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CHAPTER 2 

                  LITERATURE REVIEW 

  

2.0 Introduction 

    In the last two decades, researchers in the field of second language acquisition 

have resumed the interest of studying vocabulary, and a newly recognized field, 

learning strategies, has also attracted a lot of attention. The awareness of the 

importance of studies on vocabulary and studies on learning strategies, has led to 

considerable research. However, studies combining vocabulary with learning strategies

－vocabulary learning strategies－didn’t draw much attention (Schmitt, 1997).  

In this chapter, the various definitions of language learning strategies will be 

introduced first, followed by some classification systems. Then a variety of vocabulary 

learning strategies and several taxonomies of vocabulary learning strategies will also 

be discussed in detail. Finally, recent studies on vocabulary learning strategies in the 

literature will be reviewed. 

 

2.1 Language Learning Strategies 

With the increasing knowledge of second language acquisition during the 1970s, 

teachers and researchers began to realize that no single method of language teaching 

could absolutely lead to success in teaching a second language. Some learners 

“seemed to be successful regardless of methods or techniques of teaching” (Brown, 

2000, p. 123). This implies that language achievement depends quite heavily on the 

individual learner’s endeavors. Therefore, research attention in second or foreign 
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language learning gradually shifted from teaching-oriented perspective to individual 

differences of language learners. Among the individual difference variables, learning 

strategies are of particular interest to teachers and researchers (Cohen, 1998). 

What are language learning strategies? There is little consensus in the literature 

concerning the definition of learning strategies (Bialystok, 1983). Below are several 

definitions of language learning strategies taken from the literature. 

According to Oxford (1989), “language learning strategies are behaviors or 

actions which learners use to make language learning more successful, self-directed 

and enjoyable.” She sees language learning strategies as behavioral. However, another 

definition came from Weinstein and Mayer (1986), who see language learning 

strategies as both behavioral and mental: “learning strategies are the behaviors and 

thoughts that a learner engages in during learning that are intended to influence the 

learner’s encoding process.” Language learning strategies may also imply conscious 

movement toward a goal. For example, Chamot (1987) defined language learning 

strategies as “techniques, approaches or deliberate actions that students take in order to 

facilitate the learning, recall of both linguistic and content area information.” Pressley 

and McCormick (1995) emphasized that language learning strategies are controllable, 

referring to them as “steps that learners take in order to manage their learning and 

achieve desired goals.” 

Although it is controversial whether language learning strategies are conscious or 

subconscious, most researchers agree that learning strategies at first may be used 

consciously, but later they can become habitual or automatic and finally no longer 

within the learner’s conscious awareness. Despite the fact that it is not easy to arrive at 

a definition of what learning strategies are, Ellis (1994) tried to list the main 
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characteristics of language learning strategies as follows. 

 
1. Strategies refer to both general approaches and specific actions or techniques 

used to learn a second language. 
2. Strategies are problem-oriented－the learner deploys a strategy to overcome 

some particular learning problems. 
3. Learners are generally aware of the strategies they use and can identify what 

they consist of if they are asked to pay attention to what they are 
doing/thinking. 

4. Strategies involve linguistic behavior (such as requesting the name of an object) 
and non- linguistic (such as pointing at an object so as to be told its name). 

5. Linguistic strategies can be performed in the first language and in the second  
language. 

6. Some strategies are behavioral while others are mental. Thus some strategies 
are directly observable, while others are not. 

7. In the main, strategies contribute indirectly to learning by providing learners 
with data about the second language which they can then process. However, 
some strategies may also contribute directly (for example, memorization 
strategies directed at specific lexical items or grammatical rules). 

8. Strategy use varies considerably as a result of both the kind of task the learner 
is engaged in and individual learner preferences.  (pp. 532-533) 

 

2.2 Classifications of Learning Strategies 

In view of the importance of learning strategies, a number of researchers tried to 

identify beneficial language learning strategies and attempted to develop a 

classification system. 

Rubin (1981) proposed a classification scheme that categorized learning 

strategies into two broad groups: strategies that contribute directly to second language 

learning and strategies that are indirectly involved with language learning. She 

reported six direct strategies (i.e. clarification/verification, monitoring, memorization, 

guessing/inductive inferencing, deductive reasoning, and practice) and two indirect 

strategies (i.e. creating opportunities for practice and production tricks). 
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Another system proposed by Naiman, Frohlich, Stern, and Todesco (1978) 

contains five broad categories of learning strategies: an active task approach, 

realization of a language as a system, realization of a language as a means of 

communication and interaction, management of affective demands, and monitoring of 

second language performance. 

