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ABSTRACT 

The present study is concerned with teaching the prefixes and its effect on vocabulary learning of Iranian 
intermediate EFL students. Vocabulary is a fundamental basis of every sentence in every language. 

Students
’
 vocabulary knowledge develops through a variety of ways. One of the most popular strategies in 

vocabulary learning supported by many researchers is using affix knowledge. Therefore, to obtain a 
complete picture of vocabulary learning concerning using affix knowledge, it would be desirable to 

observe the students
’
 performance in the light of their knowledge about prefixes. This study investigates 

the relationship between teaching prefixes and its effect on vocabulary knowledge of Iranian intermediate 

EFL learners. Based on this aim, 60 students at intermediate level of English participated in this study. 
They were randomly assigned to an experimental and a control group each comprising 30 participants. 

Before starting the treatment a pretest was administered to find out learners
’
 prefix knowledge at the 

beginning of the study. The control group received the traditional instruction while the experimental 
group was instructed to use prefixes in vocabulary learning. On last step a posttest was administered to 

both groups. Analysis of the results of independent sample t-test and two-way ANCOVA showed that the 

experimental group outperformed the control group significantly in the posttest. It was concluded 
teaching prefixes had a positive effect on learners

’
 vocabulary knowledge. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The trends of linguistic theory play a role in the development of language pedagogy. The earlier 

dominance of Chomskyan School of linguistics partly accounts for the general neglect of vocabulary 
acquisition in favor of syntactic development. However, the fact that foreign language learners generally 

see vocabulary learning as their first priority and report that they encounter considerable difficulty in 

vocabulary learning is extensively recognized by language teachers and repeatedly pointed out in various 

learning contexts. The argument that learning strategies are teachable also helps to break the myth that 
some learners have an aptitude for languages and thus achieve high language proficiency without too 

many efforts. The main goal of this study is for students to confidently infer unknown words meaning 

during reading in any subject area. One way teachers can assist students in learning new words is by 
teaching them the meaning of common affixes. This knowledge is important because words that use 

affixes are used across many subjects, for example the prefix 
‛
 tri-

’
 means three. In science the student 

may learn that a triangle has three sides. In history, student may come across the word triton in relation to 
Greek mythology. In art, a student could be asked to design a tri-fold. 
 

MATERIALS AND METHODS  

Examination of the best way to learn words has created a large body of research investigating how 
attention paid to the uses of affixal morphemes can improve overall growth in the effective vocabulary 

that a student has. Several important ideas have emerged from this discussion of the importance of prefix 

learning in language acquisition: the internal architecture of words; morphological knowledge; etymology 
strategy; vocabulary learning strategy and so on. One of the ways that students can develop their 

vocabulary is through knowledge of word building devices like affixes. The purpose of this study is to see 

the effects of systematic vocabulary teaching using prefixes on Iranian EFL learners, who have very little 
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affix knowledge before the teaching. More precisely, this study is designed to find answer to this question 

that what is the effect of teaching prefixes on vocabulary learning of intermediate EFL learners? To find 

out a proper answer for this question the researcher used the following design. 

Design of the Study 

This study used an experimental design. Participants were selected via an OPT test from among a 

population of 100 students. They were assigned randomly to an experimental group and a control group in 
two classes. Both classes took place in the morning. Both classes were given a pretest of vocabulary on 

the same day. The amount of time allotted to the learning in both classes was the same. Students in 

experimental group were taught using the explicit direction instruction (teaching prefixes) as treatment, 

and students in control group were taught using traditional way of vocabulary teaching (using dictionary) 
and received no treatment. Lessons were delivered two times per week, for approximately 90 minutes per 

lesson.  After one month a posttest of vocabulary was given to both the experimental and the control 

group. 

Participants 
Participants in this study included from two classes of English students, all in the intermediate level. They 

were selected via an OPT test as a homogeneity test and finally 60 students whose scores were one 
standard deviation above and one standard deviation below the mean were selected among 100 students 

who were studying in the first year of university. Each class had 30 students. They were randomly 

assigned to experimental and control group. The participants are both male and female university 

students, ranging from 20 to 27 years of age. Their sex was not considered a determining factor. They 
were Iranian native speaking. None of them has the experience of living in English speaking countries. 

Materials 

One instrument utilized before the treatment was an oxford placement test (OPT). It was originally 
intended to homogenize the research participants. 60 Iranian EFL learners with similar achievement levels 

in proficiency and vocabulary knowledge were selected. Then the subjects were given a pretest and 

posttest (see Appendices B and C) that were developed to test student vocabulary and decoding skills as 

they relate to prefixes. One group of questions tested student knowledge of the definitions, other 
questions tested students understanding of particular prefixes, identifying them and guess the meaning of 

them. The tests consist of 40 multiple choice questions. Although the questions were different, both the 

pretest and posttest were identical in structure, number of questions, and type of questions. The reliability 
of the test was calculated through Cronbach Alpha formula (r=0.84). 

