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Abstract: The social cultural theory posits that meaningful social interaction may assist second language (L2)
development. This case study attempted to examine the role of meaningful social interaction via informal
interaction in L2 semantic and lexical development of a female preschool L2 learner. A set of narrative sequential
pictures was used as an instrument in this study. The child’s pre- and post-descriptions of the selected pictures
were compared to model descriptions to trace her semantic and lexical development. Semantic development
analysis was conducted using a revised content rating score. The child’s lexical development was analyzed
using latent content analysis by comparing the wordings between the child’s post-description and the
wordings in the child’s pre-descriptions with the words and their usage in the model description as the
benchmark for lexical development. The results show semantic and lexical development as products of
meaningful social interaction. 
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INTRODUCTION The finding indicates significant gains in reading

Following the Vygotskyan’s view, the socio-cultural interaction between the teacher and the students. This
theory contends that language development is a socio- finding supports the socio-cultural notion that meaningful
genesis product of meaningful social interactions. As interaction has a potential in enhancing L2
such, the socio-cultural view sees that meaningful social comprehension competence and lexical acquisition. In
interaction has a great impact on the development of a another study, [7] examined how teacher-student social
second language (L2) (e.g., [1]; [2]; [3]). The theory interaction using musical project as mediation may
advocates L2 acquisition as a semiotic process where contribute to the development of English as foreign
participation in socially mediated activities is essential [4]. language (EFL) among third graders. Despite the
The theory also posits that language development is a challenging language tasks used in the study, meaningful
collaborative achievement and not an isolated individual’s interaction approach had contributed to a significant
effort. [5] states that a child acquires knowledge through improvement in the participants’ language level. [8]
contacts and interactions with people as the first step, longitudinally studied the role of meaningful interaction
then later incorporates and internalizes the knowledge in improving ELL pre-kindergarten children’s academic
adding his or her personal value to it. This transition from language. The results show significant achievement in
social to personal entity is not simply a copy, but a learning outcomes as a result of the use of meaningful
change of what has been learnt in the course of interaction in the intervention program. In another study,
interaction, into personal values. the finding of [8] study provides further evidence on the

Studies have shown that meaningful interaction may role of meaningful interaction which can be extended to
contribute to language development. For example, [6] the academic domain involving L2. As contended by [7],
conducted a study on the effect of social interaction on a better understanding of L2 development particularly
reading comprehension and vocabulary knowledge among young learners can be acquired by examining
among young struggling English language learners (ELL). stimulant-based interactions in L2 between an L2 child

comprehension and vocabulary knowledge via meaningful
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and a sophisticated L2 user. On this platform, the present The child participant in this study was a 3 ½ years
study attempted to unravel the role of meaningful social
interaction in L2 semantic and lexical development in a
young learner in the Malaysian setting. 

Social interaction may serve as an effective
mediational tool for L2 development (e.g., [9]; [10]; [11]).
However, the roles of social interaction in L2 development
in the Malaysian setting had been generally conducted
for older learners (e.g., [12]; [13]; [14]; [15]). Hence,
considering the scarcity of studies on L2 development
among young learners within the Malaysian setting, the
present study attempted to find out how social interaction
with a young English language learner may assist L2
semantic and lexical development. The findings of this
study may have implications for young L2 learners, not
only in the Malaysian setting, but also in other non-
English speaking contexts.

Methodology: The purpose of this study was to examine
the role of meaningful social interactions on the L2
semantic and lexical development in a young L2 learner.
This study sought to answer the following questions:

What are the roles of meaningful social interactions
in an L2 learner semantic development?
What are the roles of meaningful social interactions
in an L2 learner lexical development?

Research Setting: This study was conducted in the
Malaysian setting at the participant’s home. The child’s
home was selected as the research venue not only for the
natural setting purpose, but also in order to provide an
environment which was conducive to the child’s
willingness to participate especially with the presence of
the mother in the setting. 