Bialystok (1978) identified four kinds of learning strategies in her model of 

second language learning: formal practicing (with the rules of the language), 

functional practicing (using the language), monitoring (noting errors), and inferencing 

(guessing). 

Brown and Palinscar (1982) proposed an information-processing model which 

contains metacognitive and cognitive strategies. Metacognitive strategies involve 

thinking about the learning process, planning for learning, monitoring of 

comprehension or production while it is taking place, and self-evaluation of learning 

after the language activity is completed. On the other hand, cognitive strategies are 

more directly related to individual learning tasks and need direct manipulation or 

transformation of the learning materials. Based on this system, O’Malley and 

Chamot’s (1990) add another category－socioaffective strategies, and thus categorized 

language learning strategies into three subcategories: metacognitive, cognitive, and 

socioaffective strategies. 

The most comprehensive and detailed strategy classification system is Oxford’s 

system. Oxford (1990) classified language learning strategies into two main categories: 

direct strategies and indirect strategies. Direct strategies refer to those strategies which 

directly involve the target language and require mental processing of the language, 

including memory, cognitive, and compensation strategies. Indirect strategies support 
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and manage learning without directly involving the target language, including 

metacognitive, affective, and social strategies. Based on this classification, Oxford 

further developed the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL), an instrument 

to assess language learning strategies. This instrument has been widely used by many 

researchers across the world (e.g. Ehrman & Oxford, 1989; Oxford & Nyikos, 1989; 

Oxford, Park-Oh, Ito, & Sumrall, 1993; Borai, Kassabgy, & Oxford, 1994; Green, 

1991; Oxford, Talbot, & Halleck, 1990; Philips, 1991; Yang, 1992). 

There is not a classification of learning strategies which is perfect. Any strategy 

may fall into two categories or more due to the lack of clear cutting point. In general, 

the strategies may broadly be divided into cognitive strategies and metacognitive 

strategies.  

 

2.3 Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

In the process of identifying and categorizing language learning strategies, many 

studies dealt with strategies which are applicable to vocabulary learning. For instance, 

in Oxford’s taxonomies of learning strategies, most of the strategies she listed are 

either vocabulary learning strategies or can be used for vocabulary learning tasks. 

Many learners do use strategies for learning vocabulary, especially when compared 

with more integrated task. Chamot (1987) found that ESL high school students used 

more strategies for vocabulary learning than for listening comprehension, oral 

presentation, and social communication. “This might be due to the relatively discrete 

nature of vocabulary learning compared to the more integrated activities, like giving 

oral presentation” ( Schmitt, 1997, p. 201). And this makes vocabulary easier to use 

strategies effectively. Below are some important vocabulary learning strategies found 



                             

12 

in the literature. 

Word Lists 

There are two kinds of word lists. One is called unpaired list, which is offered 

alone, without any native language equivalents; the other is paired word list, which 

includes the L2 words to be remembered and L1 equivalents as well. For example, 

students often receive a paired list at the beginning or end of each chapter in a 

traditional L2 textbook. Many researchers stated that paired lists are inadequate for 

vocabulary learning (Carrell, 1984; Hudson, 1982; Swaffar, 1988). The reason is that 

even if learners are able to memorize the L2-L1 pairs in a list, they might not be able 

to use the new words in any communicative way without further assistance. However, 

Carter (1987), Cohen and Aphek (1980) held a different point of view, suggesting that 

paired lists might be helpful for lower- level language learners. 

Flashcards  

Flashcards means writing down the L2 word on the front of a card, writing the 

word’s L1 meaning on the back, and then using the card to help learners get familiar 

with the new word and its meaning. Despite the fact that flashcards are one of the most 

widely used vocabulary learning methods, this strategy is limited in value for most 

students. To make this strategy more effective, it is suggested that flashcards can be 

used to provide greater context. For instance, learners can sort flashcards into piles 

representing different groups of words, or students can add content by writing the new 

words in complete, meaningful sentences on the cards (Oxford & Crookall, 1990). 

