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CHAPTER 3 

                    METHODOLOGY 

 

3.0 Introduction 

The present study investigated the vocabulary learning strategies used by 271 

senior high students in Taiwan. A vocabulary learning strategies questionnaire and a 

Vocabulary Levels Test were used as instruments. Data analyses were performed on 

SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Science) version 10.0, including descriptive 

statistics, Pearson product-moment correlations, and independent samples t-tests. This 

chapter includes four sections. Section 3.1 introduced the participants involved in the 

present study. Section 3.2 discussed the instruments employed by the researcher. 

Section 3.3 described the procedure throughout the study. Section 3.4 focused on how 

the data were analyzed. 

 

3.1 Participants 

The participants in the study were made up of 271 third-year female students 

from three senior high schools in northern Taiwan. Two of these three schools are 

girls’ senior high schools, the other is a co-ed school (but male and female students in 

separate classes). For sampling convenience, the researcher restricted the population to 

female students only. Six intact classes of third-year female students were selected 

randomly from three schools, two classes each school.  

The participants were selected for two reasons. First of all, these participants have 

very similar backgrounds. They are almost of the same age (about 18) and preparing 
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for university entrance examination the next year. They all have at least 5 years’ 

experiences in learning English. The researcher believed they are mature enough to 

report the strategies they used on the questionnaire. The second reason is that the 

researcher assumed these participants constituted a representative sample of the 

population as a whole. According to senior high school entrance examination, these 

three schools stand for different levels of academic achievements. One is at a top level, 

another at a middle level, and the other at a lower level. Due to the fact that these 

participants cover different levels of senior high students, they may well represent the 

general senior high students in Taiwan, particularly female students.  

 

3.2 Instruments 

The instruments employed in the study included a vocabulary learning strategies 

questionnaire and a Vocabulary Leve ls Test. The vocabulary learning strategies 

questionnaire was used for surveying participants’ approaches to vocabulary learning,  

while the Vocabulary Levels Test for measuring participants’ vocabulary size. 

 

3.2.1 Vocabulary Learning Strategies Questionnaire 

The commonly used research methods to explore learning strategies are 

observation, oral interviews, diaries, think-aloud tasks, and written questionnaires. 

Observation was found by some researchers to be a “not very productive” method due 

to its “revealing nothing about mental operations” (Allis, 1994, p. 533). Diaries, 

think-aloud tasks, and interviews are more suitable for a small number of subjects, 

which would “restrict the ability of researchers to generalize the findings to larger 

population”(Cohen, 1998, p. 42). In contrast, questionnaires are considered a 
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successful research method used to investigate learning strategies on a broader scale 

because it is easier to develop and more efficient to gather data (Brown, 2001). For 

this reason, the researcher adopted questionnaires as a main instrument to investigate 

vocabulary learning strategies.  

Development of Vocabulary Learning Strategies Questionnaire  

The questionnaire used in this study was based on Schmitt’s (1997) taxonomy of 

vocabulary learning strategies (see Appendix A). The researcher paraphrased and 

translated Schmitt’s taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies into Chinese. Each 

item in Schmitt’s taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies was transformed to a 

complete Chinese sentence. Also, some changes were made to make the questionnaire 

more suitable for the participants of the present study. For instance, some original 

items, such as semantic feature grids, semantic map, scales for gradable adjectives, 

Peg Method, Loci Method, spatial grouping, and configuration, were deleted because 

they are too complicated for senior high students to comprehend. Another item 

“cognates” was also deleted. Chinese participants cannot take advantage of this 

strategy to learn English vocabulary due to the fact that Chinese is not an 

Indo-European language. 

 On the other hand, some items were added to the questionnaire due to the 

inadequacy of the original items. For example, dictionary strategies in Schmitt’s－

bilingual and monolingual dictionaries－are supplemented by bilingualized and 

electronic dictionaries. Another strategy “using English language media” is subdivided  

into six items: English films, songs, newspapers, magazines, storybooks, and radio 

programs. As for the way of responding to the questionnaire, the researcher change 

Schmitt’s Yes/No to 5-point Liker-scale. 
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The Content of the Questionnaire  

The final questionnaire which the researcher developed consisted of three 

sections (see Appendix B). The first section contained 8 questions, which aimed to 

collect participants’ background information. The second section included 50 items of 

vocabulary learning strategies, which were grouped into five categories－

Determination strategies (DET), Social strategies (SOC), Memory strategies (MEM), 

Cognitive strategies (COG), and Metacognitive strategies (MET). In this section, the 

participants were asked to rate the frequency of each strategy they used on a 5-point 

Likert-scale, ranging from never (1 point), seldom (2 points), sometimes (3 points), 

often (4 points), to always (5 points). The last section comprised four open-ended 

questions, which aimed to compensate for the weak points of closed questions and to 

elicit more information from the participants. 

