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Tutkimus lähestyy englannin sanaston oppimista strategisesta näkökulmasta. Siinä pidetään
tärkeänä oppilaiden itsenäistä pyrkimystä suunnitella, toteuttaa, muokata ja arvioida omaa
sanaston oppimisprosessiaan. Tehokkaan sanaston oppimisen edellytyksenä ei pidetä niinkään
tiettyjä oppimistekniikoita tai itsesäätelystrategioita vaan oppilaan kykyä valita itselleen ja
oppimistilanteeseen sopivat oppimistekniikat sekä hänen kykyään säädellä oppimistaan
itsesäätelystrategioiden avulla. Vieraiden kielten oppimisstrategioiden tutkimus ja
kasvatuspsykologian itsesäätelyä koskeva tutkimus ovat kehittyneet erillisiksi
tutkimussuunnikseen. Vastikään on kuitenkin ilmestynyt tutkimuksia, joissa itsesäätelyn rooli
on nostettu keskiöön vieraan kielen sanaston oppimisessa. Tämä tutkimus ottaa huomioon
uuden kehityssuunnan vieraan kielen tutkimuksessa ja käsittelee sanaston oppimista tämän
näkökulman kautta.

Tutkimuksen päätarkoituksena on tarkastella lukiolaisten englannin sanaston oppimista
oppimis- ja itsesäätelystrategioiden näkökulmasta. Samalla tutkimus kartoittaa oppilaiden
asennetta englannin sanaston osaamista ja sanaston opiskelua kohtaan sekä oppilaiden
kokemuksia saamastaan ohjauksesta sanaston opiskelussa. Tutkimus selvittää lisäksi sitä, miten
usein sanastoa opiskellaan. Tutkimus toteutettiin kyselytutkimuksena, jossa vastaajina olivat
102 lukion toisen vuosikurssin opiskelijaa kolmesta eri lukiosta. Tulokset osoittavat, että 93 %
vastaajista pitää englannin sanaston osaamista tärkeänä osana kielitaitoa. Valtaosa vastaajista
(72 %) pitää myös sanaston opiskelua tärkeänä. Oppimisstrategioiden analyysistä ilmenee, että
oppilaat käyttävät tiettyjä kognitiivisia ja metakognitiivisia oppimisstrategioita selvästi eniten.
Käytetyin kognitiivinen strategia on sanaston opiskelu kurssikirjojen sanastolistojen avulla.
Sen arvioidaan olevan kytköksissä vahvasti oppikirjaan pohjautuvassa kielten opetuksessa sekä
tapaan pitää perinteisiä sanakokeita. Käytetyin metakognitiivinen strategia on
englanninkielisen median hyödyntäminen sanaston opiskelussa. Sen puolestaan nähdään
liittyvän englanninkielisen median runsaaseen saatavuuteen ja suosioon Suomessa sekä
suomalaiseen käytäntöön käyttää tekstitystä dubbauksen sijaan vieraskielisissä TV-ohjelmissa
ja elokuvissa. Tuloksista ilmenee myös, että vastaajat, joilla on korkeampi englannin arvosana,
opiskelevat englantia keskimäärin useammin kuin opiskelijat, joilla on alempi arvosana.
Itsesäätelyä koskevat tulokset ovat osittain ristiriitaisia, eikä tulosten perusteella voida osoittaa
suoraa yhteyttä itsesäätelykyvyn ja englannin arvosanan välillä. Samalla tulokset kuitenkin
viittaavat siihen, että erityisesti “hyvän” (8) englannin arvosanan saaneilla oppilailla saattaa
olla muihin ryhmiin verrattuna vahvempi itsesäätelykyky englannin sanaston oppimisessa.
Valtaosa oppilaista kokee saaneensa opettajiltaan jossain määrin ohjausta sanaston opiskeluun.
Opettajien antama tuki osoittautuikin hyödyllisempänä pidetyksi tuen lähteeksi verrattaessa
toisiinsa ystäviltä, perheeltä ja muista lähteistä saatuun ohjaukseen.

Avainsanat: second language acquisition, vocabulary, learning strategies, self-regulation
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1. Introduction

One of the main challenges in learning any foreign language is learning its vocabulary.