Procedure 
Participants of this study were 60 EFL learners studying English as their major within the age range of 18 
to 22 of both males and females (at Islamic Azad University of Tonekabon, Iran). Their language 

proficiency level was determined by the OPT test. Then they were randomly assigned to one control 

group and one experimental group, each including thirty students. They were given a pretest with twenty 

multiple choice items. There were four possible answers related to the prefix of each word and students 
had to guess the correct answers. Student who guessed the correct meaning of the word received one 

point. The control group memorized some new words every class period for one month (each class takes 

place for one and a half hours twice a week). Students in control group had to come up with their own 
examples of how they can use each word in sentences. They followed their normal educational program 

and they were taught new vocabularies through traditional way of vocabulary teaching using dictionary. 

The teacher translated each word in Persian without any other help. The experimental group received the 
treatment. They studied new words with the help of etymology. Students analyze the meaning of the 

prefixes of each word in the class. They used prefixes, broke down words, get the meaning, and combined 

them together. The designed pretest was administer to the two groups to elicit evidence in order to 

compare with the posttest results. After completing the treatment sessions a posttest was administered. 
The control group received the same materials and the amount of time allotted to the learning in both 

groups was the same. The posttest results were gathered and compared with those of pretest. The analysis 

of data was carried out through SPSS software. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

One of the ways that students can develop their vocabulary is through knowledge of word building 

devices like affixes. Affixes in English include prefixes and suffixes. Using affix knowledge for 
vocabulary development is one of the most popular strategies supported by many researchers (Nation, 

1990). There are a lot of ways to improve our knowledge of vocabulary and one of these ways can be 

having knowledge of prefixes which can help learners in learning unfamiliar words. The main goal of this 
study is for students to confidently infer unknown words meaning during reading in any subject area. 

Words are building blocks in a language. By learning the lexical items, we start to develop knowledge of 

the target language. Based on our experience of being a language learner, we seem to have no hesitation 

in recognizing the importance of vocabulary in L2 learning. The research question of this study concerns 
the effectiveness for L2 learners of memorizing new words through learning prefixes as opposed to 

through a word translation approach. When it comes to teaching vocabulary, teachers in Iran tend to use 

the word translation approach, which is focused on emphasizing spelling and meaning. The way in which 
the researcher considered to analyze the row data and find appropriate result mentioned in the following 

sections. 

Methods of Analyzing Data 
For analyzing data the researcher used of descriptive statistics and inferential statistics methods. In 

descriptive statistics, mean and standard deviation and in inferential statistics, analysis of covariance 

(ANCOVA)  was used for comparing the results of pretest and posttest between control group and 

experimental group. 

Data Analysis and Findings 

The purpose of the pretest was to gauge if there was any significant difference between the levels of the 

two groups in the area of prefixes before treatment. The purpose of the posttest was to find out the 
difference in the students

’
 levels after treatment, between the experimental group and the control group 

and whether there was a significant movement and progress in the level of experimental group after 

teaching prefixes.  

The results of the two tests were analyzed through descriptive and inferential statistics methods. In 
another words, the scores of the tests were analyzed by using certain descriptive and inferential statistical 

techniques by using the SPSS program. In descriptive statistical analysis, the data is summarized and 

described numerically within a certain group of individuals. The criterion of Mean and Standard 
Deviation (SD) were used in carrying out the descriptive analysis of this research. The mean is the sum of 

all scores divided by the total number of items. It is the most commonly used and most widely applicable 

measure of the central tendency of distribution. The standard deviation is a measure of dispersion that 
gives information to the extent to which a set of scores is varied in relation to the mean. It is the positive 

square root of the variance and tries to find the variability of all scores around the mean. The larger the 

standard deviation, the more is the variability from the central point in the distribution indicating a 

heterogeneous group.  
The smaller the standard deviation, the closer is the distribution to the central point indicating a 

homogeneous group. In this study twenty multiple choice questions were given to the participants (both 

experimental and control group). The participants were asked to guess the meaning of the words. The 
mean and standard deviation of their scores is indicated in table below: 

 

Table 1: Descriptive analysis of the pretest of control and experimental group 

Std. Mean N Groups 

1.574 

1.455 

9.07 

9.43 

30 

30 

Experimental 

Control 

 