Dictionary Use 

There are two types of learners’ dictionaries: electronic dictionaries and paper 

dictionaries. Electronic dictionaries are easy to use for its offering quick translations 
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by hitting keys, and easy to carry for its compactness in size. Younger learners are 

interested in this hi-tech device. Yet some researchers criticized that electronic 

dictionaries offer more fragmentary information than complete sentences due to the 

limited space on the screen. Another type is traditional paper dictionaries, which 

include monolingual, bilingual, and bilingualized dictionaries ( Nation, 2001). 

Monolingual dictionaries are written all in one language. An English monolingual 

dictionary has an English headword, English definitions, and all the examples and 

other information in English. Bilingual dictionaries use two languages. The headword 

and the examples are in one language and the meaning is in another. The example 

sentences are also provided in two languages. Bilingualized dictionaries do the job of 

both a bilingual and a monolingual dictionaries, by offering L2 definitions, L2 

example sentences, as well as L1 translations (Hunt & Beglar, 1998).  

In general, monolingual dictionaries contain much more information about each 

word than bilingual dictionaries, but they are too difficult for beginning and 

intermediate learners. Bilingual dictionaries are often criticized because they 

encourage the use of translation, which means encouraging the idea that the meanings 

of L2 words are exactly equivalent to those of L1 translations. However, Laufer and 

Shmueli (1997) have shown that vocabulary learning is much more effective using 

L2-L1 pairs than using L2-L2 pairs. A balanced way is that bilingual and monolingual 

dictionaries should be used to complement each other. In this case, perhaps 

bilingualized dictionaries are the best choice.  

Guessing from Context 

Guessing from context refers to inferring a word’s meaning from the surrounding 

words in a written text. This strategy has been widely promoted in the last two decades. 
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Many studies have shown that it can be a major way of acquiring new vocabulary, but 

it also has prerequisites. First, the learner must have a certain level of language 

proficiency. Second, the learner must also have adequate background knowledge of the 

subject. In addition, the context itself must have enough clues (Schmitt, 1997, p. 209). 

Analyzing Word Parts 

One commonly used way of learning a new word is to analyze it according to its 

parts. The danger is that a learner may obtain a meaning that is either totally incorrect 

or inappropriate for the given context. Hence, Clark and Nation (1980) suggested 

“leaving word analysis as the last resort” and recommended breaking the unknown 

word into its prefix, root, and suffix, if possible. 

Grouping 

According to the well-known principle of psychology, if the material to be 

memorized is organized in some fashion, it will be easier to store in and retrieve from 

long-term memory (Thompson, 1987). It is the same with vocabulary. Grouping makes 

vocabulary learning easier by reducing the number of discrete elements. Grouping can 

be based on types of words, grammatical form, topic, practical function, synonym, 

antonym, and so on. “Spatial grouping” is also one kind of groupings. It means 

rearranging words on a page to form patterns, such as a triangle. For example, 

Bellezza (1983) found that arranging L1 words on a page in the shape of rectangles, 

Xs, Zs, and Ks can enhance recall better than just listing them in a column. 

Another type of grouping “narrative chain” means grouping words together in a 

story. This strategy has been shown to be highly effective with L1 undergraduates, 

who recalled six to seven times as many words with this method than with rote 

memorization (Bower and Clark, 1969). However, there is no research on its 
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effectiveness in L2 learning. 

Visual Imagery 

New words can be learned by studying them with pictures of their meaning 

instead of definitions. Besides, learners can create their own mental images of a word’s 

meaning or associate new words with a personal experience. This strategy has been 

shown to be effective with such languages as Russian and Indonesian (Kopstein & 

Roshal, 1954; Webher, 1978). 

Aural Imagery 

Learners can use similar sound, rhymes to remember a new target language word. 

However, many learners are not aural learners but rather visual learners or 

“combination” learners. One possible reason is culture factor. Another reason is that 

the current electronic media, such as TV programs, movies, computer games, are 

typically based on scripts, though with an oral-aural component. So, the visual 

imagery seems to be primary and make learners rely on the visual mode (Oxford & 

Crookall, 1990). 

Keyword Method 

Keyword method is an example of a combination of two strategies－aural 

imagery and visual imagery. It involves two steps. The first step is to think of a L1 

word (the keyword) which sounds like the target language word. The second step is to 

think of a visual image combining the meaning of the target language word and the 

meaning of the keyword. For instance, to learn the new French word “potage” (soup), 

the English speaker first thinks of a similar sound “pot,” then imagines a “pot” full of 

“soup.” Thus the English speaker learns about the sound and the meaning of the new 

French word “potage.” Considerable research supported laboratory experiments in 
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foreign language vocabulary learning which used Keyword Method (Levin, 1981; 

Oxford & Crookall, 1989). One caution is that the new word in the target language 

might not sound exactly like the keyword in the first language. Some even criticized 

that this strategy requires too much effort for the learner to think about a keyword.  

