
 

 

68  

 

 

CHAPTER 5  

DISCUSSION  
 

This chapter focuses on the discussion of the results of the present study and 

comparison with previous studies. Section 5.1 discusses the use frequency difference 

in vocabulary learning strategies between academic-oriented and vocational-oriented 

students. Section 5.2 discusses the rank of frequency of vocabulary learning strategy 

use by academic-oriented and vocational-oriented students. Section 5.3 discusses the 

use frequency difference in vocabulary learning strategies for good learners and poor 

learners. 

 

5.1 Use Frequency Difference in Vocabulary Learning Strategies for AO and VO 

This section discusses the results for Research Question 1: Are there any 

differences in vocabulary learning strategy use frequency between academic-oriented 

and vocational-oriented students in comprehensive high schools? The discussion is 

comprised of the following three parts: (1) the difference of overall strategy use 

frequency for AO and VO; (2) the difference of strategy category use frequency for 

AO and VO; and (3) the difference of strategy item use frequency for AO and VO. 

 

5.1.1 Difference of Overall Strategy Use Frequency for AO and VO 

Overall, AO students applied more learning strategies than VO students to know 

an English word’s meaning. The result of t-test (t=2.665, p<.05) showed that AO 

significantly used more learning strategies than VO in learning vocabulary. One 

possible reason for this could be that AO students had more motivation to acquire 

vocabulary learning strategies than VO students. According to Su (2003), 
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vocational-oriented students had less positive attitudes and lower motivation in 

English learning. Oxford and Nyikos (1989) pointed out that motivation had a great 

influence on how and when learners used certain language learning strategies. With 

positive motivation, language learners are encouraged to learn target languages, and 

thus they promote their language proficiency. Language learning strategies probably 

will not be used if the individual is not motivated to learn the language, and there is 

little or no reason to take risks using the language if there is little intention to learn it. 

Another possible reason may be the different vocabulary size goal to learn 

English. Based on the English reference word list compiled by Zheng (2002), in 

which 6480 words were classified into six levels, each level with 1,080 words. The 

words of levels 1-4 are supposed to be appropriate for Scholastic Aptitude English 

Test (SAET), and the words of levels 1-6, for the Department Required English Test 

(DRET). AO students had to achieve level 1-4 or 1-6 in the SAET or DRET while VO 

students had to achieve level 1-3 for the 3500-word level in the four-year TVE 

English Test. So, AO students couldn’t help but memorize and retain vocabulary with 

great efforts to attain their academic performance. 

 

5.1.2 Difference of Strategy Category Use Frequency for AO and VO  

As for the specific learning strategy category, AO employed more determination 

strategies in Part 1 (discovering the meaning of a word) and more memory strategies 

in Part 2 (consolidating the words that have been learned) than VO. In determination 

strategy category, AO used learning strategies more often than VO (t=3.313, p<.05). 

In memory strategy category, AO used learning strategies more often than VO 

(t=3.210, p<.05). There were no significant differences in social strategies, cognitive 

strategies, and metacognitive strategies. The possible reasons for this phenomenon 

will be discussed as follows. 
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5.1.2.1 Determination Strategies 

Determination strategies are strategies used by an individual to discover a new 

word’s meaning without recourse to another person’s help. This can be done through 

guessing from one’s structural knowledge of a language, guessing from context, or 

using reference materials. The possible reason that determination strategies showed a 

significant difference between AO and VO was that most of the determination 

strategies were related to grammatical knowledge. Since AO took more English 

classes and had more quizzes and tests, their training in the parts of speech, affixes, 

and context clues were more sophisticated than VO. 

 

5.1.2.2 Social Strategies 

Social strategies use interaction with other people to improve language learning. 

One can ask teachers or classmates for information about a new word and they can 

answer in a number of ways (synonyms, translations, etc.). One can also study and 

consolidate vocabulary knowledge with other people. Since each group of students 

was reported to use social strategies least in both Part 1 and Part 2 (social strategy 

category ranked the last), as shown in Table 4-12, it made sense that the difference 

was little and could not reach statistical significance. 