According to current research in the field of second language vocabulary learning, it is crucial to

have a broad vocabulary in order to be able to read (8000–9000 word families) and speak (up to

5000-7000 word families) in English (Schmitt 2008, 329). These figures express the extent of the

task of vocabulary learning. Unfortunately, many, if not most, English learners fail to reach these

vocabulary learning goals. This undeniable fact has led scholars to investigate the reasons behind

such failures. Since the 1970s, one of the focus areas of second language (L2) learning and

teaching research has been the study of strategies used by learners to learn a foreign language.

Based on the common observation that some individuals (given all other variables are the same)

seem to learn a language more successfully than others, it has been thought that differences in

the use of learning strategies could explain some of these differences.

Some scholars, such as Schmitt (1997) have been keen to combine the two areas of study,

that is, investigate vocabulary learning and learning strategies simultaneously. For this purpose,

Schmitt developed a taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies to study the use and usefulness

of different strategies. However, a great deal of criticism has been directed towards language

learning strategy research as well as the more specific field of vocabulary learning strategies

during the past few years. Due to theoretical and methodological fuzziness, Tseng, Dörnyei and

Schmitt (2006) have advocated for a shift in foreign language research from focusing on

individual L2 learning strategies to studying the broader phenomenon of self-regulation. The

authors base their approach on theories of self-regulation from the field of educational

psychology (Kuhl 1987, Corno and Kanfer 1993, Dörnyie 2001). The goal of Tseng et al.’s

research has also been to design a valid instrument for assessing learners’ self-regulatory

capacity in vocabulary acquisition. Their approach attempts to target “the core learner difference

that distinguishes self-regulated learners from their peers who do not encage in strategic

learning” (2006, 79).

Although a great deal of research has been done on language learning strategies in the field

of L2 learning, and on self-regulation in educational psychology, most of this research has been

carried out separately and few have taken advantage of studies outside of their own field.

Therefore, several unsolved questions remain regarding strategic vocabulary learning.

Researchers have identified many factors involved in the vocabulary learning process, but no

theory has been able to capture all the complexities (Tseng and Schmitt, 2008, 358). As a result,

more research is needed on different aspects of strategic vocabulary learning. Furthermore, new

models and measurement tools, such as Tseng et al.’ (2006) need to be tested and improved. This
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type of development should be done in different educational and cultural settings, in order to

consider the strengths and weaknesses of such theories and tools, and whether they are capable

of measuring what they attempt to measure in different settings.

The purpose of this study is to explore strategic vocabulary learning in Finland. The study

was conducted on a group of upper secondary school students in the Tampere. In order to build a

picture of the respondents’ overall vocabulary learning process, different factors are examined.

The study attempts to find out students’ attitudes toward vocabulary knowledge and studying

vocabulary, that is, how important the respondents consider knowing and studying vocabulary.

The study also seeks to find out the ways in which respondents study vocabulary (the strategies

they  use)  and  how  frequently  they  study  vocabulary.  The  study  also  attempts  to  assess  the

respondent’s self-regulatory capacity in vocabulary acquisition, and examines possible

differences between respondents based on their proficiency level in English. Finally, the study

seeks to find out the amount of help in vocabulary study and learning that respondents feel to

have received from different sources, such as friends, family and teachers, and its perceived

usefulness. The method chosen to gather information on these questions was a self-report

questionnaire, which was distributed to the participants directly in class. The questionnaire was

designed by the researcher, except the part measuring self-regulatory capacity, which was

translated into Finnish from Tseng et al.’s (2006) English version. In the analysis of the results,

both quantitative and qualitative methods are used.

The empirical study is preceded by an introductory part, which begins by exploring the

concept of word and vocabulary knowledge as  well  as  the  nature  of  English  vocabulary.  After

this, vocabulary learning and teaching are considered, which includes a discussion of the factors

that make vocabulary learning difficult and explicit versus implicit vocabulary learning and

teaching approaches. Finally, strategic vocabulary learning will be focused on. In this section,

the study discusses previous L2 learning strategy research as well as more specific studies on

vocabulary learning strategies. Likewise, conceptual problems with L2 learning strategy theory

and methodology are discussed. They study also introduces relevant theories and research on

self-regulation and its role in L2 vocabulary acquisition.

Hopefully, this study will increase awareness and knowledge of strategic vocabulary

learning in Finnish foreign language classrooms; a goal, which supports the realization of the

objectives for foreign language teaching outlined in the national core curricula for basic and

upper secondary school education (Finnish National Board of Education, 2004 and 2003).