The Peg Method 

This strategy allows unrelated items, such as words in a word list, to be recalled 

by linking them with a set of memorized “pegs” or “hooks,” which can be rhyming 

words or digits. Then learners associate words to be remembered with these “pegs” to 

form an image. For instance, one first memorized a rhyme like “one is a bun, two is a 

shoe, three is a tree, etc.” If the first word to be remembered is “chair,” then you 

imagine a bun resting on a chair (Schmitt, 1997). Recitation of the rhyme arouses 

these images, and then comes up with the target words. English-speaking learners who 

studied French vocabulary using French peg words remembered twice as many as they 

did by rote memorization (Paivio & Desrochers, 1979). 

The Loci Method 

The Loci Method is a spatial mnemonic, which is also used to memorize 

unrelated words. One imagines a familiar location, such as a room. Then one mentally 

places the first item to be remembered in the first location, the second item in the 

second location, and so forth. To recall the items, one takes an imaginary walk along 

the landmarks in the room and retrieves the items that were mentally placed there 

(Wenden & Rubin, 1987). Bower (1973) reported that subjects who used this strategy 

to learn L2 nouns recalled three times as many as those who did by rote memorization. 

Scales for Gradable Adjectives 

This strategy is a helpful way to remember related words (particularly gradable 
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adjectives) which have related meanings by arranging them in a scale. For example, 

big is larger than medium-sized but smaller than huge. Thus, these related words are 

arranged in a scale like this way: huge/big/medium-sized/small/tiny (Gairns & 

Redman, 1986). 

Semantic Map 

Beheydt (1987) suggested that vocabulary should always be presented in a 

semantic organized way. It is necessary for the learner to elaborate on the word by 

relating it to other words or concepts that already exist in the schema of the learner. 

When using semantic map, learners need to think about words related to the target 

word. Then these words are listed by categories around the target word in the form of a 

map as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure1 Semantic Map         Source: Oxford & Crookall, 1990  
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Semantic Feature Analysis 

Semantic feature analysis (Anders & Bos, 1986) is a strategy that helps reinforce 

vocabulary which is essential to understanding important concepts in a text. Learners 

build a grid in which vocabulary words are listed vertically and features are listed 

horizontally. Learners complete the grid by recording a plus (+) or a minus (-) sign to 

indicate whether each word possesses the stated features (see Table1). The main 

strength of semantic feature analysis is in its illustrating the meaning or collocational 

differences between similar words (Channell, 1981; Gairns & Redman, 1986; 

McCarthy, 1990). 

 

Table 1  

Semantic Feature Analysis Source: Stoller & Grabe, 1993 

Properties of Energy 
Energy Types Organic 

Source 
Polluting Renewable 

Source 
Processed 

Source 
Liquid 
Source 

Solid 
Source 

Inert 
Source 

Petrochemical ＋ ＋ － ＋ ＋ － ＋ 
Natural gas ＋ ＋ － － － － ＋ 
Thermal  － － ＋ － － － － 
Nuclear － ＋ － ＋ － ＋ ＋ 
Solar ？ － ＋ － － － － 
Wind － － ＋ － － － ＋ 
Hydroelectric － － ＋ － ＋ － ＋ 
Wood  ＋ ＋ ＋ － － ＋ ＋ 

 

Physical Response 

The use of physical response involves physically acting out a new word, and thus 

providing a degree of context. According to Total Physical Response, languages can be 

learned best when words are linked with physical movement. However, this strategy 

has problems dealing with abstract nouns. Hence, it is suggested that physical response 

is suitable for lower- level students rather than intermediate or advanced learners.  
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Spaced Word Practice (Structured Reviewing) 

It is again a well-known principle of psychology that spaced practice leads to 

better long-term recall. Spaced practice means to create a structured schedule for 

reviewing new words. For instance, the learner practices the newly learned words 

several times, then three hours later, then the next day, one week later, one month later, 

and so on until the words become automatic (Wenden & Rubin, 1987). 

The other vocabulary learning strategies, like self- testing, listening to tapes of 

word lists, verbal repetition, written repetition, keeping a vocabulary notebook, and 

using English media (books, magazines, newspapers, TV, and movies), are also widely 

used by second language learners. 

