater gains for 
the targeted words. This suggests that although instruction makes a difference, more focused instruction is 
desirable when the learning period is limited and specific vocabulary outcomes are sought. 
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Appendix  

Descriptive Statistics of the Scores 

Descriptive Statistics of the Pretest Scores 

 Group N Mean Std.Deviation 

Pretest Male RO 30 103.40 29.67 

RP 30 98.40 27.04 

Female RO 30 105.30 29.12 

RP 30 100.90 25.90 

Descriptive Statistics of the Acquisition Scores 

 Group N Mean Std.Deviation 

Acquisition Male RO 30 185.90 30.14 

RP 30 200.40 23.68 

Female RO 30 187.90 26.96 

RP 30 202.40 26.48 

Descriptive Statistics of the Retention Scores 

 Group N Mean Std.Deviation 

Retention Male RO 30 146.20 21.46 

RP 30 157.70 22.83 

Female RO 30 148.40 21.12 

RP 30 159.70 21.41 
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Descriptive Statistics of the Pretest Scores in Male and Female Students 

  N Mean Std.Deviation 

Pretest Female 60 103.1000 27.41192 

Male 60 100.9000 28.26071 

Descriptive Statistics of the Acquisition Scores in Male and Female Students 

  N Mean Std.Deviation 

Acquisition Female 60 195.1500 27.48 

Male 60 193.1500 27.85 

Descriptive Statistics of the Retention Scores in Male and Female Students 

  N Mean Std.Deviation 

Retention Female 60 154.05 21.84 

Male 60 151.95 22.72 
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