Procedure: This study, which was a replication of [3]
study used narrative illustrations as the mediation of
social interaction aimed at enhancing a young L2 learner’s
semantic as well as lexical development. The current study
was also a delayed post-language performance study. The
present study was designed as a short-term study that
conforms to the common formal instructional period for
young L2 learners. Such a decision was made considering
the purpose of the study was to find out the contribution
of social interaction to L2 development within formal
instructional settings. Therefore, social interaction can
only be considered an effective approach for L2 lexical
and semantic development if it works within a common
formal instructional time framework.

old female English language learner. She is a considerably
competent L1 user but a limited L2 user. Prior to the study,
data on the child’s L2 level and exposure was acquired
from the mother. These data were used in determining the
nature and language level for the model descriptions for
the selected illustrations. The model language provider
served as the language model to the child in this study. A
pre-school level picture book, comprising 24 narrative
illustrations in the form of multi-colored drawings, was
used as the instrument for this study. The selected book
was used because it comprises a large number of
illustrations. The use of numerous pictures enables the
provision of a wide variety of vocabulary in the model
descriptions. In order to trace if the child is able to
reproduce the similar L2 word items with context
appropriate usage as in the model descriptions in
describing the pictures, the child needs to understand the
semantic aspects of each description. In general, each
picture contains actions and nouns. The density of the
actions and nouns increases in the sequence of the
pictures. Thus, the illustrations involve simple to complex
descriptions. The language and the types of L2 word
items used in the model descriptions were designed to be
age-appropriate to ensure that the input was
comprehensible [16] to the child. The model descriptions
for the 24 illustrations were validated by two experts in
English as a second language. The experts were provided
with the illustrations and the corresponding model
description similar to the reliability procedure conducted
in [3] study. Using a 5-point Likert scale (Strongly
Disagree to Strongly Agree), the experts were asked to
rate the extent to which each model description represents
the corresponding illustration based on their professional
judgment. The reliability was 0.92.

Employing [3] pre-post language performance
comparison procedure, the study was also conducted in
a three-phase sequence. The first phase occurred before
the language modeling commenced. During this initial
stage of the experiment, the child was shown the selected
illustrations. The pre-description task was conducted in
four sessions on four consecutive days. Each time, the
model language provider sat with the child in a quiet room
and showed the illustrations one by one in sequence as
they are presented in the book. The model language
provider elicited the pre-description of approximately ten
pictures in each pre-describing session by asking the
same instructive questions (“Tell me about this picture?”).
These data provided the model language provider with
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the child’s  current  language   level   data  concerning her “What  are  they  doing?”;  “After  that….”;  “Then…..”
ability  in  describing  the  pictures  on  her  own  in  L2 The pre- and post-describing sessions were tape recorded
prior to the interactive communication with the L2 expert throughout.
adult.

On the fourth day immediately after the pre- Analysis of Data
description data collection, the second phase of the study Analysis of Semantic Development: Semantic
commenced in which the model language provider began development was analyzed based on content analysis of
the social interaction with the child using the illustrations the child’s post-description using the adapted model of
as the object of interaction. The model language [17] content reproduction rating as shown in  Table 1.
provider’s input was controlled to conform to the model The child was given a score ranging from 0 to 5 points.
description. The social interaction sessions on the This rating was selected due to its function in measuring
illustrations were spread out in three weeks and were children’s ability to tell stories of various lengths.
conducted on variable days instead of on consecutive Reliability procedure was conducted by two experts in
days, however, with the same procedure and exact pre- English as a Second Language (ESL) for the content
determined model of language in describing the analysis rating. The ESL experts were required to indicate
illustrations. Each session lasted about twenty minutes. their agreement or disagreement on the criteria of the
During each social interaction session, the child was rating using a 5-point Likert scale. The inter-rater
allowed to negotiate meaning by asking questions, to reliability index was 0.83. Table 1 provides the rubric for
confirm or clarify around the model’s description of the content rating based on [17].
pictures or illustrations. The social interaction session for
each narrative picture was conducted twice within the Analysis of Lexical Development: The child’s lexical
modeling period. At the end of the fourth week, the model development was analyzed qualitatively using latent
language  provider  stopped   the   language   modeling content analysis by comparing the words used in her pre-
sessions and deliberately allowed one week gap before descriptions and her post-descriptions of the selected
the post-description data were acquired. This was to see illustrations. If a new word item apart from what the child
if the child was able to retain the input after the treatment mentioned in her pre-descriptions emerged in her post-
gap. description of the same illustration, the child was assumed