The above table displays that there are no essential differences between the mean of the experimental 
group 9.07 (SD=1.574) and the mean of control group 9.43 (SD=1.455) in the pretest. Therefore, this 

proved that the levels of the two groups were almost identical. 
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Table 2: Descriptive analysis of the posttest of experimental and control group  

Std. Mean N Groups 

1.311 

1.440 

16.73 

9.83 

30 

30 

Experimental 

Control 

 

Table 2 shows the mean scores of the experimental and control group after treatment (one month). The 

experimental group had a mean of 16.73 (SD=1.311) whereas the control group had a mean of 9.83 
(SD=1.440). Therefore, results of the above table proved that the mean of the experimental group was 

higher than the mean of the control group. That means the experimental group which was taught prefixes 

performed better than the control group. The mean of experimental group improved from pretest to 

posttest but there was not a significant change in mean of control group from pretest to posttest. So it was 
concluded that teaching prefixes improves learners

’
 vocabulary learning. 

Inferential Analysis of the Data 

Two-way between groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to see whether there was 
any significant difference between the experimental group and control group in the term of their posttest 

scores or not. Preliminary analysis were concluded to ensure that there was no violation of the 

assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variance, homogeneity of regression slope, and 
reliable measurement of the covariate (participants

’
 pretest scores of the two groups experimental and 

control groups were used as the covariate in this analysis). 

 

 
Figure 1: Homogeneity of regression slope in experimental and control group 

 

Figure 1 indicated that there was a linear relationship between pretest and posttest scores in both groups. 

If there was not a linear relationship (correlation) the researcher was not allowed to use of analysis of 

covariance (ANCOVA) in his/her study. 
 

Table 3: Levene’s test of equality of error variance 

Sig Df2 Df1 F 

.836 58 1 0043 
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Table 3 indicates that the sig value is 0.836, (α=0.05) so 0.836 >α indicating there was no violation of the 

assumption. 

 

Table 4: Homogeneity of regression slope 

ƞ
2

 Sig F Ms Df Ss 

.017 329 ..971 1.663 2 1.663 

 

The result of table 4.4 indicates that the sig value 0.329 is bigger than α=0.05 (p>α) so the F value (0.971) 

is not significant in statistics. Therefore, with confidence of 95% we can say we have homogeneity of 
regression slope. After the previous studying in the figure1 and table 3 and 4 the researcher can use 

analysis of covariance or ANCOVA. 

 

Table 5: Posttest 

SD. Mean N Groups 

.240 

.240 

16.78 

9.77 

30 

30 

Experimental 

Control 

 

In posttest the standard deviation error of both groups is the same. 

 

Table 6: Dependent Variable: posttest 

Source    Type III 

Sum       of 

Squares 

           Df   Mean 

Square 

       F          Sig.    Partial Eta     

Squared 

Corrected Model 726.583
a
 2 363.291 212.167 .000 .882 

Intercept 165.986 1 165.986 96.938 .000 .630 

Pretest 12.433 1 12.433 7.261 .009 .113 

Group 726.527 1 726.527 424.302 .000 .882 
Error 97.600 57 1.712    

Total 11411.000 60     

Corrected Total 824.183 59     

a. R Squared = .882 (Adjusted R Squared = .877) 
                                   

 Table 7: Analysis of results of covariance 

ƞ
2

 Sig F Ms Df Ss Source 

.882 .000 424.302 

 

726.527 

97.600 

2 

57 

726.527 

97.600 

Groups 

Errors 

 
As we can observe from the table 4.6 the sig value is 0.000 that is smaller than α (α=0.05) it means 

0.000<0.05, so with 95% confidence level, the researcher can claim prefix teaching have positive impact 

on the vocabulary development of Iranian EFL learners. F(1.57) = 424.302: p< 0.01: partial ɳ
2
 =0.882 

Results of Hypothesis Testing 

The major question addressed in this study was whether teaching prefixes would improve EFL learners
’
 

vocabulary learning at the intermediate level of language proficiency or not. In the data analysis section, it 
was indicated that teaching prefixes improved students vocabulary learning to statistically significant 

extent. According to the analysis that was done in this chapter, it was concluded that the mean of the 

experimental group who received the treatment was significantly higher than the scores of the group 

taking traditional teaching (by using dictionary and translation). By comparing the mean of pretest in two 
groups, it was observed that two groups were at the same level. When the mean of posttest of two groups 

were compared, it was observed that the mean of experimental group improved from pretest to posttest. 
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So it was concluded that teaching prefixes improved learners
’
 vocabulary learning. As table 4.6 showed, 

the level of sig 0.000 was smaller than the probability value, p-value = 0.000< α = 0.05. This indicated 

that the experimental group outperformed the control group. In other words, it revealed that the treatment 
given to the experimental group had affected this group to some extent. Therefore, the null hypothesis 

stating that prefix teaching has no effect on vocabulary learning was rejected. These results show that 

despite the students
’
 positive image of this strategy, many of them do not use of it in their own learning. 