 

5.1.2.3 Memory Strategies 

Most memory strategies, also known as mnemonics, involve relating the word to 

be retained with some previously learned knowledge, using some form of imagery, or 

grouping. It requires deep mental processing, which is necessary for long-term 

retention. If words are organized in some ways before memorization, recall is 

improved. Of course, this takes time to facilitate the retrieval of the words. The 

possible reason that memory strategies showed a significant difference between AO 
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and VO lied in the different time intervals used in memory strategies. Since AO had 

more motivation to learn vocabulary, their further practice allowed them to have more 

desire than VO to “deeply process” every word encountered. 

 

5.1.2.4 Cognitive Strategies 

Cognitive strategies include repetition and using mechanical means to study 

vocabulary. This strategy category is defined as “manipulation or transformation of 

the target language by the learner” (Oxford, 1990). The possible reason that cognitive 

strategies did not show a significant difference between AO and VO was that most of 

the cognitive strategies were rote strategies, which were easy for both of them to 

understand and use.  

According to the previous studies, the great majority of learners seem to favor 

some forms of mechanical strategies such as repetition over deeper, more complex 

ones (Schmitt & McCarthy, 1997; Lawson & Johnson, 1996). English learners favor 

these strategies first in tackling vocabulary learning. 

 

5.1.2.5 Metacognitive Strategies 

Metacognitive strategies involve a conscious overview of the learning process 

and making decisions about planning, monitoring, or evaluating the best ways to 

study. This includes improving access to input, deciding on the most efficient 

methods of review, and testing oneself to make improvement. The possible reason 

that metacognitive strategies showed no significant difference between AO and VO 

was the lack of learner autonomy. 

Chinese students are not autonomous learners in the cultural context. Unless 

regulated by teachers, they will not explore the unlimited materials, like the English 

media, and review English vocabulary without the pressure of tests. 
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5.1.3 Difference of Strategy Item Use Frequency for AO and VO 

This section discusses the strategy items used by AO and VO in the two 

categories―determination strategy category and memory strategy category, which 

made significant differences to these two groups. 

5.1.3.1 Determination Strategy 

Of the 5 strategies, the use frequency of 3 strategies were significant between 

AO and VO. They were Det 1 “analyze part of speech,” Det 2 “analyze affixes and 

roots,” and Det 4 “bilingual dictionary.” This showed VO’s being more reluctant to 

use grammatical knowledge (Det 1 & Det 2) and dictionaries (Det 4) than AO. 

Concerning the grammatical knowledge, part of speech (word class) describes 

the category of grammatical behavior of a word, which involves eight parts of speech: 

noun, pronoun, verb, adjective, adverb, conjunction, preposition, exclamation. Affixes 

and roots (morphology) deals with affixes and how they are attached to the base forms 

of words. For example, if students know the meaning of –less, it should not be too 

difficult to recognize the meaning of new words such as useless or careless if the base 

forms are already known. Thus, a knowledge of morphology is crucial in handling the 

flood of novel words being met. Bilingual dictionary use means looking up a word 

during reading. Knight (1994) discovered that while incidental vocabulary learning 

through contextual guessing did take place, those who used a dictionary as well as 

guessed through context not only learned more words immediately after reading but 

also remembered more after two weeks. The use of dictionary was more conductive to 

the successful production of new words in sentences for its providing clearer 

understanding in the learners’ L1. 

The possible explanation that these determination strategies showed significant 

differences between AO and VO was that AO took more English classes, that is, their 

time of training in the part of speech, affixes and roots was more than that of VO. 
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Another possible explanation for the more frequent use of bilingual dictionary by AO 

was such. AO had more difficult reading materials to expose to than VO, they could 

not help but consult the dictionary to verify their realization. 

