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ABSTRACT 

Since the Involvement Load Hypothesis was developed two decades ago, a colossal amount of 

empirical studies have been conducted to verify its predictive or explanatory power through 

comparison of various kinds of word-focused tasks with different involvement load indices. 

Extant findings barely lend a full credence to the prediction of the hypothesis, and modifications 

to its model were proposed but spread in different papers based on their experimental results 

with a limited number of variables manipulated. Despite these corrections, recent studies still 

use the old model to explain task comparison results. By integrating refinements supported by 

tangible experimental evidence, this study proposed an expanded theoretical framework of the 

Involvement Load Hypothesis with a new component, frequency of word usage, and 

modification to the tenets of the existing three components.  

Keywords: involvement load hypothesis, incidental vocabulary acquisition, vocabulary task 

1. Introduction 

Vocabulary knowledge is a crucial component in second language acquisition closely relating 

to both L2 subskills and overall proficiency (Webb & Nation, 2017). In English learning, 
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vocabulary inadequacy is a major obstacle faced by many EFL learners (Goh & Ang-Aw, 2018) 

because of its astronomical vocabulary size. For at least 9,000 word families is considered to 

be sufficient to read extensively (Vilkaitė-Lozdienė & Schmitt, 2020), but such an amount is 

unreachable for most EFL learners, whose vocabulary size can rarely reach over 4,000 words 

after finishing secondary school education (Miralpeix, 2020). Therefore, EFL learners need to 

pick up words by themselves as a concomitant in reading books or watching videos (Pellicer-

Sánchez, 2020; Perez, 2020). This method of learning is called incidental vocabulary 

acquisition, which was proved to be a feasible way to accumulate a large number of words but 

at a very slow pace (Thomas, 2020). So word-focus tasks while reading or listening are 

advocated to improve learning efficiency (Laufer, 2020). Although it is traditionally held that 

words rehearsed frequently and processed more elaborately tend to have stronger traces in 

memory, such mental effort cannot be operationalized nor can the relative effect of different 

tasks be predicted until the introduction of the Involvement Load Hypothesis (ILH) (Newton, 

2020). 

The ILH has been extensively tested to verify its predictive or explanatory power, and the two 

papers by Hulstijn and Laufer have been cited and referred to over 2000 times (Yanagisawa & 

Webb, 2021). However, the results produced are mixed. Very few research yield results exactly 

as the prediction of the hypothesis (San Mateo-Valdehíta & Chacón-García, 2019; Silva & 

Otwinowska, 2018), while most studies only partially support the ILH (Huang et al., 2012; Xie 

et al., 2017). Therefore, there are proposals to refine the hypothesis to boost its explanatory 

power, but the refinements advocated are subtle and spread in different papers based on their 

own findings from experiments focusing on a limited number of variables (Lee & Pulido, 2017; 

Teng & Zhang, 2021; Yang & Cao, 2021; Zou, 2017). Also, despite these refinements, recent 

studies still adopt the original model of the ILH to explain experimental results of task 

comparison (Ansarin & Khabbazi, 2021; Ehsani & Karami, 2022). There is still no overall 

theoretical framework accounting for vocabulary acquisition (Schmitt, 2019) and there have 

been calls to expand the original model of the ILH (Nation & Webb, 2011; Rassaei, 2017; Taheri 

& Rezaie Golandouz, 2021). To address this gap, this paper aims to refine the ILH by 

assembling the sporadic modifications proposed in the existing literature to an expanded 



Asia-Pacific Journal of Business, Humanities and Education  Vol 7, No 2, December 2022 

64 
 

theoretical framework, which will serve for future empirical research on task effectiveness on 

incidental vocabulary learning. 

 

2. Research Background & Framework 

The ILH was conceived by Laufer and Hulstijin in their monumental paper (Laufer & Hulstijn, 

2001), which indicated that the involvement load (IL) index of a certain task can be calculated 

through three components, Need, Search and Evaluation with levels of involvement signified 

through signs of minus (-) and (+). Need is of motivational dimension and has 3 degrees of 

prominence, with being absent (-) when a certain word is not used, moderate (+) when a word 

is required by external parties, or strong (++) when the need to use a word is intrinsically 

triggered (Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001). The other two components are of cognitive dimension 

attending to form-meaning mappings (Laufer, 2020). Search is to find the form or meaning of 

a given word with only two states, either absent (-) when words and their meanings are already 

provided in marginal glosses or moderate (+) to look up a word in a dictionary (Laufer, 2003). 