Foreign language education in Finland aims at students developing effective language learning

skills and becoming autonomous learners. By the end of upper secondary school, students are
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expected to have achieved a high proficiency level in English (B2.11), which includes a great

amount of vocabulary knowledge, both in terms of vocabulary range as well as vocabulary

control (The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, Council of Europe,

2001, 201). Reaching this high level of proficiency and becoming a good language learner entail

developing effective vocabulary learning strategies and being able to self-regulate the process of

vocabulary learning.

2. Words and vocabulary

This section discusses the concepts word and vocabulary from different points of view, explores

what knowing vocabulary involves, and examines some basic features of English vocabulary,

and the specific challenges that it poses for language learners.

2.1 What is a word?

We know what a word is. We can recognize one when we see it or hear it. Clearly, our intuition

as language users gives us a feeling of what words are, and this instinct is enough to allow us to

learn our first and second languages. However, intuition alone only provides us with vague

definitions and ignores the complexity of the concept word. Although the perspective of this

study is an applied linguistic one, focusing particularly on vocabulary learning and teaching, it is

still important to discuss the different ways in which a word can be described and defined.

In everyday language use, the term word is quite unproblematic. Carter and McCarty

(1988, 18) find that recognizing words as such happens intuitively, which they see as a reliable

basis  for  knowing  what  is  meant  when  we  talk  about  words.  Carter  (1998,  4)  also  agrees  that

common-sense notions of a word are useful. However, these authors also recognize that intuition

and common sense only go so far. Problems arise, for example, when we encounter multi-word

compounds and idioms, which behave like single words. Additionally, what can we say about a

word such as lamppost? Or is it actually spelled lamppost, lamp-post or lamp post? From an

orthographic point of view, this item is either one or two words depending on the way it is

spelled. The orthographic definition of word is based on its’ written form and accordingly “a

word is any sequence of letters (and a limited number of other characteristics such as hyphen and

apostrophe) bounded on either side by a space or punctuation mark” (Carter 1998, 4). Carter

exemplifies  that  this  is  the  definition  we are  referring  to  when we count  the  number  of  words

needed for an essay or when we play ‘Scrabble’ (1998, 4).

1 The level B2.1 is described as the first stage of independent proficiency on the Language Proficiency Scale (the
Finnish application of the scales included in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages:
Learning, teaching, assessment).
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An orthographic definition is less useful when analyzing spoken discourse. In fact, in

speech there are no ‘spaces’ between words as words run together. As Jackson argues, this is

clear from phonetic descriptions of speech (1988, 2). Furthermore, even in written contexts the

orthographic definition has several problems. Since it ignores the meaning of words, it causes

confusion, for example, in the case of polysemy – the existence of several meanings for the same

orthographic word. An example would be fair (n.), fair (adj¹ as in good, acceptable), and fair

(adj² as in light in color, especially of the hair).

Due to these weaknesses,  Carter suggests that  it  might be more useful to see a word as

the minimum meaningful unit of language (1998, 5). This definition allows us to treat

polysemious  words  with  the  same  form,  but  different  meanings  (as  in fair),  as  different  units.

However, as Carter points out (1998, 5), this definition presupposes a clear relationship between

single words and their ‘meaning’. The problem here is that there are also multi-word units that

refer to a single meaning, such as bus conductor. Likewise, the same word can be read in

different ways: police investigation can be an investigation done by the police or an investigation

of the police. There are also words in the English language such as if, by, but, my, could that

serve to structure or organize how information is received, but on their own they are not

meaningful words in the same way as the previous examples.

A word can also be defined as a minimal free form (Bloomfield 1935, 178).  According

to  this  definition,  a  word  is  a  word  if  it  can  stand  on  its  own  as  a  reply  to  a  question  or  as  a

statement or exclamation, for example (Carter 1998, 5): Shoot! Goal! Yes. There. Up. Taxi!

These words can also not be further reduced or subdivided without a loss of meaning. Carter

(1998, 5) notes that a number of words do not pass this test, such as my or because, which are not

likely to appear alone, and idioms such as to rain cats and dogs, which involve several

orthographic words, but which can not be reduced without loss of meaning.

Likewise, it is also possible to define words phonetically; a word will not have more than

one stressed syllable (Carter 1998, 6). Again, some words, such as cats, shoot, veterinary, fall

smoothly into this category, but others such as if, but, by, them, don’t. These words do not

normally  receive  stress  in  speech,  so  they  would  not  be  words.  Also  some  two-word

orthographic words as bus driver would be defined as single words according to this test.