Reliability and Validity of the Questionnaire  

This questionnaire was proved to be reliable and practicable through a pilot study 

(see Section 3.3.1 for details). The internal consistency reliability coefficient of all 50 

items on the vocabulary learning strategies questionnaire was .93, which was very 

high. As for each category, the reliability coefficients of Determination strategy 

(Items1-7), Social strategies (Items 8-14), Memory strategies (Items 15-32), Cognitive 

strategies (Items 33-41), and Metacognitive strategies (Items 42-50) are 

.62 , .75, .87, .62, and .79 respectively－which were acceptable.  

With regard to validity, the researcher assumed that the questionnaire has content 

validity.  The reasons are as follows. First, the questionnaire was adapted from 

Schmitt’s taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies, and Schmitt is an expert on 

studying vocabulary. Second, the modification was reasonable. The reasons and details 
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of the modification were already described fully earlier (see page 33). Most 

importantly, the questionnaire had been piloted before the main study was conducted, 

and the results were satisfactory.  

  

3.2.2 Vocabulary Levels Test 

Vocabulary Levels Test (hereafter VLT) was used to measure the participants’ 

vocabulary size and to distinguish good vocabulary learners from poor vocabulary 

learners.  

The Content of VLT 

VLT was devised by Nation (1990), who divided it into five frequency levels: 

2,000-word level, 3,000-word level, 5,000-word level, university word level, and 

10,000-word level. At each level, there are 36 words (in groups of 6) and 18 

definitions (in groups of 3). Participants were required to match the words to the 

definitions (see Appendix C). According to Nation, the 2,000-word and 3,000-word 

levels contained the high-frequency words that all learners need to know in order to 

function effectively in English. Therefore, the researcher adopted 2,000-word and 

3,000-word levels to measure senior high students’ vocabulary size. 

Reliability and Validity of VLT 

VLT has often been used by researchers who needed to estimate the vocabulary 

size of non-English speaking learners (Read, 2000) due to the fact that the test is quick 

to take, easy to mark, and easy to interpret (Nation, 2001). Meara (1996) even called 

VLT “the nearest thing we have to a standard test in vocabulary. ” Some studies have 

confirmed what Meara had said. Beglar (2000) reported a reliability coefficient .95 for 

VLT in his study. Further, Read (2000) validated the test by producing a coefficient 
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of .90. Accordingly, VLT may well be regarded as a reliable and valid instrument to 

measure vocabulary size. 

Determination of Good Learners and Poor Learners  

Good vocabulary learners and poor vocabulary learners were determined 

according to the participants’ overall scores on VLT. The researcher gave one score for 

each correct matching of a word and its definition. The full score is 36. After scoring, 

the top 25% of the participants were defined as good vocabulary learners, while the 

bottom 25% poor vocabulary learners. 

 

3.3 Procedures 

The researcher carried out this study through two stages: a pilot study at first and 

then a main study.  

 

3.3.1 Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted in late September, 2003. It aimed at testing the 

practicability of the instruments used by the researcher, including the reliability 

coefficients, the clarity and comprehensibility of all items and instructions on the 

questionnaire and VLT. Some problems were found and measures of improvement 

were soon taken for the main study.  

The Procedure of Pilot Study 

141 third-year female students from three senior high schools, the same 

population as that of the main study, participated in the pilot study. A vocabulary 

learning strategy questionnaire and a Vocabulary Levels Test were administered to the 

participants by the researcher and two English teachers during the regular English 
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classes (each one responsible for one school). The instructions and directions were 

given at the very beginning. For example, the researcher explained the purpose of this 

study, showed the participants the way of responding to the questions on the 

questionnaire and VLT, and asked them not to discuss with each other. It took about 25 

minutes on average for participants to complete both the questionnaire and VLT. After 

that, the participants were rewarded with a small packet of candies for their 

cooperation, and the researcher expressed her sincere thanks to the participants.  

The questionnaires were collected and immediately returned to the researcher. Of 

the 141collected questionnaires, 17 were considered invalid due to either too many 

missing answers or inclination to circle the same option. In total, 124 valid 

questionnaires were adopted for data analysis by SPSS version 10.0. 

Results 

    The results of the pilot study showed that the questionnaire was reliable. To 

measure the internal-consistency reliability of the questionnaire, Cronbach’s alpha for 

the total scale and each subscale were calculated. As shown in Table 2, Cronbach’s 

alpha for total scale is .93, and most of the subscales exceed .70. According to Litwin 

(1995), levels of .70 or more are generally viewed as good reliability. Hence, this 

questionnaire is considered to be reliable and practicable. 

