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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Confucius once said “Give a man fish you feed him for a day; teach a man 

fishing you feed him for life.” Until today this goodwill still motivates modern 

educational psychologists in their research on learning strategies. Over the last few 

decades a shift has taken place, resulting in less emphasis on teachers and teaching 

and greater stress on learners and learning. To achieve this goal, researchers have to 

discover how learners learn and how their learning behaviors relate to their learning 

results.  

Vocabulary acquisition is a field of investigation that has seen as an explosion of 

experimental research in the last two decades. Yet the place where learning strategies 

and vocabulary learning intersect –vocabulary learning strategies–has attracted a 

noticeable lack of attention (Schmitt, 1997). 

In Oxford’ taxonomies of language learning strategies, most of strategies listed 

are vocabulary learning strategies. Vocabulary learning strategies are a part of 

language learning strategies which in turn are a part of general learning strategies 

(Nation, 2001). So, this chapter will first overview language learning strategies, 

focusing on the definitions and categorizations. Then vocabulary learning strategies 

will be proposed, followed by the presentation of taxonomies. Finally studies of 

vocabulary learning strategies undertaken in schools in Taiwan will be discussed. 

 

2.1 Definitions of Language Learning Strategies 

Research on language learning strategies (LLS) have become a recognized field 

since 1970s, when the emphasis on teachers and teaching shifted to the learners and 
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learning. 

ESL/EFL researchers found that certain learners seemed to be more successful 

regardless of methods or techniques of teaching. They began to see the importance of 

individual differences in language learning. Besides the well documented individual 

differences (e.g., aptitude, intelligence, and motivation), the good language learners 

are good because they may well have better ways of handling their problems in the 

learning process than their unsuccessful counterparts (i.e., language learning 

strategies). Inspired by a need to help less successful language learners, researchers 

began to uncover the characteristics of successful language learners (Rubin, 1975; 

Stern, 1975).  

 

This field of research has continued and led to an increasing interest in the study 

of language learning strategies. A number of definitions of LLS have been used by 

key figures in the field. Table 2-1 shows chronologically how the term evolved 

through the years. 

 

Table 2-1 Defining Language Learning Strategies 

Authors What are LLS? What are LLS for? 
Rubin (1975) Techniques or devices To acquire knowledge 

Stern (1975)  More general order higher 
approaches to learning 

Govern the choice of 
specific techniques 

Bialystok (1978) Methods/conscious 
enterprises 

For exploiting available 
information to improve 
competence in L2 

Naiman et al. (1978) General, more or less 
deliberate approaches to 
learning 
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Tarone (1983)  An attempt to develop 
linguistic and 
sociolinguistic competence 
in the target language 

To incorporate these into 
one’s interlanguage 
competence 

Cohen (1984) Mental operations To accomplish learning 
tasks 

Rubin (1987) Set of operations, steps, 
plans, routines of what 
learners do 

To facilitate the obtaining, 
storage, retrieval, and use of 
information, to regulate 
learning  

Wenden (1987)  Language learning 
behaviors learners actually 
engage in, strategic 
knowledge about learning 

To learn and regulate L2 
learning 

Chamot (1987) Techniques, approaches, or 
deliberate actions 

To facilitate the learning 
and recall of both linguistic 
and content area 
information 

O’Malley & Chamot (1990) Special thoughts or 
behaviors 

To help comprehend, learn, 
or retain new information 

Oxford (1989) Steps taken by the learner To aid the acquisition, 
storage and retrieval of 
information 

Oxford (1990) Special actions To make learning easier, 
faster, more enjoyable, 
more self-directed, more 
effective, more transferable 
to new situations 

Oxford (1993)  Specific actions, 
behaviours, steps or 
techniques that students 
(often intentionally) use 

To improve their progress 
in developing second 
language skills 

Mohamed Amin Embi 
(1996) 

Plans and/or actions To enhance learners’ 
process of language 
learning 
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In her teacher-oriented text, Oxford (1990) summarizes her view of LLS by 

listing twelve key features.  

 

Table 2-2 Features of Language Learning Strategies 

Language Learning Strategies 
1. Contribute to the main goal of communicative competence. 
2. Allow learners to become more self-directed. 
3. Expand the role of teachers. 
4. Are problem-oriented. 
5. Are specific actions taken by the learner. 
6. Involve many aspects of the learner, not just cognitive. 
7. Support learning both directly and indirectly. 
8. Are not always observable. 
9. Are often conscious. 
10. Can be taught. 
11. Are flexible. 
12. Are influenced by a variety of factors. 