Evaluation is about comparison with three levels, with being absent (-), or moderate (+) when 

choosing a particular word among others or a meaning for a polysemantic word that fits a given 

context, or strong (++) when words being combined to create a grammatically and semantically 

legitimate original sentence (Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001). The involvement load of a task is the 

sum of the prominence degree carried by the three components and under equivalent conditions, 

and it assumes that the task with higher involvement load (abbreviated as IL in the following 

section) indices is more effective than a task with lower indices (Laufer, 2020). It was first 

tested by the authors in another paper (Hulstijn & Laufer, 2001), which served as a norm to test 

tasks with different involvement loads in experimental settings.  

 

3. Review of Literature & Discussion 

According to the meta-analysis by Yanagisawa and Webb (2021), the ILH only accounts for 15% 

of the variance of the ILH testing results of initial acquisition, and a much lower percentage, 

only 5%, is observed in delayed tests after one to four weeks. For instance, Laufer (2003), 

Eckerth and Tavakoli (2012), and Yang et al. (2017) found that tasks with higher IL significantly 
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outscored tasks with lower IL in the immediate test but such superiority disappeared after one 

or two weeks. There are also studies indicating that the ILH even fails to explain the results of 

the immediate test (Bao, 2015; Kaivanpanah et al., 2020; Keating, 2008; San Mateo-Valdehíta 

& Chacón-García, 2019). Therefore, there are two major strands of research attempting to boost 

the explanatory power of the ILH. One research direction is to account for the variance 

unexplained by the ILH model in the vocabulary learning process by examining moderating 

factors peripheral to the task, such as learners’ characteristics like metacognitive strategies 

(Teng & Zhang, 2021), language aptitude (Yang & Cao, 2021) or working memory capacity 

(Ansarin & Khabbazi, 2021), and their interactive effects with tasks on vocabulary learning 

outcomes, and take further steps to propose scenarios or learning conditions that the ILH can 

better be accommodated to. Another strand of research is concerned with modifying and 

expanding the core components to increase the proportion of variance in vocabulary tests that 

ILH can explain (Laufer, 2020; Papi, 2018; Silva & Otwinowska, 2018; Taheri & Rezaie 

Golandouz, 2021; Zou, 2017). The following is to introduce the sources and elaborate on the 

justification for modification to the original ILH model. And to briefly demonstrate the 

involvement load of a certain task, the initial letters of the three components will be used 

followed by their degree of prominence. For example, a task with moderate involvement in all 

three components will be listed as “task name” (N+S+E+).  

 

The Need Component 

Although the need is determined to be strong when the learner voluntarily employs the targeted 

words in a task, in experimental settings it is generally held at a moderate level (Kaivanpanah 

et al., 2020; Rassaei, 2017; San Mateo-Valdehíta & Chacón-García, 2019; Teng & Zhang, 2021; 

Yang & Cao, 2021) because the motivation to use the targeted words is always imposed by the 

researcher, an external party (Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001). The self-driven motivation of the 

learner against the designated words employed is a paradox situation, which is not very likely 

to be resolved in the current stage. Rassaei (2017) marked the task of self-generating and 

answering questions to be of strong Need component. Although the question was composed 

autonomously by the learner, the targeted words were deliberately required in the task direction 
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to be used in the answers and thus violate the tenets of the ILH. Also, this experimental result 

didn’t support the superiority of the question-generated task, which was less conducive to 

overall vocabulary learning than another task with equal IL indices (Rassaei, 2017). This shows 

that the effect of strong Needs remains to be explored (Yanagisawa & Webb, 2021). The 

perceived necessity to engage with a certain word is difficult to observe and varies greatly 

among the students or on the different words, and it is difficult to manipulate in empirical 

research (Tang & Treffers-Daller, 2016). In addition, if a strong Need continues to be viewed 

as a hidden impulse contingent solely by the learners, then it is not appropriate as a task model 

for a candidate. Instead, a strong Need can be a phenomenon associated with the word-focus 

task, and then this notion is operative in the experiment.  

