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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background 

The study of teaching and learning vocabulary has become an ever more 

important part of second language learning research since the 1970s under the 

influence of Communicative Language Teaching and Natural Approach 

(Celce-Murcia, 1991). Language educators and applied linguists emphasized the 

importance of vocabulary learning and teaching. Wilkins (1972) made an assertion 

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

conveyed.” Judd (1978) claimed that lexical knowledge should deserve considerable 

emphases in TESOL program and learners should learn massive vocabulary as early 

as possible. McCarthy (1989) also claimed “vocabulary teaching was coming of age. 

Its place within language teaching had been reasserted.” According to Laufer (1997), 

“vocabulary is no longer a victim of discrimination in second language learning 

research.” Read (2000) mentioned “vocabulary is not just a set of linguistic units but 

also an attribute of individual language learners, in the form of vocabulary knowledge 

and the ability to access that knowledge for communicative purposes.”  

The four skills are also strongly affected by vocabulary knowledge. Kelly (1991) 

asserted that 5000 was the minimal amount needed to understand 95% lexis covered 

in a piece of news and concluded that lexical ignorance was the main obstacle to 

listening comprehension and lexical expansion could ensure the best improvement in 

aural comprehension abilities. It was discovered that communication broke down 

when learners lack the necessary words. Nation (1990) proposed that learners may not 

be able to say what they want to say because they may not know enough vocabulary. 
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EFL/ESL learners may not be able to read with understanding without having a 

threshold level of vocabulary knowledge at their disposal. The results of Laufer’s 

(1992) study revealed that subjects who achieved a 3000-word level would predict 

56% of a reading comprehension score and an increase in 1000 word families would 

cause a 7% increase in a reading comprehension score. With writing, Raimes (1985) 

stressed the need for an adequate vocabulary if learners were going to generate, 

develop, and present ideas in their writing. 

All these researches make it clear that it is of great importance for ESL/EFL 

learners to possess enough vocabulary size, which enables them to acquire language 

proficiency and communicative competence. 

 

1.2 Motivation 

In the 1990s, Taiwan underwent a great deal of educational reforms in response 

to the public’s concern for the quality of education. To keep pace with social and 

economic developments, necessary modifications had to be made. The establishment 

of comprehensive high schools was one of the major educational policies in secondary 

school in Taiwan. In the school year 1996, the Ministry of Education started to 

advocate 18 schools to try out an American-style comprehensive high school system, 

which provided students elective offerings in academic-oriented and 

vocational-oriented programs. By 2005 there were 149 comprehensive high schools in 

Taiwan (Ministry of Education, 2007), which were transformed either from senior 

high schools or from vocational high schools. The proportion of these three types of 

high schools was 1:1:1. Comprehensive high schools have become the mainstream in 

the post-secondary education. 

The promotion of comprehensive high school allows for diversity and flexibility. 

Students can take courses according to their interests, desires, and ambitions (Wu, 
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1996). The alternative admission system allows comprehensive high school students 

to be admitted to colleges via any of three channels-the Scholastic Aptitude Test, the 

Entrance Examination for 2-year and 4-year Technological Colleges, the Appointed 

Subject Test. Whatever test they take, English is the common subject they have to 

prepare for. 

Since English vocabulary is of great importance in language competency, 

students have to know the words to facilitate their English achievement. However, 

vocabulary burden is the greatest difficulty in their process of learning English. 

Huang (1997) pointed out that in Taiwan EFL students very often learn word-by-word 

English-Chinese translation, which limit their understanding of vocabulary and 

influence their ability to comprehend English texts. Students often complain they 

don’t know how to memorize massive vocabulary and thus, in turn, lose interest in 

English learning. Therefore, vocabulary learning strategies should be instructed to 

help them attain long-term memory to receive, retain, and recall the words teachers 

have taught. 