 

5.1.3.2 Memory Strategies 

Memory strategies involve relating new material to existing knowledge by using 

some form of imagery or grouping. Of the 17 strategies, there were significant 

differences in the frequency of 7 strategies use between AO and VO. This meant that 

AO more often studied word by using Mem 1 “a pictorial representation of its 

meaning,” Mem 6 “use new word in sentences,” Mem 8 “study the spelling of a 

word,” Mem 9 “studied the sound of a word,” Mem 10 “say new word aloud when 

studying,” Mem 13 “remember affixes and roots,” and Mem 14 “remember part of 

speech.” 

All teachers recognize that learners forget words easily. This forgetting is a 

natural fact of learning. Both learning and forgetting occur until the word is mastered 

and “fixed” in memory. Memory strategies are helpful strategies to relate the new 

words with familiar information. Learners have to practice these strategies over and 

over again to lengthen the memory retention. 

In this category of the present study, there were significant differences in 

imagery, association, phonological form of a word, grammatical knowledge. All of 

these take time and deep mental processing to achieve. Since AO was a group of 

students who had to reach a vocabulary of 4000 words or 7000 words, they apparently 

had to adopt more memory strategies to retain and retrieve the words learned. 

 

 

 



 

 

74  

 

5.2 Rank of Vocabulary Learning Strategy Use Frequency for AO and VO 

This section discusses the results for Research Question 2: What kinds of 

vocabulary learning strategies do comprehensive high school students in Taiwan use? 

The discussion consists of the following four parts: (1) the frequencies of overall 

strategy use and the use of the strategy categories, (2) the frequencies of use of all 

individual strategies, (3) the five most frequently used strategies, and (4) the five least 

frequently used strategies. 

 

5.2.1 Rank of Use Frequency: Overall Strategies and the Five Strategy 

Categories 

The AO and VO students in this study were moderate users of vocabulary learning 

strategies, with mean scores of 2.853 and 2.727 respectively. It is likely that the 

subjects did not know how to use most of the strategies because these strategies were 

never introduced to them. Another possible reason is that they seldom practiced these 

strategies and intended to use some specific strategies by preference or at their 

convenience. 

Concerning the use of strategy categories, the ranks of use frequency by AO and 

VO were identical. It is likely that both groups were under the same cultural context, 

so their learning background led them to have similar preferences or patterns of 

vocabulary learning strategy use. 

As for the rank of the strategy categories, AO and VO both employed 

determination strategies most frequently, followed by social strategies in Part 1 

(discovering the meaning of a word). This finding suggests that when encountering a 

new English word, the subjects preferred to solve the immediate problem by 

themselves. 

As for Part 2 (consolidating the words encountered), the most frequently used 
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strategies by AO and VO were cognitive strategies, followed by memory strategies, 

metacognitive strategies, social strategies. This finding suggests that when 

consolidating an English word, the subjects preferred to use shallow strategies to 

retain their vocabulary. 

 

5.2.2 Rank of Use Frequency: Individual Strategies 

In the following, the frequency of each individual strategy use will be discussed in 

detail according to its strategy categories. 

 

5.2.2.1 Determination Strategies 

Determination strategies were reported as the most frequently used strategy 

category both by AO and VO in Part 1 (discovering the meaning of an English word). 

Determination strategies were used by an individual who discovered a new word’s 

meaning without another’s person’s help (Schmitt, 2000). Subjects would rather solve 

the vocabulary problem by themselves. 

When encountering a new word, learners would like to discover the meaning on 

their own by using either “guessing” or “reference materials” strategies. Guessing 

strategies include “guessing from parts of speech,” “affixed and roots,” and 

“contextual context.”  Reference materials include “bilingual dictionary,” “word 

lists,” and “flash cards.” 

The rank of strategy use by AO and VO in this category was identical. The most 

frequently used determination strategy in “guessing strategies” was Det 3 “guess from 

textual context.” Guessing from context refers to inferring a word’s meaning from the 

surrounding words in a written text. In learning English, students have to face a great 

amount of English vocabulary. It is not possible for them to know every word. 

Guessing the meaning of the words from the context naturally becomes a skill for 
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students to deal with new words. 