As discussed earlier, each vocabulary learning strategy has its strength and 

limitation. Nevertheless, according to cognitive psychology, the Depth of Processing 

theory indicated that the effectiveness of learning is dependent on the level at which 

information is processed (Craik & Lockhart, 1972). That is, the deeper processing the 

information is done, the more conducive it is to learning. Also, the deeper the 

information was processed, the more likely it is that the information will be retained in 

long term memory. With vocabulary learning, research has shown that some “deep 

strategies,” which require deeper mental processing, such as “association,” “imagery, ” 

and “Keyword Method,” will enhance the retention of target words (Cohen & Aphek, 

1981; Pressley et al., 1982). On the contrary, the “shallow strategies,” which process a 

word only at a superficial level, such as “taking notes,” “repetition,” rote 

memorization of “word lists,” and “flash cards,” are often viewed as less effective 

learning methods.  
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2.4 Taxonomies of Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

Although recent publication in the area of vocabulary learning strategies 

mentioned a lack of taxonomy development (Kojic-Sabo & Lightbown, 1999), there 

were still some researchers attempting to develop a classification system. 

First, Mayer and Nation (1990) proposed a basic, but still helpful classification of 

vocabulary learning strategies－discovery strategies and consolidation strategies. 

Discovery strategies are used to discover a new word’s meaning when learners 

encountered a word for the first time, whereas consolidation strategies are used to 

remember the word which has been introduced. 

Sanaoui (1995) also identified two distinct approaches to vocabulary learning: a 

structured and an unstructured approach. Further details of the developing process of 

these two approaches will be discussed later in Section 2.5. 

Both Sanaoui’s and Mayer & Nation’s classifications are too simple. Stoffer 

(1995) developed a more reliable and valid categorization of vocabulary learning 

strategies, Vocabulary Learning Strategy Inventory (VOLSI), which contains 53 items. 

She then administered VOLSI and SILL to 707 students at the university of Alabama. 

By using statistical factor analysis, she demonstrated that the 53 items on her VOLSI 

can be categorized into the following 9 groups. 

1. Strategies involving authentic language use 

2. Strategies involving creative activities 

3. Strategies used for self-motivation 

4. Strategies used to create mental linkages 

5. Memory strategies 

6. Visual/auditory strategies 
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7. Strategies involving physical action 

8. Strategies used to overcome anxiety 

9. Strategies used to organize words 

Gu and Johnson (1996) also developed a vocabulary learning strategy list which 

is divided into: beliefs about vocabulary learning, metacognitive regulation, guessing 

strategies, dictionary strategies, note-taking strategies, memory strategies (rehearsal), 

memory strategies (encoding) and activation strategies. 

One of the most recent and comprehensive classifications of vocabulary learning 

strategies is Schmitt’s taxonomy, which consists of 58 strategies divided into five 

groups. Schmitt’s taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies was based on Oxford’s 

classification system and Mayer & Nation’s Discovery/Consolidation distinction. 

He adopted four of Oxford’s six strategy groups which are most useful for his purpose 

(Schmitt, 1997, p. 205). 

1. Social strategies (SOC) “use interaction with other people to improve language 

learning,” such as asking teachers or classmates for information about a new word. 

2. Memory strategies (MEM) “relate new material to existing knowledge,” such as 

association, imagery, grouping, and Keyword Method, or “focus on the target 

word’s form to facilitate recall,” such as “study the sound of a word,” and “study 

the spelling of a word.” 

3. Cognitive strategies (COG) “exhibit the common function of manipulation or 

transformation of the target language by the learner.” They are similar to memory 

strategies, but are not focused specifically on mental processing, such as verbal 

repetition, written repetition, word lists, flash cards, take notes in class, etc.  

4. Metacognitive strategies (MET) “involve a conscious overview of the learning 
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process and making decisions about planning, monitoring, or evaluating the best 

ways to study, ” such as self- testing, using language media, and spaced practice. 

In addition, Schmitt created a new category called Determination Strategies (DET). 

The reason is that in Oxford’s taxonomy “there is no category which adequately 

describes the kind of strategies used by an individual when faced with discovering a 

new word’s meaning without recourse to another person’s expertise” (Schmitt, 1997,  

p. 205). They include consulting dictionaries, guessing from context, analyzing word 

parts and so on. Altogether, there are five strategy categories containing 58 strategy 

items in Schmitt’s taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies. Schmitt himself even 

used his own taxonomy as a survey to investigate Japanese EFL learners’ vocabulary 

learning strategies. The results will be discussed in Section 2.5.5.   