Motivation is unequivocally an important variable, whether intrinsic or extrinsic, which closely 

correlates with achievements of L2 vocabulary learning and permeates all stages of its learning 

process (Folse, 2011; Tanaka, 2017; Tseng & Schmitt, 2008). The magnitude of motivation has 

a tremendous impact on vocabulary learning outcomes (Lee & Pulido, 2017), but it is rather a 

complicated construct and is measured in different ways (Macintyre et al., 2009). However, 

Zheng (2012) indicated that motivation covaried with many other factors. So, it may provide a 

solution to distinguish the different magnitudes of this implicit entity through a more explicit 

phenomenon. Although no concrete scheme was proposed to refine the Need component, the 

following study may shed light on a way around to integrate the motivational construct into the 

ILH model. Instead of viewing motivation from a purely quantitative perspective, Papi (2018) 

applied the regulatory fit theory in the experiment to reveal a qualitative connection between 

the motivational and connective dimensions of second language learning and concluded that 

open tasks entailed creativity, which led to active participation and trigger eager behavior fitting 

a promotion focus. Whereas close task drives learners to adopt intent and considerate strategies 

to avoid mistakes and thus take a prevention stand according to the regulatory fit theory. 

Therefore, a task requiring creativity can initiate a stronger Need and more involvement in 

cognitive processing. However, since creativity can be more tangibly captured in the Evaluation 

component expatiated in the subsequent section, the Need in the new model will only be a 

binary variable with absent (-) or moderate (-) level. 
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The Search Component 

Unlike Need and Evaluation, Search is a binary variable with only two levels at all attempts to 

locate the form or meaning of a word, such as consulting a dictionary or asking a teacher, and 

is considered to impose equal mental effort. In her recent paper, Laufer, who co-designed the 

ILH noted that the Search could be strong when the learner tried to locate a word form to express 

a familiar meaning (Laufer, 2020). However, no tenets or task instance was put forward in her 

paper to operationalize such a strong Search and the statement was vague with no clear 

boundary from moderate search. Because consulting an L1-L2 dictionary can fulfill the purpose 

of finding an L2 form for a familiar L1 meaning, but it is considered to be a moderate search in 

the original model. And fortunately, findings from Huang and Lin (2014) can be enlightening 

to propose a strong Search stipulation. With every targeted word occurring three times in the 

reading materials, they found that the group reading with gloss for the first occurrence, 

retrieving for the second occurrence, and with gloss again in the third, significantly and 

consistently outflanked another group reading with gloss in every occurrence all through the 

tests on form recall, meaning recall and meaning recognition conducted immediately after 

reading and even in another batch after two weeks. This finding suggests that opportunity to 

retrieve words from the mental lexicon after the initial encounter strongly escalates the form-

meaning connections. Although there is no comparison of the gloss-retrieval task with 

dictionary consultation, which is supposed to induce moderate Search, previous research 

showed that looking up words in a dictionary cannot yield such an overwhelming and long-

lasting effect compared to marginal gloss (Ghabanchi & Ayoubi, 2012; Un-udom, 2018). So, 

combining the new idea of Laufer (2020), a strong Search is to further retrieve word form 

internally from the mental lexicon after the initial construction of form-meaning connection. 

There are also some other strong Search elements advocated, such as semantic mapping (Ong 

& Zhang, 2018) and guessing unknown words from context (Khoii & Sharififar, 2013). In 

addition, there is empirical evidence that lexical inferencing often leads to wrong answers 

(Nassaji, 2006) and has negative influence on encoding new words into long-term memory 

(Martínez-Fernández, 2008; Yoshii, 2013). Also, these two tasks entail more word comparison 
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to assess the suitability of a word in a sketch map or deduce its meaning through clues provided 

by other words around. That is how the word is used in context. Such cognitive efforts are 

Evaluation rather than Search behavior (Teng & Zhang, 2021), and therefore not suitable to 

integrate into the new model.  