The third phase of the study was the delayed post- to have acquired the new word items via structured
test stage. At the end of the fifth week, the model meaningful interaction with the experimenter. The child
language provider once again sat with the child in the must also able to use the new words which did not appear
same quiet room and posted the same instructive in her pre-descriptions with appropriate meaning in
questions to the child as in the pre-description session context as suggested in the model description. If such a
(“Tell me about this picture?”). The model language case is evidence in the child’s post-descriptions, an
provider  stopped  each  session  when the child inference will be made that the child’s post description
requested to stop the session. The child described the data had indicated a lexical development through the
illustrations in three post-describing sessions. During mediation of meaningful interaction using language as a
each post-description session, the model language tool for communication. Since the focus on lexical
provider assisted the child when she halted for a long time development was only on the similarities in words used in
in describing some of the illustrations. This was to enable adult’s description and the child’s post-descriptions,
the child to continue the description process. The thus, qualitative analysis was considered sufficient to
facilitating questions, phrases and  words  were  such  as, indicate lexical acquisition.

Table 1: Content rating

5 points: Relationships between characters in the descriptions and relevant contexts are preserved with some changes in wording

4 points: Substitution occurs, however, related to original content but inadequate or important segment of the descriptions is deleted

3 points: Unrelated substitution occurs or meaning is changed but not completely altered

2 points: A major portion of the description is deleted with no presupposition present or meaning is drastically altered

1 point: Production of only word fragments from the original descriptions are present and none of the suggested meaning is present

0 point: Description is not reproduced at all.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION illustrations by preserving the relationships between

Content Reproduction Analysis: In analyzing the content, difference in wording than the model descriptions. This
Table 2 was constructed to show the rating of content of indicates the child’s ability to primarily comprehend the
the child’s post-description. Table 1 serves as the basis intended content in the model description. For illustration
in generating Tables 2 and 3, which analyses were which scored 5 points, the child used a generally similar
conducted on the assumption that the content for each surface structure in most of her post-description for the
illustration in model descriptions was considered as a 5- respective illustrations as in the model descriptions.
point score. Based on the data, the child refused to make any attempt

Based on the finding presented in Table 4, the child in describing illustration 6 for the post-description, in
in this study was primarily able to reproduce about 54% which she repeatedly responded with “I don’t know”. The
of the target description with a slight content omission for child’s pre-description for the same illustration shows that
illustrations 3, 8, 10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 19, 21, 22, 23, 24. she was able to partially make some meaningful
Nonetheless, such omission in her descriptions in general, descriptions. Hence, it is reasonable to conclude that she
did not alter the proposed content in the model might be able to describe the illustration as modeled by
descriptions. Approximately 30% of the child’s the experimenter, either in part or in full.
reproduction of the descriptions scored 5 points for The child in this study was able to perform better in
illustrations 1, 2, 4, 9, 11, 14 and 18. This finding provides the post-description in comparison to his pre-description
evidence   that the    child    was   able   to   describe  the performance (Table 4). In fact, a  major   segment   of   her

characters in the relevant context although with a slight

Table 2: Post-Description Content Rating Scores

Narrative Illustration Sequence Pre-Description Score Post-Description Score Narrative Illustration Sequence Pre-Description Score Post-Description Score

1 1 5 13 2 4
2 1 5 14 2 5
3 1 4 15 2 4
4 1 5 16 1 4
5 1 2 17 1 4
6 1 0 18 1 5
7 1 2 19 2 4
8 1 4 20 1 2
9 2 5 21 1 4
10 2 4 22 1 4
11 2 5 23 3 4
12 1 4 24 2 4

Table 3: Percentage of Pre-Description Based on Content Rating Scores 

Content Rating Score Pre-Description % Illustrations

5 0 -
4 0 -
3 4.2 23
2 33.3 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 19, 24
1 62.5 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 12, 16, 17, 18, 20, 21, 22
0 4.2 6