The attempts to define a word discussed so far have left several questions open.  In order

to better grasp the nature of the concept word, it is helpful to consider theories from lexical

semantics, the study of the meanings of words, and from morphology, which is literally ‘the

study of forms’ (Yule 1985). From an orthographic point of view the words sing, sings, sang and

singing are different words, because there is a difference in their form. But, as Jackson (1988, 7–



5

8)  notes,  if  we  think  of  the  essential  meaning  of  groups  of  words  such  as  these,  then  we  can

regard them as the same word. These forms can be seen as variants differing according to

grammatical  function  and  context  (Jackson  1988,  8).  These  forms  can  be  referred  to  as word-

forms. The unit of meaning that underlies these word-forms sing, sings, sung and singing is

referred to as a lexeme. In this case, the lexeme which realizes all these word-forms is SING.

Carter (1998, 7) notes that lexemes are abstractions and do not appear in texts, but they realize

word-forms. When we look up words in a dictionary, we are actually looking up lexemes. Each

lexeme has a separate entry or sub-entry in a dictionary. Therefore, when we look up, for

example, the lexeme BRING, then we will find its word-forms bring, brought, brings and

bringing.

Carter (1998, 7) discusses how the notion of lexeme allows us to cope with vocabulary

items which consist of more than one word-form. First of all, “lexical items such as multi-word

verbs (to catch up), phrasal verbs (to drop in)  and  idioms  (kick the bucket)” can be seen as

lexemes. The lexeme KICK THE BUCKET would thus appear as a single dictionary entry

despite the fact that it is a three-word form. Secondly, with the help of the concept lexeme, it is

also possible to represent polysemy. The earlier case of fair, its different meanings (fair (n.), fair

(adj¹ as in good, acceptable), and fair (adj² as in light in color, especially of the hair)) can be seen

to be realized by different lexemes, that is, the same word-form (fair) just has three different

lexeme meanings. Not all cases are as easily solved, but at least some explanations are provided

by lexical semantics.

Another useful perspective for understanding the concept of word comes from

morphology and the notion of morpheme. The Cambridge Grammar of English (ed. Carter and

McCarty 2006) also refers to morphology in their definition of the word. According to the

authors, words are made up of morphemes, which are the smallest units of meaning in language.

For example, the word ‘inexpensive’ consists of two morphemes in and expensive. Like lexeme,

morpheme is an abstraction.  Morphemes can be divided into free and bound morphemes. Free

morphemes  can  stand  alone  (expensive) as individual words, whereas bound morphemes (in-)

can not stand alone, but are attached to another form. Bound morphemes are also referred to as

affixes. Furthermore, as Yule (1985, 76) presents, free morphemes are either lexical morphemes

or functional morphemes. Lexical morphemes are words, which carry the ‘content’ of the

message. They are nouns, adjectives and verbs (girl, woman, horse, happy, short, blue, see,

touch, build etc.). New lexical morphemes can be easily added to the language and therefore they

are referred to as an ‘open’ class of words. Functional morphemes are mainly functional words

in the language such as conjunctions, prepositions, articles and pronouns (and, or, but, because,
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below, near, the, that, it etc.). It is extremely rare for new functional morphemes to be added to

the language and therefore, they are referred to as a ‘closed’ class of words.

Additionally, according to Yule (1985, 76-77), bound morphemes can be divided into

two types: derivational morphemes and inflectional morphemes.   Derivational  morphemes  are

used to make new words in the language and the new words are often of a different grammatical

category than the original (for example, the adjective good becomes the noun goodness with the

addition of the derivational morpheme -ness). Inflectional morphemes are not used to create new

words,  but  to  indicate  aspects  of  the  grammatical  function  of  the  word;  they  are  used  to  show

whether a word is plural or singular, past tense or not, a comparative or a possessive form. The

morphological perspective helps to classify what Carter and McCarty refer to as ‘meaningful bits

of language’ in their definition of words as items “composed of meaningful ‘bits’ of language

(the word mean/ing/ful is  itself  composed  of  at  least  three  such  bits),  and  that  the  words  are

freestanding: in the freestanding word laughing, we can see another potential word, laugh, but

not a word ing” (1988, 18). These bits are morphemes, mean and laugh are free lexical

morphemes  and  the  affixes  -ing and  -ful in meaningful are bound derivational morphemes,

whereas the -ing in laughing is a bound inflectional morpheme.