Evaluation Component 

Evaluation, especially strong evaluation requiring vocabulary output, is considered to better 

facilitate vocabulary acquisition than input-based activities because it strengthens the form and 

meaning linkages of the words (Hu & Nassaji, 2016; Huang et al., 2012; Pichette et al., 2012). 

Laufer (2003) assigned tasks with the same overall IL indices, reading with a dictionary and 

filling in blanks (N+S+E+), and writing a composition with glossed words (N+S-E++) to her 

participants, but found that the composition task helped to retain the double amount of words 

two weeks later, suggesting that productive task left a deeper trace in memory. Wang et al. 

(2014) had a similar discovery that the group who read the passage and write sentences with 

glossed words (N+S-E++) remarkably outperformed another group conducting tasks with 

equivalent IL indices to read and fill blanks in the text (N+S+E+). Kim (2011) suggested that 

stronger evaluation imposed the greatest cognitive effort to process words and thus was the 

most significant factor in the ILH. Teng and Xu (2022) further demonstrated that the strong 

Evaluation component was so powerful to shadow the Search component and make it 

insignificant. Although strong Evaluation has been demonstrated to be more conducive to 

vocabulary learning, a further problem to be settled is that different output-oriented tasks with 

strong Evaluation produce significantly different effects.  

Keating (2008) distinguished the effect of different strong Evaluation tasks by pointing out that 

generating cohesive discourse in composition writing imposed greater elaboration processing 

than writing separated sentences. Gohar et al. (2018) found that scaffolded by L1 glosses and 

example sentences, the composition writing group significantly outperformed the sentence 

writing group in a meaning recall test implemented. This test was implemented a week after the 

experiment and hierarchical multiple regression analysis revealed that the ILH only explain 48% 

of the variance of the scores, suggesting that the ILH failed to distinguish the different effects 
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of a connected discourse and isolated sentences. And Zou (2017) compared three evaluations 

task of output orientation accompanied by glosses, cloze-exercises (N+S-E+), sentence-writing 

(N+S-E++), and composition-writing(N+S-E++). And through a Vocabulary Knowledge Scale 

test on both receptive and productive knowledge of the words deployed immediately after the 

task and one week later, the author found that composition-writing > sentence-writing > cloze-

exercises with a significance level smaller than 0.01 between each pair of post hoc comparison. 

And based on this quantitative result and findings from think-aloud protocols, and also drawing 

psychological concepts of chunking, hierarchical organization and pre-planning strategies, Zou 

(2017) put forward an augmented evaluation framework, in which evaluation (+) is moderate 

when the targeted words are being compared with others at phrasal level, or strong (+) when 

individual sentences are generated using the targeted words because chunking and pre-planning 

are involved, or very strong (++) to generate an original discourse with all targeted words 

chunking cohesively with a well-planned hierarchical structure.  

Simply speaking, in Zou’s model, the prominence of Evaluation depends on the scope of 

context in which the targeted words are processed - the more macro context the words are used, 

the higher involvement the task will be. However, the new model still fails to account for the 

differences among discourse writing tasks with the same strong Evaluation and overall IL 

indices revealed by recent studies. With meaning recognition tests, Rassaei (2017) found that 

compared to the tasks with the same load, summarizing the text (N+S-E++) or the task with 

higher IL indices, generating and answering questions (N++S-E++), the task of predicting and 

writing down the missing events in the story (N+S-E++) was more conducive (p<0.001) for 

vocabulary acquisition in both form recall and meaning recognition tests. The author 

emphasized that the creativity required in prediction triggered a greater involvement load than 

the reconstructive technique used to make a summary or generate questions, and called for a 

need to expand the Evaluation component. Taheri and Rezaie Golandouz (2021) also adopted 

a between-group design to compare three reading plus tasks with identical involvement load 