Table 4: Percentage of Post-Description Based on Content Rating Scores 

Content Rating Score Post Description % Illustrations

5 29.2 1, 2, 4, 9, 11, 14,18
4 54.2 3, 8, 10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 19, 21, 22, 23, 24 
3 8.3 7, 20
2 0 -
1 0 -
0 4.2 6
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pre-description was mainly in isolated fragments which The example in narrative illustration 1 (Table 5a)
hardly  explained  the   correspondence   illustrations. shows that the child acquired the noun ‘gigantic’ and
However, her post-descriptions which primarily scored 4 ‘furry’, as similarly used as in the model description. She
and 5 points suggest close mappings to the model did not use the native language at all as she did in her pre-
descriptions after interactive exchanges on the description, which description is a vast difference than
illustrations with a language superior adult. Such semantic the target model and much less intelligible. 
development provides the evidence that meaningful social With    reference    to    narrative    illustration 3
interaction between the child and the superior adult plays (Table  5b),  the  child  was  able  to  reproduce  word
a role in assisting the child’s semantic  development as items such as ‘gorgeous’, ‘red’ and ‘look’ as used in the
suggested by the socio-cultural theory. Without model description, which an indication of lexical
meaningful interactions, the child would not be able to development through meaningful social interaction. This
convey meaning which was reflected by her better is despite the data that the child was not able to produce
performance a in the post-describing tasks. The finding of the word ‘variety’ which was used in the model
this study is in line with the finding of [6] to support the description.
role of meaningful interactions via the mediation of The example for narrative illustration 7 (Table 5c)
language as a tool for improving L2 comprehension. suggests    that the   child   has   acquired   L2  word
Hence, it can be reasonably construed that the overall items such as ‘bridge’, ‘fishing’ and ‘fishing rod’, which
data on semantic analysis in this study support the socio- L2 word items are not in her pre-descriptions. The
cultural notion that meaningful interaction using language evidence that she code switched frequently in her pre-
as the tool for communication has its significant share in description can be inferred as due to her lacking of L2
enhancing meaning making in L2. words in describing this particular illustration. However,

Lexical Development Analysis: When the comparison description of the illustration after receiving exposure to
was made amongst the three description scripts, some L2 word items via meaningful interaction with the
new lexical items seemed to have been successfully experimenter.
acquired by the child based on the reproduction of the Table  5d  demonstrates  the   evidence   of  the
word items in the child’s post-description scripts. In order child’s acquisition of L2 word items such as ‘lake’,
to show lexical development as a result of interaction ‘pointing’,  ‘rowing’  and  ‘boats’.   This   is in  contrast
meaningful, it would be appropriate to provide the sample to  her  more  simplistic  pre-description  for this
scripts that show some examples of the child’s illustration. Such contrast provides evidence that
reproduction of context-appropriate use of the modelled meaningful social interaction plays a role in L2 lexical
word items as evidence of L2 lexical development. development.

she was able to provide a richer and more relevant

Table 5a: Lexical Analysis

Narrative Illustrations Model Description Script The Child’s Pre-Description Script The Child’s Post-Description Script

Illustration 1 This is a dog. It is a gigantic dog. Errrr… ‘ni apa?’ Dog… (Unintelligible)…throw the This a dog. It’s gigantic dog! It’s furry

The dog is furry. ball…Dog… ‘dia main kasut’.‘Kasut’ – shoes… dog.

Table 5b: Lexical Analysis

Narrative Illustrations Model Description Script The Child’s Pre-Description Script The Child’s Post-Description Script

Illustration 3 There are a variety of toys. … Toy. Toys, toys – ‘mainan’. Play… (The girl –whispering). The toy in the

The doll in red looks gorgeous. red are… look gorgeous! Look gorgeous!

Table 5c: Lexical Analysis

Narrative Illustrations Model Description Script The Child’s Pre-Description Script The Child’s Post-Description Script

Illustration 7 The boy and the girl are fishing near Boy… girl…Mama, ‘ni buat apa?’ The girl The girl is……Fishing, fishing rod…

a bridge. They are holding fishing rods. ‘kat mana?’ The boy… boy ‘buat apa’? (unintelligible). A bridge (laughing).