With regard to “reference materials”, Det 5 “word lists & flash cards” was 

subjects’ most frequently used strategy. Nation (1982) surveyed this technique and 

concluded that the average learner was able to master large numbers of words using 

this technique, and that the learning did not wear off quickly. Words lists can be very 

useful and convenient for initial exposure to a new word. It is common to see students 

carrying a vocabulary notebook, inside which new words are learned as translation 

pairs. 

 

5.2.2.2 Social Strategies 

Social strategies involve asking or interacting with someone who knows a 

word’s meaning. Social strategies were reported as the least frequently used strategy 

category both by AO and VO in Part 1 and Part 2. This might be that language 

learners traditionally assume that vocabulary learning is best achieved individually. 

Students tend to deal with new words by themselves without seeking help or 

interaction with others. Another possible explanation is the cultural factor, which 

caused the subjects’ scant use of this strategy category. In Taiwan, teachers always 

adopt teacher-oriented instructional model to present their materials. Students just sit 

and listen to teachers’ lectures, and rarely have chances to ask questions in class. 

Politzer and Mcgroaty (1985) maintained that social interaction behavior is more a 

part of western learning behavior than Asian learning behavior. Bremner (1999) also 

pointed out that in some Asian cultural contexts, asking questions might be regarded 

as disruptive, impolite, and disrespectful to the speakers. 

Concerning this strategy category, learners would like to discover or consolidate 

the meaning by using either “asking others for help” or “interacting with others.” 

Asking others for help includes “asking teacher for an L1 translation,” “asking teacher 
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for paraphrase or synonym of new word,” “asking teacher for a sentence including the 

new word,” and “asking classmates for meaning.”  Interacting with others includes 

“discovering new meaning through group work activity,” “studying and practicing 

meaning in a group,” and “interacting with native-speakers.” 

The rank of strategy use by AO and VO in this category was identical. The most 

frequently used social strategy was Soc 4 “ask classmates for meaning.” This is in 

concord with the findings of Chen (1998) and Wang (2004). It is likely that 

Taiwanese students feel at ease when asking their classmates for help. They may also 

feel convenient to obtain information from peers surrounding them. On the other hand, 

they may have pressure when asking teachers for help in the Chinese culture context, 

in which teachers are regarded as unquestioned. 

The least frequently used strategy was Soc 7 “interact with native-speakers.” 

Most students in Taiwan have little chances to meet foreigners in their community, so 

it is not possible for them to interact with native-speakers. 

 

5.2.2.3 Memory Strategies 

Memory strategies, which involve relating the word to be retained with some 

previously learned knowledge, were the second most frequently used strategies 

category in Part 2. 

The rank of strategy use by AO and VO in this category was somewhat 

different, but according to Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient in Table 4-18, 

there was no significant difference in the ranking order.  

Of the seventeen strategies, the most frequently used strategies of high use 

frequency were Mem 9 “study the sound of a word” and Mem 8 “study the spelling of 

a word.” These two strategies involved the form of a word, belonging to “shallow” 

sensory processing (i.e. by means of visual or acoustic properties). The least 
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frequently used strategies of low use frequency use were Mem 7 “group words 

together within a storyline, Mem 15 “paraphrase the word’s meaning, and Mem 17 

“use physical action learning a word.” These strategies largely involved “grouping,” 

“imagery,” “association,” which were related to “deep” semantic processing (i.e. 

meaning elaboration).  

This finding is consistent with previous research results in Gu & Johnson (1996), 

Schmitt (1997), Chen (1998), and Wang (2004). This phenomenon may be due to the 

fact that, for students, shallow strategies are easier to use than deep strategies. 

Students could make less cognitive efforts to learn the form of a word than to process 

deeper mental processing, which was energy-consuming and time-wasting. 

 

5.2.2.4 Cognitive Strategies 

Cognitive strategies were the first most frequently used strategy category in Part 2. 

One possible reason for this could be the ease of use of cognitive strategies. 

According to Schmitt (2000), cognitive strategies involve directly operating on 

incoming information and are not focused so specifically on mental processing. 