(N+S-E++), making sentences, summarizing the story read, or predicting and writing down the 

end of the story with L1 glosses given. The meaning recall was tested on 15 targeted words for 

each group and the result showed that prediction writing had a more pronounced effect (p<0.05) 
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on immediate vocabulary acquisition than the other two tasks. Besides attributing the success 

of the prediction task to its creative nature as Rassaei (2017), Taheri and Rezaie Golandouz 

(2021) also noted that participants in this group might enjoy more opportunities to employ the 

initially-learned words and other existing knowledge in a new linguistic context and thus 

enhance learning effect. Zhou and Wang (2021) investigated three tasks, continuation writing 

after reading a story, writing a summary for the text, and sentence paraphrasing in groups of 

Chinese senior English Majors. Vocabulary gains were collected through a modified Vocabulary 

Knowledge Scale (VKS) and statistical analysis showed that the continuation task group 

immediately acquired and later retained significantly more words than the other groups (p <.05). 

The authors explained the results by drawing on a psycholinguistic construct ‘interactive 

alignment’, which suggested that the reading then continuing writing process drove learners to 

converge their linguistic output to the text read previously and thus triggered the most intense 

interaction with the targeted words and input materials than the other two tasks. Since these 

studies consistently adduced empirical evidence that continuation or prediction writing tasks 

significantly help to acquire more unfamiliar words than other discourse generation tasks, and 

their findings were laid on the theoretical background, this type of task will be eligible to be 

manifested in the new model of the ILH.  

In addition, when referring back to the Need Section, it can be seen that task triggering strong 

Need according to Papi (2018) has the features of being open, creative, and actively engaging, 

all of which are manifested through predictive or continuative writing task demonstrated in the 

aforementioned three studies. And in this way, the invisible strong Need can be externalized as 

an extra strong Evaluation and thus manipulative in the new model.  

Frequency of word needed in the task 

Frequency is an important variable exerting a great impact on the learning process and 

outcomes of all aspects of vocabulary (Schmitt, 2010). It is common sense that the more 

frequently a word is encountered, the higher chance it will be acquired. However, the frequency 

of encounter is not easy to be operated in a theoretical model because first, for tangible learning 

to take place, the number of times needed to meet the words varied greatly from 10 to over 20 
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encounters according to different research findings (Brown et al., 2008; Pellicer‐Sánchez & 

Schmitt, 2010), and secondly, learners may read a section back and forth and artificially 

increase word occurrence. And although it has been proven that word-focus tasks can 

considerably reduce the number of encounters required in extensive reading to achieve similar 

acquisition rates (Laufer & Rozovski-Roitblat, 2015), there is still a lack of evidence the 

marginal times of meeting them to trigger meaningful learning. Although the exact times a word 

is encountered is tricky to operate, the frequency it is needed in a task can be grossly calculated. 

And when this variable is equalized across different tasks, the relative effects of different tasks 

tend to corroborate with the prediction of the ILH as it is shown by the experiment conducted 

by Teng and Xu (2022). However, the ILH failed to work in the situation in which the targeted 

words are rehearsed more times in low indices tasks than high indices ones. Folse (2006) 

compared two tasks, filling-blanks (N+S-E+) and writing sentences (N+S-E++), but with a 

group doing the first task with each word once, and another one doing the same task with the 

words three times. Vocabulary test results showed that the triple blank-filling group picked up 

significantly more words immediately than the writing sentences group, and the effect size of 

their difference was very large (d=.91). Lu (2013) also showed that words elaborated three 

times in the blank-filling task were much better acquired than those used for once in summary 

writing, which actually induced much higher involvement load. Ansarin and Bayazidi (2016) 

adopted a with-in subject design by assigning three multiple-choice tasks (N+S+E+), blank-

filling (N+S+E+), and sentence-writing (N+S+E++) to 72 college EFLs, who were allowed to 

look up words in the dictionary. 18 targeted words were encountered three times in the former 

two tasks but only once in the sentence writing, and a meaning-recall test showed that both 

multiple-choice and blank-filling tasks significantly outperformed the sentence writing, which 

had the highest IL indices among the three, suggesting that frequency of word usage in task is 

a more important factor than an elaboration on promoting vocabulary acquisition.  