However, teaching affixes would increase the number of words to be dealt with, possibly leading to a 

heavy learning burden on the learners. Thus this study focuses on prefixes only. Prefixes are keys to 

meaning. In many words, the meaning is clearly mapped into the prefix, as in interior, exterior, posterior, 

anterior, and ulterior. Prefixes are easy to find, because they are always at the beginning of the words, 
although it becomes tricky when the word has multiple prefixes, as in insubstantial. This knowledge 

enables learners to construct many English words correctly by learning to put the building blocks (e.g., 

affixes) together in the proper way and to determine the meanings of thousands of English words that 
have never seen or heard before (Fekri, 2011). This knowledge enables learners to remember new words 

much longer than they can remember by just learning unrelated word lists. It seems boring to learn new 

words by memorizing them. The result is that most people learn these words, but because they do not use 
them, they forget them. In contrast, teaching affixes aims to have students comprehend each word rather 

than just memorize each word one by one. Students need to be taught strategies that will assist them in 

decoding and comprehending foreign vocabulary words. There are some problems learners have with 

prefixes, the first one is meaning. Some prefixes have more than one meaning, e.g. in- (not, into), ex-(out, 
beyond, former). Also several prefixes have the same meaning (e.g., un-, in-, im-, ir-, dis-,). The second 

one is spelling. This is a problem mainly concerning higher levels when students have been exposed to 

many different variations of prefixes and words that go with them. In addition, it has many facets. The 
prefixes, il-, ir-, im- are all variations of the prefix in- and which to choose usually depends on the first 

letter of the word the prefix is attached to. This makes recognizing them as a prefix difficult and choosing 

the right one, too. The third one is identifying prefixes. Some words look as if they have a prefix attached 

to them but in reality they are single words (e.g., region, rectangle, read). As this is very often the case, 
this is an important issue. Morphological awareness apparently plays a significant role in L1 vocabulary 

development. The mean scores of the control group showed only a modest improvement. In addition, 

given the differences found between the experimental and control groups, there appears to be an 
advantage to teaching using prefixation knowledge. This study showed that the two groups are different, 

and given the higher mean values for the experimental group in posttest, there is a clear indication that 

using prefix training helped students acquires vocabulary better than regular grammar-translation 
methods. This study supports the claims that L2 morphological awareness appears to be developed 

gradually (Anglin, 1993; Ku and Anderson, 2003) and that understanding and manipulating the internal 

structure of words is correlated with L1 vocabulary growth (Anglin, 1993; Nagy and Scott, 1990). 

Morphemic analysis instruction can help L2 learners independently learn new vocabulary and take charge 
of their own vocabulary development. In addition, it is important that teachers utilize methods that suit the 

students
’
 level and needs. Before deciding whether the learners need explicit morphological analysis to 

boost their vocabulary knowledge, the learners
’
 morphological awareness and their vocabulary size 

should be investigated. In short, teachers should not neglect vocabulary acquisition. For example, it is 

suggested to teachers that using an affixation based teaching method was superior to pure memorization 

of vocabulary. The teachers
’
 role is also important because the teachers’ interest and teaching style affect 

students
’
 learning. In this study an opt test was administered to 100 students from Azad university of 

Tonekabon to be sure of the homogeneity of the participants. Those who were located one standard 

deviation above and below the mean were selected for data analysis. So 60 students were selected as 

participants of intermediate level. Afterward, the researcher randomly made two classes and called the 
two classes as experimental group and the other control group each of them including 30 students (this is 

in line with the design of this research, which is quasi-experimental). Then the participant in two groups 

participated in the pretest consisting of a multiple choice test, via 8 sessions of treatment. The participants 
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in the experimental group work on prefixes which were represented by the teachers while in the control 

group, the same material was taught by using the traditional method of teaching the vocabulary learning. 

After the treatment phase was over, the participants in both groups participated for the posttest. By 
comparing the mean of pretest with the mean of posttest of two groups, it was observed that the mean of 

experimental group was higher than the mean of control group. The result of this study showed that the 

amount of sig for source of variation is sig< 0.05 (0.000< 0.05). Thus, the null hypothesis stating that 
teaching prefixes do not have any impact on the development of the Iranian EFL learners

’
 vocabulary 

learning. It can be seen in this result and previous findings, the scores of students who had used the prefix 

knowledge were greater than the scores of students who had used dictionary and translation in learning 

vocabulary. 
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