Source: Oxford (1990), p. 9 

  

2.2 Classifications of Language Learning Strategies (LLS) 

A number of researchers attempted to classify language learning strategies into 

categories. First, Bialystok (1979) identified four kinds of strategies in her model of 

second language learning: functional practicing, formal practicing, monitoring, and 

inferencing. Later, Rubin (1981) proposed a classification scheme that categorized 

learning strategies into two broad groups: 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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In another study, O’Malley and his research group (1985a) identified strategies 

from interviewing and observing high school ESL students in the classroom and then 

O’Malley and Chamot (1990) identified three broad types of strategies: cognitive, 

metacognitive, and socioaffective. Cognitive strategies involve interacting with the 

material to be learned. Metacognitive strategies refer to thinking about the learning 

process, planning and monitoring the task, and evaluating how well one has learned. 

Socioaffective strategies mean interacting with another person or using affective 

control to assist a learning task. 

Another classification system, attributed to Oxford (1990), is the most 

comprehensive detailed system. Oxford classified language learning strategies into 

two main categories: direct strategies and indirect strategies. Direct strategies contain 

memory, cognitive, and compensation strategies while indirect strategies include 

metacognitive, affective, and social strategies. 

The following are the definitions of the six strategies for LLS (Oxford & Crookall, 

1989, p.404): 

1. Memory strategies- techniques specifically tailored to help the learner store new 

information in memory and retrieve it later. 

2. Cognitive strategies- skills that involve manipulation or transformation of the 

language in some direct way, e.g., through reasoning, analysis, note taking, 

functional practice in naturalistic settings, formal practice with structures and 

sounds, etc. 

3. Compensation strategies- behaviors used to compensate for missing knowledge of 

some kind, e.g., inferencing (guessing), while listening or reading, or using 

synonyms or circumlocution while speaking or writing. 
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4. Metacognitive strategies- behaviors used for centering, arranging, planning, and 

evaluating one’s learning. These “beyond-the-cognitive” strategies are used to 

provide “executive control” over the learning process. 

5. Affective strategies- techniques like self-reinforcement and positive self-talk 

which help learners gain better control over their emotions, attitudes, and 

motivations related to language learning. 

6. Social strategies- actions involving other people in the language learning process. 

Examples are questioning, cooperating with peers, and developing empathy. 

Based on a series of research projects, Oxford produced the Strategy Inventory 

for Language Learning (SILL), an instrument to assess language learning strategies. 

This instrument has been widely used by many researchers (Oxford & Nyikos, 1989; 

Brown, Robinson, & Rosenjkar, 1996) and vocabulary learning strategy researchers 

(Schmitt, 1997; Kudo, 1999) also adopted the classifications as their framework. 

 

2.3 Definitions of Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

Vocabulary learning strategies form a subcategory in the framework of language 

learning strategies. 

Brown and Payne (1994) identified five steps in the process of learning 

vocabulary in a foreign language: (a) having sources for encountering new words, (b) 

getting a clear image, either visual or auditory or both, of the forms of the new words, 

(c) learning the meaning of the words, (d) making a strong memory connection 

between the forms and the meanings of the words, (e) using the words. 

Cameron (2001) stated a general definition that vocabulary learning strategies 

are “actions that learners take to help themselves understand and remember 

vocabulary.” 
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Catalan (2003) proposed a more concrete and thorough definition of vocabulary 

learning strategies. She suggested the following definition: knowledge about the 

mechanisms (processes, strategies) used in order to learn vocabulary as well as steps 

or actions taken by students (a) to find out the meaning of unknown words, (b) to 

retain them in long-term memory, (c) to recall them at will, and (d) to use them in oral 

or written mode. 

 

2.4 Classifications of Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

Although vocabulary learning strategies is a relatively new area of study, several 

classifications of vocabulary learning strategies have been proposed. Some of the 

classifications are so general in nature while others have aimed at providing a detailed 

account of the various strategies on the basis of the results of the empirical research. 

Ahmed (1989) was the pioneer in the field of studying vocabulary learning 

strategies. He investigated 300 Sundanese learners of English to find out the 

micro-strategies they used and strategy patterns used by good and poor learners. By 

applying a think-aloud task, direct observation, and an interview to their learning 14 

new words, he arrived at 38 micro-strategies, which were categorized into six 

macro-strategies: information sources, dictionary use, memorization, practice, 

preferred source of information, and note-taking. Cluster analysis was then performed 

to produce five groups of students, three of which comprising mainly good learners 

and two poor learners. The strategy patterns used by good and poor learners could be 

distinguished. 