It  is  important  to  emphasize  that  the  way  a  word  is  defined  effects  the  way  learning

words is perceived, as well as, what are thought to be the best ways of teaching vocabulary.

Therefore, it is questionable to what extent focusing on individual words, their morphological

structure and their decontextualized meanings is actually helpful for language learning. An

approach which moves away from traditional views of words and vocabulary is the Lexical

Approach introduced by Michael Lewis. The basic idea of the Lexical Approach is that language

often consists of multi-word prefabricated chunks, rather than traditional grammar and

vocabulary (Lewis 1997, 3). The approach encourages teaching which directs learners’ attention

to these chunks instead of analyzing and breaking down language whenever possible.

The view of the concept word and vocabulary in the Lexical Approach is quite different

to the approaches discussed previously in this chapter. Actually, the terms lexical item and lexis

are preferred in the Lexical Approach. A lexical item is defined as “the concept of the individual

word extended to the multi-word objects which are the fundamental units of the language. David

Brazil (1995) suggested the definition: A lexical item is a word-like object representing a single

sense selection” (Lewis 1997, 217). The following definition is given for lexis:  it  is  “A  more

general word than the common vocabulary. Vocabulary is often used to talk about the individual

words of the language; lexis covers single words and multi-word objects which have the same
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status in the language as simple words, the items which we store in our mental lexicons ready for

use” (Lewis 1997, 217).

This view of language and approach to language teaching of the Lexical Approach are

based on the idea that the lexicon of a language is much larger than any list of words of that

language, as these words combine in countless ways to express meaning. In contrast to the

standard view which divides language into grammar (structure) and vocabulary (words), the

Lexical Approach sees language as consisting of chunks, which, when combined produce

coherent text. According to Lewis (1997, 11), “Much of what we say, and a significant

proportion of what we write, consists of prefabricated multi-word items”. The reason for this is

that  language  is  stored  in  our  mental  lexicons  as  chunks,  which  we  can  automatically  retrieve

from  our  memory.  Knowledge  of  these  chunks  enables  us,  for  instance,  to  unscramble  the

following fixed expression: How it long will take?

The Lexical Approach maintains that not all combinations of words have equal status.

Both of the following sentences are certainly possible: I’ll see you on Monday and It takes a

while to settle into a new house, but the first is much higher in frequency and a much more

typical example (Lewis 1997, 12). The Lexical Approach argues that learners benefit more from

focus on probable language than possible language. According to Lewis (1997, 12), many ELT

(English Language Teaching) materials, especially grammar books, show a tendency to treat all

possible examples as of equal status. As Lewis (1997, 12) notes, while linguists (and perhaps

especially those interested in grammar) may be concerned with the possible, language teaching

can more usefully direct learners’ attention to the highly probable examples. To support this

view, the Lexical Approach wishes to highlight certain examples as having special status

because they are fixed, semi-fixed or prototypical (Lewis, 1997, 12).

Lewis acknowledges that language teaching has always recognized some types of fixed

expressions, such as, social greetings (Good morning, Happy New Year), politeness phrases (No

thank you, I’m fine), ‘Phrase Book’ language (Can you tell me the way to ……, please?) and

idioms (You’re making a mountain out of a molehill). However, they have been seen as relatively

marginal to the needs of learners (1997, 9–10). Real language data seem to suggest that we are

much less original in our language use than we would like to believe. Much of what we say and

write consists of prefabricated multi-word items. Fully fixed expressions must be acquired as

wholes in the same way as individual words or very strong collocations (1997, 11). Yet,

according to Lewis, past and present language teaching has focused on chunks which are too

small. Rather than looking at the individual adjective relevant, for example, we need to look at



8

not only what preposition it goes with (relevant to), but even larger chunks (relevant to our

discussion/problem/needs) (Lewis 1997, 9).

Many authors would seem to agree with Lewis on the nature of lexis and the benefits of

focusing on larger lexical items than individual words. For instance, Ellis contends that a great

number of the second language words that we acquire are learned and remembered as “chunks”

(1997), that is, as parts of a larger lexical structure. Moon (1997, 40) also states that “text studies

and corpus studies have revealed the significance and intricacy of the links between words”,

which include their strong clustering tendencies and the patterns associated with them.