Although the frequency of word usage in a task was repetitively shown to be a crucial factor 

mediating the effect of the task, no scheme has been proposed on how it could be merged into 

the ILH model. The following study may shed light on a solution. In Silva and Otwinowska 

(2018), although the frequency of word usage was not listed as a variable, a widely-employed 
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task taken as a whole unit in other ILH research was disintegrated into sub-tasks and assigned 

IL index to the corresponding components each time when targeted words were used. For 

instance, reading with gloss and making sentences traditionally will be labeled as (N+S-E++) 

with moderate Need, but in this study, Need was labeled twice as strong (++) because it was 

used twice for reading comprehension first and then writing the sentences respectively. With 

such a more dedicated scheme of IL indices calculation, their research finding was in line with 

the prediction of the ILH. Therefore, instead of being listed as a component parallel with the 

other three ones, the frequency of encountering the targeted words can be combined with other 

components in the model to boost its predictive power. 

 

4. An Expanded conceptual framework of the ILH 

Based on the literature review in section 3, here is an expanded theoretical framework of the 

ILH consisting of a motivational component (Need), two cognitive components (Search, 

Evaluation), and a physical dimension (frequency of word usage). And the following is the new 

framework with refined or expanded tenets in underscored form and its source addressed. In 

addition, since the original model was not accompanied by a visualized framework in Laufer 

and Hulstijn (2001), figure 1 was adapted from the chart provided by Teng and Zhang (2021). 

As it was stated in the original model (Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001), the IL indices of a specific 

task are the sum of the prominence degree of the following four components, and it is 

hypothesized that task with higher IL indices will be more effective on facilitating vocabulary 

learning than the one with lower indices. 
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Figure 1: A Visualized Theoretical Framework of the Expanded ILH Model Adapted from 

Teng and Zhang (2021) 

1. Need 

1) Absent (-) no need to use the targeted words in the task. 

2) Moderate (+) the targeted words being required to use in the task. 

2. Search  

1) Absent (-) no search behavior, e.g. marginal gloss already provided for the targeted 

word; 

2) Moderate (+) to find the form or meaning of a new word, e.g. consult a dictionary; 

3) Strong (++) to retrieve newly-learned words from the mental lexicon to express a 

familiar meaning (Huang & Lin, 2014; Laufer, 2020). 

3. Evaluation 

1) Absent (-) no comparison of words or decision on a meaning for a polyseme; 

2) Moderate (+) to select a suitable word among others or choose an appropriate 

meaning of a polyseme for a given context; 

3) Strong (++) to chunk the targeted word with others at the sentence level, e.g. generate 

original but disconnected sentences with every targeted word (Zou, 2017);   

4) Very Strong (+++) to chunk all the targeted words together coherently into a well-

organized discourse, e.g. writing a composition or summary (Zou, 2017); 

5) Extra Strong (++++) to chunk all the targeted words together coherently into a well-

organized discourse, which merges into or continues to elaborate the text read 

previously, e.g. predict the ending or write a continuation for a story (Papi, 2018; 

Rassaei, 2017; Taheri & Rezaie Golandouz, 2021; Zhou & Wang, 2021).  

4. Frequency of word usage 

      When words are used in a task multiple times, the motivational or cognitive 

components involved each time should aggregate a degree of prominence accordingly, 

e.g. need can be counted twice and labeled as being strong (++) in the task of reading with 

answering comprehension questions embedded with the words, which will then be used 

again in the subsequent cloze exercises (Silva & Otwinowska, 2018).  
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5. Conclusion 

This study synthesized scattered proposals of modifications to the ILH model in the extant 

literature and constructed a more comprehensive theoretical framework to predict and explain 

the relative effects of different tasks facilitating vocabulary learning. Some of the new tenets, 

such as extra strong Evaluation, have been proven to be legitimate in prediction or continuation 

writing in recent literature. However, empirical research is in demand to test the effect of the 

new component, the frequency of word usage, and the feasibility of the way it is combined with 

the other three components. Additionally, a comparison of different tasks is to be done to verify 

the explanatory power of the new framework. Moreover, future studies are needed to explore 

the measurement of motivational construct and its linkage to the cognitive components.  
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