 

2.5 Research on Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

So far, most research on vocabulary learning strategies has focused on two 

dimensions. One is memory strategies. A lot of researchers explored various methods 

of vocabulary presentation and their effects on retention, and tried to find out the best 

strategy for retention (Gu & Johnson, 1996). The other trend is “learning vocabulary 

from context.” Because the majority of memory strategies are unnaturally 

decontextualized or semi-contextualized, considerable research began to emphasized 

the importance of context, such as incidental vocabulary learning, learning vocabulary 

from reading, or guessing words from context. The studies on the two dimensions 

tended to deal with a particular strategy or compared a small number of strategies, 

rather than exploring vocabulary learning strategies as a whole (Schmitt, 1999). 

However, learners seldom use only one certain strategy, but they combine various 
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strategies to learn new words (Ahmed, 1989; Sanaoui, 1995). For this reason, some 

researchers, though not many, have begun to study vocabulary learning strategies as a 

whole in recent years. 

 

2.5.1 Studies with Sudanese Learners  

The pioneer in the area of studying vocabulary learning strategies as a whole was 

Ahmed (1989). He gave 300 Sudanese learners of English the task to learn 14 new 

words. Think-aloud task, observation, and interview were used to elicit the approaches 

which the students used to deal with their vocabulary learning. The results indicated 

that students used a total of 38 types of microstrategies that could be grouped into 6 

macrostrategy types. Cluster analysis was then done to produce five groups of students: 

three groups comprising mainly good learners, and two consisting of poor learners. 

In this way, the strategy patterns used by good learners and poor learners could be 

distinguished. Ahmed concluded that good learners were more aware of how to learn 

new words, more conscious of the semantic relationships between new and 

previously- learned words, and using more strategies than poor learners. Most 

importantly, Ahmed found that good learners tended to learn words in context while 

poor learners tended to learn words in isolation. 

 

2.5.2 Studies with ESL and FSL Learners  

Another researcher trying to group learners by the strategy pattern use is 

Sanaoui (1995). She conducted three consecutive studies, first with 50 beginning and 

advanced ESL learners, then with four case studies of ESL learners, and finally with 

eight case studies of French as a second language (FSL) learners. The first two studies 
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were in the context of a vocabulary course in an intensive ESL program at a university. 

The third one was in the context of a French conversation course in a continuing 

education program at a university. The methods she used to elicit learners’ vocabulary 

learning strategies included learners’ self-monitoring and self-documenting daily the 

approaches they adopted to the task of vocabulary learning, reporting on their 

individual learning approaches, discussing with other learners in the course, and 

interviews as well. Sanaoui found that participants in these three studies seemed to fall 

into two groups: using structured or unstructured learning approaches. Those who used 

a “structured” approach tended to organize the task of vocabulary learning, like setting 

particular goals for themselves, keeping systematic records of new words and 

reviewing them regularly, creating opportunities for vocabulary learning by listening 

to the radio, watching videotapes, speaking with friends, doing self-study, etc. On the 

contrary, the other group didn’t take any of these steps. They followed an unstructured 

approach, like relying mainly on the course material, not creating opportunities to 

learn vocabulary, not reviewing regularly the word lists they made (sometimes even 

lost them), and so on.  

Further, in order to demonstrate the effect of structured and unstructured 

approaches on vocabulary knowledge. Sanaoui administered a questionnaire she 

designed herself to 74 students learning French in Vancouver. When students’ 

performance on a vocabulary test was compared with the approaches they used, the 

results showed that in general, learners using structured approach were more 

successful in acquiring new vocabulary items than those who followed an unstructured 

approach.  

Compared with Ahmed’s identifying 5 groups of learners just mentioned, 
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Sanaoui’s structured/unstructured categorization seemed to be too simple to cover 

learners’ different strategy use patterns. The question is: what if a learner’s approach 

falls in exactly or very close to the middle of the continuum of structured and 

unstructured approaches? Figure 2 represents the two approaches on a continuum and 

summarizes their characteristic features. 