It  is  clear from the discussion in this section that the question ‘what is a word?’ can be

answered in different ways, depending on the perspective. This particular theme could be

explored much further, and obviously has been by many researchers, but for the purpose of this

thesis it is neither possible nor necessary. However, highlighting troublesome issues with the

definition of word has  allowed  us  to  observe  some  of  the  complexity  of  words  and  their

meanings. Furthermore, understanding the nature of lexical items benefits efforts to better

understand vocabulary acquisition and teaching. The general terms word and vocabulary will be

used in the present study as they are seen to refer to common-sense notions.  The terms lexical

item and vocabulary item will also be employed interchangeable with the term word.

2.2 What is involved in knowing a word?

What does it mean to know vocabulary? Vocabulary knowledge, despite being a complex

construct, has traditionally been conceptualized according to vocabulary size and vocabulary

depth. Research has shown (cited in Tseng and Schmitt 2008, 366) that in order to complete

certain tasks in a foreign language, one needs to know a certain amount of vocabulary:

- 2000–3000 word families for basic everyday communication (chat)
- 3000 word families to begin reading authentic texts
- 5000–9000 word families to independently read authentic texts
- 10.000 word families, a wide vocabulary, to allow most language use

However, knowing a great amount of words is not enough, because one must also have deeper

knowledge of individual lexical items in order to use them appropriately. When a learner

encounters  a  new and  unknown word,  whether  in  spoken  or  written  discourse,  the  first  step  is

usually to try to figure out its meaning. Another initial step is to learn the form of the word,

which can be either its spoken or written form or both. In addition to its meaning and form, the

learner must also learn how the word is used. Nation (2005, 584) divides the various aspects

involved in knowing a word under these three groups: form, meaning and use (see table 1).
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All language use can be seen to involve a receptive and a productive side. Nation also

makes this distinction at each level of vocabulary knowledge. Receptive knowledge refers to

listening and reading skills, whereas productive knowledge of vocabulary is needed in order to

speak and write, that is, to produce language. According to Nation (1990, 33) productive

knowledge includes receptive knowledge and extends it. Nation (2005, 585) also points out that

receptive and productive knowledge require different kinds of teaching and learning. If we

consider vocabulary knowledge from the perspective of receptive use, then a learner must be

able  to  recognize  a  word  when  they  hear  it  (spoken  form)  or  when  they  see  it  (written  form).

According to Nation (1990, 31) this also involves being able to differentiate the word form from

others with a similar form and being able to judge whether the word form sounds or looks right.

Additionally, knowledge of the word’s form involves being able to recognize the different parts

of a word (word parts).

Table 1 What Is Involved in Knowing a Word (from Nation 2005, p. 584)

Form spoken

written

word parts

R
P

R
P

R
P

What does the word sound like?
How is the word pronounced?

What does the word look like?
How is the word written and spelled?

What parts are recognizable in this word?
What word parts are needed to express the meaning?

Meaning form and meaning

concepts and referents

associations

R
P

R
P

R
P

What meaning does this word form signal?
What word form can be used to express this meaning?

What is included in the concept?
What items can the concept refer to?

What other words does this make us think of?
What other words could we use instead of this one?

Use grammatical functions

collocations

constraints on use
(register, frequency, etc.)

R
P

R
P

R

P

In what patterns does the word occur?
In what patterns must we use the word?

What words or types of words occur with this one?
What words or types of words must we use with this one?

Where, when and how often would we expect to meet this
word?
When, where and how often can we use this word?

R = receptive knowledge. P = productive knowledge.
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As to the meaning of the word, receptive knowledge entails the ability to link a meaning to a

word form (form and meaning) and to be able to see which meaning of the word is most suitable

in the context (concepts and referents). Nation (1990, 32) points out that a part of knowing the

meaning  of  a  word  is  also  the  ability  to  make  associations  with  other  related  words

(associations). Receptive vocabulary knowledge also consists of knowledge of the use of the

word. This includes an expectation of the grammatical pattern in which a word will occur

(grammatical functions), an expectation of the words that it is likely to occur with (collocations)

and  also  the  limitations  that  the  use  of  the  word  may  have  (constraints  on  use),  such  as  the

frequency of the word and the register in which it is used.

Productive knowledge of vocabulary is also often referred to as active knowledge.