‘Dia main tali.’ Holding fishing rod. 
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Table 5d: Lexical Analysis

Narrative Illustrations Model Description Script The Child’s Pre-Description Script The Child’s Post-Description Script

Illustration 10 The boy and the girl are at the lake. Errr… the boy, girl. Mmmm, … water The girl and the boy are at the lake.
The girl is pointing to the lake. Pointing to the lake..… ‘Tak tau’…
Many people are rowing their boats. Rowing the boats

Table 5e: Lexical Analysis

Narrative Illustrations Model Description Script The Child’s Pre-Description Script The Child’s Post-Description Script

Illustration 11 The boy and the girl are looking at their Duck… errr, rubber duck. Boy, girl. The boy and the girl are looking at
reflections in the water. There are two ‘Dia pergi masuk air’. ‘Air’ – water. reflection in the waters. Two ducks
ducks swimming in the water. swimming in the water.

Table 5f: Lexical Analysis

Narrative Illustrations Model Description Script The Child’s Pre-Description Script The Child’s Post-Description Script

Illustration 12 The boy is rowing his yellow boat. Next picture… dog. The dog want… Rowing...The boy is yellow boot…The
The dog is floating next to the boat. the dog is went to water. dog is … floating next to the boat.

Table 5g: Lexical Analysis

Narrative Illustrations Model Description Script The Child’s Pre-Description Script The Child’s Post-Description Script

Illustration 14 The girl is sitting on a tree branch. Boy, girl… boy girl is a tree. Errr… The boy is standing on the tree trunk.
The boy is standing on the tree trunk. dog..The dog is… ‘duduk bawah’ (laughing). The girl is sitting on the tree branch. The
The dog is barking at the boy and the girl. dog is barking and the dog and the girl.

Another instance of lexical development is reflected items is also in the context of appropriate manner. As
in the  post-description  of  narrative  illustration 11 such, meaningful social interaction could be used as a
(Table 5e) with the reproduction of the word items such as vehicle for young L2 learners to acquire not only L2 word
‘reflection’ and ‘swimming’. The child’s post-description items, but also the acquisition of context-appropriate
seems to map very closely to the model description in meaning.
terms of wording. 

The reproduction of L2 word items such as ‘rowing’, CONCLUSION
‘yellow’ and ‘floating’ for illustration 12 (Table 5f) which
do not appear in the child’s pre-description is also an The findings in this study show that the young L2
indication of L2 lexical development as the outcome of learner exhibits semantic and lexical development as the
meaningful social interaction. outcomes of meaningful social interaction. Besides the

Another example of L2 lexical development can also indication of the child’s development in meaning
be traced in the child’s post-description for illustration 14 processing, social interaction also seems to contribute to
(Table 5g). The child reproduced word items such as L2 lexical acquisition in terms of words and meaning in
‘standing’, ‘tree trunk’, ‘tree branch’ and ‘barking’. appropriate context; an indication of meaningful and
Although the message was altered in terms of description, functionalistic surface and deep structure acquisition.
the child was able to reproduce the targeted lexical items Hence, based on the findings of this case study, it can be
in context appropriate manner. concluded that meaningful social interaction seems to

The findings on lexical development in this study play a significant role in semantic and lexical development
corroborates with the finding of [3] study and [5] theory in L2 acquisition. Although this study was conducted
which has been supported by many L2 researchers (e.g., within a short period of time, the results of the study
[1]; [7]) on the role of social interaction in language demonstrate the positive contribution of meaningful
development. The findings on lexical analysis in this social interaction to the development of L2 acquisition in
study indicate that meaningful social interaction could  be terms of semantic processing and context-appropriate
used as a vehicle for lexical development in L2 for young lexical acquisition. Therefore, in relation to the findings of
L2 learners. Social interaction not only assists young L2 this study, [3] suggestion is reinforced on the use of
learners with limited L2 resource to acquire L2 lexical items meaningful social interaction in enhancing L2 lexical and
effectively, but the learners’ reproduction of the lexical semantic development especially in the formal



World Appl. Sci. J., 31 (4): 449-455, 2014

455

instructional setting, not only for young L2 learners, but 9. Hatch, E., 1978. Discourse analysis and second
also for older L2 learners particularly those with limited L2 language acquisition. In E. Hatch (Ed.) Second
resources and perhaps using more sophisticated L2 input Language Acquisition: A Book of Reading. Newbury
in the social interaction with more advanced L2 learners. House.
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