Typical examples include verbal repetition, written repetition, word lists, flash cards, 

etc., which do not involve deep processing strategies. Accordingly, they are easier for 

learners to use. Another possible reason for this might derive from the learning styles 

of different cultures. O’Malley et al. (1987) claimed that Asian students preferred to 

use rote memorization to tackle vocabulary learning. Schmitt’s (1997) study with 

Japanese students and Chen’s (1998) study with Taiwanese students also supported 

shallow, rote strategies to be the most helpful strategies. 

The rank of use by AO and VO in this category was identical. The strategies of 

high frequency use in this category were Cog 1 “verbal repetition” and Cog 2 “written 

repetition.”  Students liked to employ these two mechanical means to study 
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vocabulary because they could be operated easily without involving complicated 

mental processing. As for strategies of low frequency use, Cog 8 “keep a vocabulary 

notebook,” Cog 6“listen to the tape of words lists,” and Cog 7 “put English labels on 

physical objects, ” appeared to be related to “study aids.” These study aids might be 

ready-made or home-made. These strategies required students to make extra efforts to 

create and to take extra time to use outside the classroom. It was not convenient for 

students to use when learning English. 

 

5.2.2.5 Metacognitive Strategies 

Metacognitive strategies are used by students to control and evaluate their own 

learning, by having an overview of the learning process in general (Schmitt, 1997). 

This category was the third frequently used strategy category in Part 2. 

The rank of use by AO and VO in this category was identical. Of the three 

metacognitive strategies used by AO and VO, two strategies belonged to medium 

frequency use—Met 1 “use English-language media (songs, movies, newscast, etc.) 

and Met 2 “testing oneself with word tests”; one strategy belonged to low frequency 

use—Met 3 “use spaced word practice.” 

The first strategy could be attributed to teachers’ requirements. Teachers hoped 

to maximize students’ exposure to English vocabulary by offering them endless 

resources (English-medium books, magazines, newspapers and movies). It was 

common to see teachers assign students to subscribe to English magazines and listen 

to English programs out of class. The second one was used by the teachers to evaluate 

students’ vocabulary learning outcomes. Teachers always gave tests to explore the 

teaching effects and learning effectiveness so that they could take control of their 

instruction. The third strategy, “spaced practice,” also called “expanding rehearsal,” 

was the least used one. A possible explanation was that subjects did not know how to 
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organize their vocabulary learning as a long-term process. They seldom reviewed 

words regularly and scheduled vocabulary learning over time. Because most 

forgetting occurs soon after the end of a learning session, learners should review new 

material soon after the initial meeting and then gradually increasing intervals 

(Pimsleur, 1967; Baddeley, 1990). 

 

5.2.3 The Five Most Frequently Used VLS by AO and VO 

The five most frequently strategies by AO were Cog 1 “verbal repetition,” Mem 

9 “ study the sound of a word,” “Cog 2 “ written repetition,” Mem 8 “study the 

spelling of a word,” and Det 3 “guess from the contextual clues.” The five most 

frequently strategies by VO were Cog 1 “verbal repetition,” Cog 2 “written 

repetition,” Mem 9 “study the sound of a word,” Det 3 “guess from the contextual 

clues,” and Soc 4 “ask classmates for meaning.”   

Of the five strategies, four strategies were reported to be used both by AO and 

VO―Cog 1 “verbal repetition,” Mem 9 “ study the sound of a word,” “Cog 2 

“ written repetition,” and Det 3 “guess from the contextual clues.” The characteristics 

of these strategies would be discussed in the following. 

1. The five most frequently used strategies were mostly “shallow” (also surface or 

mechanical) strategies,” which process a word at a superficial level. Strategies, 

like “study the sound of a word,” “verbal repetition,” and “written repetition” 

focused on the “form” of a word. That is to say, subjects paid more attention to 

either orthographic form (i.e. spelling/ the written form of a word) or phonological 

form (i.e. pronunciation/ the spoken form of a word), traditionally considered a 

lower level type of knowledge. This was in line with the findings of Schmitt 

(1997), Chen (1998), and Wang (2004). It is likely that these strategies involved 

less mental processing and easier to understand and to use for the subjects in the 
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current study. Thus, strategies which required deeper semantic level of processing 

were given up. 