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

advanced ESL learners in 1990, then with four case studies of ESL learners in 1992, 

and finally with eight case studies of French as a second language (FSL) learners in 

1993. She found that subjects in these three studies seemed to use two distinct 
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approaches to vocabulary learning: a structured and an unstructured approach.  

 
Table 2-3 Structured and Unstructured Approach to Vocabulary Learning by 

Sanaoui (1995) 
Structured Approach Unstructured Approach 

Opportunities for learning vocabulary 
self-created   
independent study 

Reliance on course 
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 in and  
outside classroom 

Reliance on course 

 

Stoffer (1995) was the first one to investigate vocabulary learning strategies as a 

whole. She developed a questionnaire which contained 53 items designed to measure 

specifically vocabulary learning strategies. She administered this Vocabulary 

Learning Strategy Inventory (VOLSI) and the SILL to 707 students at the University 

of Alabama. Stoffer demonstrated that the 53 items on the VOLSI clustered into nine 

categories by factor analysis as follows. 

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 
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6. Visual/auditory strategies 

7. Strategies involving physical action 

8. Strategies used to overcome anxiety 

9. Strategies used to organize words 

 

Gu and Johnson (1996) studied the vocabulary learning strategies of 850 

second-year Chinese university students by means of a vocabulary learning 

questionnaire, vocabulary size tests and proficiency tests. Their questionnaire 

included a section about beliefs concerning vocabulary learning and a total of 91 

vocabulary learning strategies, which were classified into seven sub-categories. 

 

Table 2-4 Classification of Vocabulary Learning Strategies by Gu and Johnson 

(1996) 

Dimension and Categories 

1. Metacognitive regulation 
Selective attention 
Self-initiation 

2. Guessing strategies 
Using background knowledge/wider context 
Using linguistic cues/immediate context 

3. Dictionary strategies 
Dictionary strategies for comprehension 
Extended dictionary strategies 
Looking-up strategies 

4. Note-taking strategies 
Meaning-oriented note-taking strategies 
Usage-oriented note-taking strategies 

5. Rehearsal strategies 
Using word lists 
Oral repetition 
Visual repetition 
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6. Encoding strategies 
Association/Elaboration 
Imagery 
Visual encoding 
Auditory encoding 
Using word-structure 
Semantic encoding 
Contextual encoding 

7. Activation strategies 

 

Schmitt (1997) used his own taxonomy as a survey to investigate 600 Japanese 

EFL learners including junior high, senior high, university students, and company 

employees whether they used the strategies and whether they were useful. He 

proposed his own taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies. He adopted four 

categories, i.e. Social, Memory, Cognitive, and Metacognitive from Oxford’s six 

language learning strategies (Memory, Cognitive, Compensation, Metacognitive, 

Affective, and Social) and added a new category Determination in his studies. So in 

Schmitt’s research, there were 58 strategies divided into 5 categories and grouped into 

two dimensions: “discovery of a new word’s meaning” and “consolidating a word 

once it has been encountered”. The former includes determination and social 

strategies, and the latter includes social, memory, cognitive, and metacognitive 

strategies. The social strategies are included in the two categories because they can be 

used for both purposes. 

Differently from other classifications of vocabulary learning strategies, Nation’s 

(2001) taxonomy does not derive from any research results but is purely based on 

theory. It is organized around three broad categories, where aspects of vocabulary 

knowledge have been separated from sources of vocabulary knowledge and learning 

processes. 
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Table 2-5 Taxonomy of Vocabulary Learning Strategies by Nation (2001) 

General Class of Strategies Types of Strategies 

Planning: choosing what to focus on and 
when to focus on it 

 

Choosing words 
Choosing the aspects of word knowledge 
Choosing strategies 
Planning repetition 

Sources: finding information about words

Analyzing the word 
Using context 
Consulting a reference source in L1 and L2 
Using parallels in L1 and L2 

Processes: establishing knowledge 
Noticing 
Retrieving 
Generating 

 

Lin (2001) studied the vocabulary learning strategies of seven Taiwanese 

elementary school students. Several research instruments were used, including 

classroom observation, written records, oral interviews, think-aloud protocols. Despite 

the small sample, 73 vocabulary learning strategies were identified, which were 

categorized into three parts: Metacognitive, Cognitive, and Socio-affective. Each 

category had its subcategories. 

