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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background 

“Without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can 

be conveyed” (Wilkins, 1972, p.111). Vocabulary has been playing a crucial part in 

foreign language learning, and it is of great importance to the language learners. 

Cortazzi and Jin (1996) found in an investigation that a typical comment from students 

was that vocabulary was the most important thing when learning a foreign language. 

Horwitz (1988) also reported that a large number of ESL students completing her 

questionnaire either agreed or strongly agreed that the most important part of learning 

a foreign language is learning vocabulary. Students’ awareness of the importance of 

vocabulary is apparently due to the fact that their overall language competence has 

much to do with vocabulary (Shen, 2001). 

Vocabulary is the basic factor in communication with other people (Krashen & 

Terrel, 1983). The four skills of language learning, i.e. listening, speaking, reading, 

and writing, are strongly influenced by vocabulary knowledge. Sometimes, a listening 

task appears difficult simply because of a lot of unfamiliar words. Hu (2000) found in 

her study that students with texture vocabulary knowledge or background knowledge 

performed better on listening comprehension than those without any kind of the 

knowledge. For speaking skill, most tests of spoken English always contain a scale for 

rating the vocabulary component. Denning and Leben (1995) maintained that speakers 

with a good command of vocabulary can say things in more subtle, different ways than 
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others.  

According to Laufer (1991), there is a significant correlation between vocabulary 

tests and reading success of second language learners. Despite the fact that many 

variables affect reading, the vocabulary variable is regarded as the most highly 

predictive of reading comprehension (Anderson & Freebody, 1981). Vocabulary also 

plays a significant role in the assessment of the quality of written work. Santos (1988) 

found that lexical errors were rated as the most serious problem in EEL students’ 

writing by university professors. On the whole, the examples above have made clear 

that there was a high correlation between students’ total English abilities and their 

vocabulary abilities. Namely, strong vocabulary power contributes to successful 

language learning. 

A large vocabulary is always viewed as an asset. It is reflective of how educated, 

intelligent, or well-read a person is (Nation & Waring, 1997). And oftentimes we are 

judged by our ability of using words, whether we are students or teachers, politicians 

or salesmen (Sloat & Taylor, 1996). It is also generally believed that students’ 

academic performance correlates with their vocabulary size. Take GRE and TOFEL 

for example, these tests consider a rich vocabulary as one of the best indicators of 

potential academic success. In addition, ample evidence suggests that vocabulary size 

of a learner is highly predictive of his entire language ability (Gui, 1985; Meara & 

Jones, 1987). Hence, it is important for language learners to possess a good vocabulary 

stock which enables learners to use language effectively and correctly.  

 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

    The acquisition of a rich vocabulary is crucial, yet it is also one of the most 
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difficult aspects of learning English. The main reason lies in the large amount of 

English vocabulary, especially for EFL learners. Owing to EFL learners’ little chance 

of exposure to the target language－English, it is less likely for them to learn English 

vocabulary naturally or incidentally (Hague, 1987). Ou (1997) analyzed the TOEFL 

scores of 707 Taiwanese college students and concluded that students in general do not 

have enough vocabulary and needed to be improved urgently considering their 

performance on the TOFEL tests.  

Likewise, senior high students in Taiwan also have serious problems with 

vocabulary learning. They are often frustrated by the limited English vocabulary. 

According to Huang (1997), junior high students had only been exposed to about 

1,000 high frequency words in their textbooks. Senior high school graduates, however, 

are expected to have the vocabulary size of 5,000-7,000 words, which is the 

requirement of comprehending college English textbooks (Chen, 1999). In contrast to 

that of junior high students, there is obviously a large gap in the midst. For this reason, 

students are soon faced with difficulties in learning numerous new words once they 

enter senior high school. They often complain about too many new words to learn and 

have to devote a great deal of time to memorizing new words. 

 Memorizing vocabulary is indeed not an easy job. It’s easier to forget a word 

than to remember it. According to “Forgetting Curve” theory ( Pimsleur, 1967), if a 

student has just learned 10 new words without continuing practice, it is normal for 

these words to be forgotten in a few days, and maybe only one or two words will be 

retained longer. With this in mind, Ou (1997) suggested that students need “strategies” 

to reinforce their vocabulary learning skills. 

Over the past few decades, a considerable number of studies have demonstrated 
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the importance of learning strategy use in language learning. Learning strategies were 

defined extensively by Oxford (1990, p. 8) as “specific actions taken by the learner to 

make learning easier, faster, more self-directed, more effective, and more transferable 

to new situations.” Researchers have shown that the use of appropriate language 

learning strategies would result in improved overall proficiency or achievement 

(Oxford et al., 1993; Thompson & Rubin, 1993). Some studies on language learning 

strategies have further shed light on the characteristics of effective second language 

learners (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). For example, Rubin (1975) found that good 

language learners used a variety of strategies, including monitoring, inferencing, 

practicing, etc. He also emphasized that most good language learners are active 

participants in the conscious learning process. Given that vocabulary learning 

strategies are a part of language learning strategies, many people cannot help but ask 

this question: How do people who have good English proficiency learn English 

vocabulary? What vocabulary learning strategies do they use?  

   When asking 40 prominent Taiwanese professionals about how they had mastered 

English, Chang (1990) found that they used a variety of strategies to learn vocabulary. 

Some reported on making notes of new words or analyzing longer words, while others 

reading dictionaries directly or using flash cards to learn words. This is the case with 

adults, but how about younger learners----senior high school students? Senior high 

students, as mentioned earlier, had serious problems with vocabulary learning. Yet 

there are still some senior high students who perform very well on vocabulary. It is 

very likely that they take different approaches to vocabulary learning. Since this issue 

is of great interest to the researcher, an investigation into vocabulary learning 

strategies then arises. 
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1.3 Need for the Study 

Although many studies have been conducted on vocabulary acquisition or on 

learners’ strategies, little research has been done to combine vocabulary acquisition 

with learners’ strategies in a single study. In Taiwan, by the same token, there are 

relatively few studies on vocabulary learning strategies, particularly with senior high 

school students. Accordingly, research is badly needed on senior high students’ 

vocabulary learning strategies, which very possibly make good learners good and poor 

learners poor (Gu, 1994). 

 

1.4 Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was (a) to investigate how often different vocabulary 

learning strategies were used; (b) to find out the most frequently and the least 

frequently used vocabulary learning strategies; (c) to explore the relationship between 

vocabulary learning strategy use and vocabulary size; and (d) to identify the 

differences in the use of vocabulary learning strategies between good vocabulary 

learners and poor vocabulary learners.  

To sum up, on the students’ part, this study would make senior high students 

reflect on their personal vocabulary learning strategies and thus help them assess the 

effectiveness of the strategies they used as well as discover other strategies. On the 

teachers’ part, this study would help teachers better understand students’ approaches to 

vocabulary learning, and become better able to help students develop more effective 

vocabulary learning strategies. 
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1.5 Research Questions  

To achieve the goals mentioned above, a study was conducted and the following 

research questions were posed:  

1. How often are different vocabulary learning strategies used by senior high students 

in Taiwan? 

2. What are the most frequently and the least frequently used vocabulary learning 

strategies by senior high students in Taiwan? 

3. How does vocabulary learning strategy use relate to vocabulary size? 

4. Are there any differences in vocabulary learning strategy use between good 

vocabulary learners and poor vocabulary learners? 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