2. The subjects showed a preference for “guess from the textual context” when 

encountering an unknown word. One possible reason for this was that guessing 

from the textual context was time-saving for the subjects to discover the meaning 

of an unknown word. They didn’t have to look up the words in the dictionary, and 

this wouldn’t interrupt their process of reading and slow down the reading speed, 

but keep the context coherence and increase the article realization. 

3. Repetition strategies, like “verbal repetition” and “written repetition” were 

favored by the subjects in this study. Written and verbal repetition, repeatedly 

writing or saying a word over and over again, are common strategies in many 

parts of the world. They are so entrenched that students often resist giving them 

up to try other ones (O’Malley and Chamot, 1990). This result was also in accord 

with the finding of O’Malley (1987) that Asian students persisted in using 

repetition strategies to tackle vocabulary learning. Wang (2004) as well supported 

this claim in her finding that Taiwanese students preferred to use rote strategies to 

memorize vocabulary. It was probable that these strategies required little cognitive 

effort and thus it was easier for the subjects to use. Students preferred mechanical 

strategies to complex ones. 

 

5.2.4 The Five Least Frequently Used VLS by AO and VO 

The five least frequently strategies by AO were Cog 6 “listen to tape of word 

lists,” Mem 15 “paraphrase the word’s meaning,” Mem 17 “use physical action when 

learning a word,” Soc 7 “interact with native-speakers,” and Cog 7 “put English labels 

on physical objects.” The five least frequently strategies by VO were Cog 6 “listen to 

tape of word lists”, Mem 7 “group words together within a storyline,” Mem 17 “use 
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physical action when learning a word,” Soc 7 “interact with native-speakers,” and 

Cog 7 “put English labels on physical objects.”  

Of the five strategies, four strategies were reported to be least frequently used 

both by AO and VO―Cog 6 “listen to tape of word lists,” Mem 17 ”use physical 

action when learning a word,” Soc 7 “interact with native-speakers,” and Cog 7 “put 

English labels on physical objects.” The characteristics of these strategies would be 

discussed in the following. 

1. The subjects did not like to use strategies related to “study aids,” like auditory aids 

(tapes), physical aids (physical action), and visual aids (labels). These study aids 

might be home-made or ready-made, which all required students to make extra 

efforts to create or take extra time to use outside the classroom. It was not 

convenient for students’ use when learning English. 

2. The subjects rarely used strategies related to social interaction, like “interact with 

native-speakers.” It is not possible for most students in Taiwan to have chances to 

meet foreigners in their community, let alone to communicate with them in 

English. Though some schools hire native-speakers to teach conversation for their 

students, it is a small proportion compared to the great number of schools in 

Taiwan. 
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5.3 Use Frequency Difference in Vocabulary Learning Strategies for Good 

Learners and Poor Learners 

This section discusses the results for Research Question 3: Are there any 

differences in vocabulary learning strategy use frequency between good and poor 

vocabulary learners in comprehensive high school? 

The results of T-test from Table 4-23 to Table 4-27 showed that there were 

significant differences in overall, Part 1, Part 2, and each strategy category use. Good 

vocabulary learners significantly used more learning strategies than poor vocabulary 

learners in learning vocabulary. This indicated the higher scores the subjects got on 

the Vocabulary Achievement Test, the more frequently they used vocabulary learning 

strategies. 

This finding was consistent with the previous studies (Gu and Johnson, 1996; 

Chen, 1999; Wang, 2004; Gung, 2004) that higher proficient students used more 

vocabulary learning strategies than lower proficient students.  

The finding that the use of a wide variety of strategies is characteristic for good 

learners means that learners should be aware of different vocabulary learning 

strategies and how to use them. 