 

Table 2-6 Taxonomy of Vocabulary Learning Strategies by Lin (2001) 

Strategy Categories Strategies 

Metacognitive strategies 

Advanced preparation 
Selective attention 
Monitoring 
Self-management 

Cognitive strategies 

Written Repetition 
Verbal repetition 
Segmentation 
Phonics Application 
Association 
Resourcing 
Predicting 
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Elaborating 
Recalling 
Others 

Social-affective strategies 
Asking for help 
Cooperation 
Others 

 
 

2.5 Schmitt’s Taxonomy of Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

Schmitt’s taxonomy was chosen as the instrument for the present study. This 

section was going to introduce his taxonomy in detail. 

Schmitt (1997) studied a representative sample of 600 Japanese students 

comprising four different levels of learners: junior high school and senior high school 

students, university and adult students. In each of the four groups the subjects came 

from three different kinds of schools – lower, medium and higher prestige level ones. 

He used the taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies created by himself as a 

research instrument . The study was targeted at finding answers as to which strategies 

the students used (subjects were asked to answer Yes/No to report) and which they 

considered helpful even if they did not use them (subjects were asked to rank the top 5 

most helpful strategies). 

The 58 strategies in his taxonomy had been organized in the framework of two 

systems. First, he based his classification on Oxford’s (1990) work and included four 

of her categories: Social, Memory, Cognitive and Metacognitive. He added a new 

category-Determination strategies as Oxford’s classification did not describe “the 

strategies used by an individual when faced with discovering a new word’s meaning 

without recourse to another person’s expertise.” Second, he used a distinction between 

discovery and consolidation strategies offered by Cook and Mayer (1983) and Nation 

(1990). The former helps students to find out the meaning of a word when 
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encountered for the first time and the latter aids memorization of the word after it has 

been introduced. Schmitt defined each strategy as follows.  

I. Discovery dimension: 

1. Determination strategies (DET): used by an individual when faced with 

discovering a new word’s meaning without recourse to another person’s 

expertise. 

2. Social strategies (SOC): use interaction with other people to improve  

language learning. 

II. Consolidation dimension: 

1. Social strategies (SOC): have group work to learn or practice vocabulary. 

2. Memory strategies (MEM): relate new material to existing knowledge. 

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

transformation of the target language by the learner. 

4. Metacognitive strategies (MET): involve a conscious overview of the 

learning process and making decisions about planning, monitoring, or 

evaluating the best ways to study. 

Table 2-7 presents Schmit’s 58 strategies in his taxonomy. 

 

Table 2-7 Taxonomy of Schmitt’s Vocabulary Learning Strategies (1997) 

Strategy Group 
Strategies for discovering the meaning of a new word 
DET  Analyze part of speech 
DET  Analyze affixes and roots 
DET  Check for L1 cognate 
DET  Analyze any available pictures or gestures 
DET  Guess from textual context 
DET  Bilingual dictionary 
DET  Monolingual dictionaries 
DET  Word lists 
DET  Flash cards 
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SOC  Ask teacher for L1 translation 
SOC  Ask teacher for paraphrase or synonym of new word 
SOC  Ask teacher for a sentence including the new word 
SOC  Ask classmates for meaning 
SOC  Discover new meaning through group work activity 
 
Strategies for consolidating a word once it has been encountered 
SOC  Study and practice meaning in a group 
SOC  Teacher checks students’ flash cards word lists for accuracy 
SOC  Interact with native-speakers 
 
MEM  Study word with a pictorial representation of its meaning 
MEM  Image word’s meaning 
MEM  Connect word to a personal experience 
MEM  Associate the word with its coordinates 
MEM  Connect the word to its synonyms and antonyms 
MEM  Use semantic maps 
MEM  Use ‘scales’ for gradable adjectives 
MEM  Peg Method 
MEM  Loci Method 
MEM  Group words together to study them 
MEM  Group words together spatially on a page 
MEM  Use new word in sentences 
MEM  Group words together within a storyline 
MEM  Study the spelling of a word 
MEM  Study the sound of a word 
MEM  Say new word aloud when studying 
MEM  Image word form 
MEM  Underline initial letter of the word 
MEM  Configuration 
MEM  Use Key word Method 
MEM  Affixes and roots 
MEM  Part of speech 
MEM  Paraphrase the word’s meaning 
MEM  Use cognates in study 
MEM  Learn the words of idiom together 
MEM  Use physical action when learning a word 
MEM  Use semantic feature grids  
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COG  Verbal repetition 
COG  Written repetition 
COG  Word lists 
COG  Flash cards 
COG  Take notes in class 
COG  Use the vocabulary section in your textbook 
COG  Listen to tape of word lists 
COG  Put English labels on physical objects 
COG  Keep a vocabulary note book 
 