 
Figure 2                                    Source: Sanaoui, 1995 
Features of a Structured and an Unstructured Approach to Vocabulary Study 

Structured Approach     Unstructured Approach 
Opportunities for learning vocabulary 

self-created  reliance on course 
independent study  minimal independent study 

Range of self-initiated activities  
extensive   restricted 

Records of lexical items 
extensive (tend to be systematic) minimal (tend to be ad hoc) 

Review of lexical items 
 

extensive  little or no review 

Practice of lexical items 
self-created opportunities reliance on course 
in and outside classroom  

 

2.5.3 Studies with EFL and ESL Learners  

Sanaoui’s research dealt with ESL learners and FSL learners, but did not touch 

upon EFL learners. In order to understand the situation of EFL learners and find out 

whether there are any differences in the use of vocabulary learning strategies between 

ESL and EFL learners, Kojic-sabo and Lightbown (1999) modified Sanaoui’s 

questionnaire and used it to survey 47 ESL and 43 EFL students. Instruments also 

included a Yes/No test assessing vocabulary knowledge, and a cloze test assessing 

overall English proficiency.  
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The results revealed that ESL and EFL students are similar in dictionary use and 

note-taking strategy, but different in review strategy and the variable of learner 

independence. Note-taking and dictionary were the strategies used most often by ESL 

and EFL learners as well. For the degree of “learner independence,” ESL group scored 

higher. It is interesting to note that although both ESL and EFL groups used review 

strategies, ESL students showed a greater creativity in the selection of review 

techniques than EFL learners. For example, ESL learners reviewed new words by 

posting charts and diagrams in their apartment, or by using newly- learned words in 

their daily conversation. On the other hand, EFL learners employed the traditional 

methods to review words, such as reading and rereading their notes, engaging in a 

cooperative activity with their friends, and quizzing themselves about new words.  

Another important finding is that the variables of “time spent on vocabulary, ” 

“learner independence,” and “strategy use” were strongly correlated with vocabulary 

knowledge and overall English proficiency. This finding is in agreement with that of 

Sanaoui (1995) mentioned earlier, and also in line with the finding of a study by Gu 

and Johnson (1996), who argued that learners’ vocabulary size as well as their overall 

language proficiency seem very much related to the learners’ self- initiation in learning, 

their skillful use of a dictionary, and their willingness to spend extra curricular time to 

practice newly–learned words. 

 

2.5.4 Studies with Learners in Mainland China 

Gu and Johnson (1996) investigated advanced learners’ use of English vocabulary 

learning strategies by administering a vocabulary learning questionnaire to 850 

sophomore non-English majors at Beijing Normal University. They, then, did a series 
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of statistic analyses to see the relationships between participants’ reported strategy use 

and their scores on tests of vocabulary size and general English proficiency. The 

results were summarized as follows. Firstly, vocabulary size and general English 

proficiency correlated highly with each other. Secondly, self- initiation and selective 

attention are positive predictors of general English proficiency. Thirdly, contextual 

guessing, skillful use of dictionaries, note-taking, paying attention to word formation, 

contextual encoding, and activation of newly learned words are also positively 

correlated with general English proficiency and vocabulary size, and yet visual 

repetition correlated negatively with both general proficiency and vocabulary size. 

It is worth noting that the participants in this study did not use much rote 

memorization, and they reported using more meaning-oriented strategies than rote 

strategies. This point clearly contradicts the popular beliefs that Asian students 

persisted in using rote repetitive strategies (O’Malley et al, 1987). It also showed 

disagreement with the findings of Schmitt’s (1997) and Chen’s (1998) studies below.  

 

2.5.5 Studies with Japanese and Taiwa nese Learners  

Different from Gu and Johnson’s focusing on the relationship between vocabulary 

learning strategies and vocabulary size, Schmitt (1997) concentrated on the 

relationships between strategy use and perceived usefulness. Schmitt employed his 

own taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies to identity the most-used and the 

least-used strategies as well as what the learners think the most helpful and the least 

helpful strategies. He gave surveys to 4 groups of Japanese, including junior high 

students, senior high students, university students, and adult learners. The results 

indicated that the most used strategies and the most helpful strategies which learners 
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reported have six in common: bilingual dictionary, written repetition, verbal repetition, 

saying a new word aloud, studying a word’s spelling, and taking notes in class. These 

are strategies which learners already used and believed beneficial. Another finding 

which deserved noting is that the pattern of strategy use may change over time when a 

learner matures or becomes more proficient in the target language.  