Table 2 
Internal Consistency Reliability 

Subscale Cronbach’s alpha 

Determination strategies Alpha = .62 
Social strategies Alpha =. 75 
Memory strategies Alpha = .87 
Cognitive strategies Alpha = .62 
Metacognitive strategies Alpha = .79 

Total scale Alpha = .93 
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The results also showed that the most often used strategies are “using electronic 

dictionary, ” “studying the sound of a word,” “verbal repetition,” “studying the spelling 

of a word,” “taking notes in class,” and “written repetition.” Besides, good learners 

used strategies much more often than poor learners. 

 Problems Found in the Pilot Study 

Some problems were found in the pilot study. First of all, the clarity and 

comprehensibility of the instruments are mostly OK with the participants except the 

instructions of VLT. On VLT, the researcher asked the participants to choose the right 

number of the word which goes with each question. However, some participants 

responded by spelling the word out instead of writing numbers despite the fact that the 

researcher highlighted the word “number.” 

Another problem occurred in the open-ended questions attached to the 50- item 

questionnaire. The first two open-ended questions required participants to go over the 

50 items and write the numbers of the strategies taught by school or cram school 

teachers. For some reason, many participants didn’t respond to these two questions. 

The possible reason was that it was kind of boring and took too much time to go over 

50 items twice.  

Additionally, all of the 17 invalid questionnaires came from the same school. 

Some did not finish VLT, while others had too many missing answers or tended to 

select a neutral option, i.e. number 3, on Likert-scale questions. The tester, these 

participants’ English teacher, explained that this class were not very interested in 

English and finished the questionnaire in 15 minutes, which was much shorter than the 

average 25 minutes. 
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Revision of Questionnaire and VLT 

In order to fix the problems which occurred in the pilot study, the researcher took 

the following measures for the main study.  

1. The researcher revised the instructions on VLT by adding “(1,2,3,4,5,or 6)” to 

explain further the highlighted word “number.” 

2. The first two open-ended questions were modified by changing the way of 

responding from going over the 50 items and writing the number of each strategy 

to making a free statement. 

3. The researcher had to improve the administration of questionnaires in order to 

reduce the amount of invalid questionnaires. For example, the researcher decided 

to administer questionnaires for the main study all by herself. In the pilot study, 

one of the three schools was administered questionnaires by the researcher, while 

the other two schools by another two English teachers. However, the pilot study 

indicated that it is better with the researcher’s presence when administering 

questionnaires. Besides, the researcher found it important to read the instructions 

of the instruments very carefully, which would make participants feel safe to 

complete questionnaires. Another important thing is that the researcher had to 

sincerely ask participants to take the questionnaires serious ly and give honest 

responses. Finally, participants should be reminded to check if there are any 

missing answers before they hand in their questionnaires. 

 

3.3.2 Main Study 

The main study was conducted in late October, 2003, one month after the pilot 

study. The researcher herself administered the improved questionnaire along with VLT 
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to six classes from three senior high schools during regular English classes. The six 

classes of participants followed the same procedures of administration. Written 

instructions in the two instruments were repeated orally, including the purpose of the 

questionnaire, no discussing with each other, responding honestly, the confidentiality 

of their personal data, and the way of responding to the questions. Participants were 

also reminded to check if they have missing answers before handing in the 

questionnaire and VLT. After collecting all the questionnaires and VLTs, the researcher, 

to express heartfelt thanks, distributed cookies and candies to the participants as 

rewards for the ir cooperation. 

Of the 271 collected questionnaires, only 4 were eliminated because of too many 

missing answers. Altogether, 267 valid questionnaires were adopted for data analysis. 

 

3.4 Analysis 

The data gathered in the study were mainly analyzed quantitative ly by using 

SPSS version 10.0, including descriptive statistics, Pearson product-moment 

correlations, and independent samples t-tests. Data analysis aimed to find the answers 

to four research questions, and to sort the responses to the open-ended questions. 

 

3.4.1 Finding the Answers to Research Questions  

The first part of data analysis aimed to find out the answers to the following 

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 
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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 and 

poor vocabulary learners?  

To answer Research Questions 1 & 2, descriptive statistics, such as means, 

standard deviations, were calculated to show how often different strategies were used, 

and to find out the most and the least frequently used vocabulary learning strategies. 

To answer Research Question 3, Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated 

to see if there is a significant correlation between vocabulary learning strategy use and 

vocabulary size. 

To answer Research Question 4, independent-samples t-tests were performed to 

see if there is any significant difference in the strategy use between good and poor 

vocabulary learners.  

 

3.4.2 Sorting the Responses to the Open-Ended Questions  

As for the second part of data analysis, the researcher sorted and classified the 

participants’ responses to the following open-ended questions.  

1.What difficulties do the participants encounter when learning English vocabulary? 

2. What vocabulary learning strategies have been taught by school teachers or cram 

school teachers? 

3. What additional strategies can the participants think of? 

4. How do participants wish their English teacher to help them with English 

vocabulary learning? 

 