MET  Use English-language media (songs, movies, newscast, etc.) 
MET  Testing oneself with word tests 
MET  Use spaced word practice 
MET  Skip or pass new word 
MET  Continue to study over time 

Source: Schmitt (1997), pp. 207-8 

 

Interesting results occurred in Schmitt’s research. First, the comparison of the 

two sets of data-the most used strategies and most helpful strategies revealed some 

overlap. There were six strategies in common. They were: “bilingual dictionary,” 

“verbal repetition,” “written repetition,” “say a word aloud,” “study a word’s 

spelling,” and “take notes in class.” Second, the patterns of strategy use changed over 

time as a learner either matures or becomes more proficient in the target language. 

Many of the strategies become more important with age involving the kind of “deeper 

processing” (imaging, association, analysis).  

Schmitt’s research was of great importance for his proposal of a comprehensive 

taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies and his indication of the varying use of 

strategies over learners’ age. 
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2.6 Studies on EFL Learners in Taiwan 

A number of EFL studies have been conducted to do a comprehensive survey of 

the use of vocabulary learning strategies. With regards to the studies in Taiwan, Chen 

(1998) replicated Schmitt’s survey procedures to explore the vocabulary learning 

strategies of 194 college freshmen and 81 senior high school students in Taiwan. His 

study focused mainly on the comparison strategy use between Japanese and 

Taiwanese learners. The results showed that some similarities were found. First, both 

the Taiwanese and Japanese learners reported that bilingual dictionary was the most 

favorite way of discovering a new word’s meaning. Second, guessing from context 

was also considered very helpful between the two populations. Third, both groups 

believed that some shallow strategies, like verbal and written repetitions, to be the 

most helpful learning strategies. 

 

Wang (2004) investigated the vocabulary learning strategies of 271 senior high 

school students in Taiwan. Her aims were to investigate the use frequencies of 

different vocabulary learning strategies and the relationship between strategy use and 

vocabulary size. The research instruments chosen included Schmitt’s vocabulary 

learning strategies questionnaire and Nation’s vocabulary level test. The results 

showed: (a) Cognitive strategies were reported as the most frequently used strategies 

while metacognitive and social strategies the least frequently used strategies. (b) 

Students favored strategies related to “rote repetition” or “the form of a word.” (c) 

Students’ strategy use was significantly correlated with their vocabulary size. (d) 

There was a significant difference in strategy use between good and poor learners. 

Good learners tended to learn words in context while poor learners tended to learn 

words in isolation. 
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Gung (2004) investigated the use of vocabulary learning strategy by Taiwanese 

EFL elementary school students. She aimed to explore the correlation between 

English proficiency and vocabulary learning strategies. Subjects were chosen from the 

sixth graders, who were first asked to fill out a vocabulary learning strategy 

questionnaire, which was designed based on Schmitt’s framework (1997) and Lin’s 

research (2001). Then, students from the more and less proficient groups were 

interviewed as cross-reference for comparison with data obtained from the 

questionnaire. Her results indicated that more proficient learners used vocabulary 

learning strategies significantly more often than less proficient learners.  

 

The previous studies described show there have been few studies on vocabulary 

learning strategies in comprehensive high schools. Su (2003) compared English 

learning attitudes, motivation and strategies between academic-oriented students and 

vocational-oriented students in Taiwan. In her study, only four items about the 

vocabulary learning strategies were compared.1 Therefore, very little is known about 

the differences of vocabulary learning strategies used by the academic-oriented and 

vocational-oriented students in comprehensive high schools. Therefore, this study was 

conducted to explore the differences of vocabulary learning strategies between these 

two groups of students. Besides, the variable of vocabulary proficiency was included 

to further explore the use of vocabulary learning strategies in comprehensive high 

schools. 

 

                                                 
1 Su’s study about the vocabulary learning strategies: 

1. I consult a dictionary to make sure of an English word’s pronunciation. 
2. I consult a dictionary to make sure of an English word’s meaning. 
3. I jot down important phrases, sentences structures or example sentences in consulting a dictionary. 
4. I guess the meanings of more difficult words from context. 

 