Besides the above findings, Schmitt emphasized that vocabulary learning 

strategies may be different for learners from other cultures. With this in mind, Chen 

(1998) followed Schmitt’s survey procedures to study the vocabulary learning 

strategies of 194 college freshman and 81 senior high students in Taiwan. His study 

focused mainly on the comparison of strategy use between Japanese and Taiwanese 

learners. The participants were asked to indicate whether they used that particular 

strategy or not, and whether they thought it was helpful or not.  

The results showed that there were many similarities in strategy use between 

Taiwanese and Japanese learners. First, both Taiwanese and Japanese learners believed 

that the bilingual dictionary is the most effective way of discovering the meaning of a 

new word. Second, guessing from context is also considered very helpful by both 

groups. Third, many Taiwanese and Japanese learners still believed some shallow, rote 

strategies such as verbal and written repetitions to be the most helpful learning 

strategies. Such findings echoed what O’Malley et al. (1987) had found that Asian 

students persisted in using rote repetitive strategies to deal with vocabulary learning. 

However, a latest project in Hong Kong conducted by Fan (2003) shakes this common  

belief. 
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2.5.6 Studies with Learners in Hong Kong 

Similar to Schmitt’s and Chen’s studies above, Fan (2003) conducted a 

large-scale study with Hong Kong university students in order to investigate students’ 

frequency of use, perceived usefulness, and actual usefulness of vocabulary learning 

strategies. After data analysis, he indicated that learners may or may not consider the 

strategies they often used to be actually useful. For instance, students reported using 

guessing strategy significantly more often than dictionary strategies, but they 

perceived the latter as more useful. Also he found an interesting result: Hong Kong 

learners did not use repetition strategies more often than other strategies, and neither 

did they consider repetition strategies useful in vocabulary learning. This is consistent 

with the results of Gu & Johnson’s (1996) study, but shows contrast to those of 

Schmitt’s (1997) and Chen’s (1998) studies. Therefore, there is a need for further 

investigation. 

 

2.5.7 Studies in Taiwan 

In Taiwan, most research on vocabulary either examined the effectiveness of a 

particular strategy (mostly memory strategies), or compared different vocabulary 

teaching techniques in the classroom. Few studies dealt with students’ whole 

vocabulary learning strategies inside and outside the classroom. To my knowledge, 

there were only two studies exploring students’ vocabulary learning strategies as a 

whole. One was Cortazzi & Jin’s (1994) study with 244 college students from 

mainland China and Taiwan. They administered to these two groups of students a 

questionnaire, comprising 24 items of vocabulary learning methods, and asked them to 

rate the frequency they used each method, and also rated how efficient they thought 
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each method was. The results indicated that the most often used strategies by college 

students in mainland China and in Taiwan are reading textbooks, listening to tapes and 

radio programs, and memorizing words in vocabulary books. When comparing college 

students from China with those from Taiwan, Cortazzi & Jin (1994) found students 

from mainland China listened to tape and used translation more often than students 

from Taiwan. Yet, students from Taiwan used films, videos, vocabulary cards and 

memorized words in dictionaries more frequently.  

The other study on vocabulary learning strategies as a whole in Taiwan is Chen’s 

(1998) study mentioned earlier in Section 2.5.5. He followed Schmitt’s survey 

procedure to investigate Taiwanese college students’ and senior high students’ 

vocabulary learning strategies, then compared Taiwanese and Japanese learners’ 

strategy use. However, Schmitt’s and Chen’s studies have two weak points in common. 

First, they only asked participants to answer Yes or No to the questions of whether 

they used a particular strategy. The simplified, binary Yes/No answers fail to reveal 

how often students used a particular strategy. The same answer “Yes” may mean very 

different frequencies ranging from one time to one thousand times. Second, the 

participants of both studies covered students of different ages, but some complicated 

strategies on the questionnaire, such as semantic map or cognates, may not be known 

by younger students.  

 

2.5.8 The Present Study 

 In the light of the limitations of the studies above, the present study adopted 

5-point Likert-scales to explore students’ frequency of strategy use, and selected the 

same age group as subjects of the study. Since there has been no studies on vocabulary 
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learning strategies exclusively with senior high students in Taiwan, the present study 

focused on investigating senior high students’ vocabulary learning strategies. In 

addition, Gu and Johnson (1996), as mentioned earlier in Section 2.5.4, had found that 

there were correlations between strategy use and vocabulary size. Therefore, the 

present study aimed to investigate the following four research questions:  

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

in Taiwan? 

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

senior high students?  

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

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

poor learners? 