The vocational-oriented students are a group of students who have lower 

learning attitude and motivation in English and adopt fewer language learning 

strategies than the academic-oriented students (Su, 2003). To help vocational-oriented 

students learn vocabulary more efficiently, the researcher considers it necessary to 

investigate their English vocabulary learning strategies. By analyzing the use 

frequency of vocabulary learning strategies between academic-oriented students and 

vocational-oriented students, a comparison of the similarities and differences of 

vocabulary learning strategy use is presented. It is hoped that this research can 

provide suggestions for English teachers and both the academic-oriented and 

vocational-oriented students to improve their vocabulary learning strategies and thus 

strengthen their four language skills. 
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1.3 Purposes of the Study 

This study is designed to explore the vocabulary learning strategies at the 

comprehensive schools in Taiwan in an effort to illuminate the strengths and 

weaknesses of the teaching and learning of English vocabulary. This study has three 

purposes. First, it attempts to compare the differences of vocabulary learning strategy 

use frequency between academic-oriented and vocational-oriented students. Second, it 

tries to find out the most frequently and the least frequently used vocabulary learning 

strategies used by these two groups of students. Third, it hopes to explore the 

correlation between vocabulary learning strategy use frequency and vocabulary size 

among good vocabulary learners and poor vocabulary learners in comprehensive high 

schools.  

 

1.4 Research Questions 

On the basis of the purposes of the study, the following questions concerning 

vocabulary learning strategies are to be explored. 

1. Are there any differences in vocabulary learning strategy use frequency between 

academic-oriented and vocational-oriented students in comprehensive high 

schools? 

2. What kinds of vocabulary learning strategies do comprehensive high school 

students in Taiwan use? 

A. How often do academic-oriented and vocational-oriented students use 

vocabulary learning strategies? 

B. What are the five most frequently and five least frequently used vocabulary 

learning strategies by academic-oriented and vocational-oriented students? 

3. Are there any differences in vocabulary learning strategy use frequency between 

good and poor vocabulary learners in comprehensive high school? 
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1.5 Significance of the Study 

It is expected that the results of the study will be significant in EFL vocabulary 

teaching and learning in Taiwan. First, enterprises and higher education put emphasis 

on students’ English proficiency, vocabulary learning strategies are helpful for 

students’ career development. Second, the study may provide teachers in 

comprehensive high schools with a reference to make feasible decisions about their 

future vocabulary teaching and to help their students learn vocabulary more efficiently 

and effectively. Third, the findings derived from this study may help bridge the gap of 

vocabulary learning between academic-oriented and vocational-oriented students. It is 

hoped that both groups of the students can benefit from the study so as to become 

more effective and independent language learners as they respond to unknown words. 

 

1.6 Definition of Terms 

1.6.1 Vocabulary learning strategies  

Vocabulary learning strategies are operations used by learners to acquire, store, 

and retrieve information in vocabulary learning. Learners take specific actions to 

enhance their progress in vocabulary learning, including determination, social, 

memory, cognitive, and metacognitive strategies (Schmitt, 1997). 

 

1.6.2 Comprehensive high school 

It’s a school program with the advantages of high school education, which 

prepare students for advanced study, and the merits of vocational high schools, which 

prepare students for careers. 

 

1.6.3 Academic-oriented students 

Academic-oriented students refer to the students who take regular academic 
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courses to prepare for the entrance examination of university. 

 

1.6.4 Vocational-oriented students 

Vocation-oriented students refer to the students who take some specific training  

courses to reinforce their own capabilities in some careers and to prepare for the 

entrance examination for technological colleges. 

 

1.6.5 Vocabulary Achievement Test 

The Vocabulary Achievement Test (hereafter VAT) in this study was used to 

measure how much the subjects had achieved in English vocabulary. It was composed 

of 16 multiple-choice test items. Good vocabulary learners and poor vocabulary 

learners were determined according to the subjects’ overall scores on VAT. 

 

1.6.6 Vocabulary Learning Strategy Questionnaire 

The Vocabulary Learning Strategy Questionnaire (hereafter VLSQ) in this study 

was used to investigate what kinds of vocabulary learning strategies comprehensive 

high school students used in learning English vocabulary. It was composed of 40 

strategy items to explore their strategy use. 