Productive vocabulary knowledge consists of being able to pronounce the spoken form of the

word, to write and spell its written form and use word parts accurately. Additionally, it involves

using the right form to express a certain meaning, knowing what items a concept can refer to and

using it accordingly and knowing what other words can, for example, substitute the word in

question. Furthermore, productive knowledge also includes the ability to use the word in correct

grammatical patterns and together with its collocations. Similarly, it means the ability to use the

word in suitable contexts and according to their frequency (Nation 1990, 32).

Despite the tendency to make a theoretical division between aspects of receptive and

productive knowledge, it should be noted that this distinction is often difficult to make in

practice. Melka states (1997, 84) that the multitude of expressions used to describe the two

notions (“active vs. passive, comprehension vs. production, understanding vs. speaking,

recognitional vocabulary vs. actual or possible use”) suggest either that researchers have

differing  views  as  to  the  reality  of  the  phenomenon,  or  that  there  does  not  necessarily  exist  a

distinction between R (receptive) and P (productive), but that a division is made due to

convenience. In light of contradicting research attempting to describe and define R and P and the

distance between them, Melka (1997, 99) contends that

Even though a dichotomy between reception and production may seem a convenient notion
for vocabulary teaching for some practical, pedagogical purposes, the two notions should
be avoided and perhaps even abandoned as too fuzzy. The results from the various studies
taken together seem to indicate the distance between R and P shifts: that it is neither fixed
nor permanent, and that the boundaries between the two notions are mobile and can move
according to various linguistic or extra-linguistic factors.

Moreover, Melka (1997, 99) proposes that the distance between R and P should be understood as

degrees (or a continuum) of knowledge or degrees of familiarity, which are numerous and the

space between one degree and the next is imperceptible.
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Although the existence of a boundary between receptive and productive vocabulary

knowledge may be contended,  it is clear that in order to fully know a word, in the sense

presented in table 1 (Nation, 2005), one must learn various aspects about it. Therefore, in

summary, it can be said that acquiring a large vocabulary, both in size and in depth of

knowledge, is crucial to being able to function in a foreign language, that is, in order to

understand (receptive lexicon) both spoken and written language, and to use language

(productive lexicon), that is, to be able to speak and to write. However, as Nation states, knowing

a word, as conceptualized here, actually “applies completely to only a small proportion of the

total vocabulary of a native speaker” (1990, 32). According to Nation (1990, 32), this is due to

several reasons: native speakers develop their vocabulary throughout their whole life; their

receptive vocabulary is greater than their productive, with many words on the boundary; and

they also develop their vocabulary knowledge in specialized areas. All three reasons are true for

second language learners as well. Therefore, it can be said that acquiring vocabulary knowledge

is a gradual and life-long process for both first and second language learners of English.

2.3 The nature of English vocabulary

Present-day English vocabulary is a mixture of different influences. The primary sources have

been Germanic languages (especially Anglo-Saxon) and Latin, as well as Greek to a lesser

extent. Germanic words are the oldest in the English language. They are often short and combine

with other words to create new meanings rather than take prefixes or suffixes (e.g. lunch time,

back door) (Nation 2005, 582–583). According to Bird (1987 in Nation 2005, 582) 97 % of the

most frequent 100 words, 57% of the 1000 most frequent and 39 % of the second 2000 most

frequent words of English have a Germanic background.

Latin has influenced English vocabulary both directly through the church and through

French (for example, the Norman invasion of England in 1066). Latin-based words appear less

frequently than Anglo-Saxon words: only 3 % of the most frequent 100, 36 % of the first 1000

and 51 % of the second 1000 are Latin-based words. Compared to Anglo-Saxon words they are

often multisyllabic and combine with prefixes and suffixes to create related words. Academic

language characteristically consists of vocabulary from French, Latin and Greek, and although a

great number of these words can be replaced by Anglo-Saxon words, there is a loss of precision

and seriousness (Nation 2005, 583)

According to Nation, having vocabulary from these different sources complicates the

learning of English (2005, 583): there is simply more vocabulary to learn; words that refer to the

same general concept appear not to be related (for example, sheep - mutton, cows - beef, pigs -
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pork); and Anglo-Saxon and Latinate words referring to the same ideas carry different status

messages. To achieve in academic study, learners must acquire the Greco-Latin vocabulary and

cross what Corson (1985, 1997 in Nation 2005, 583) considers the lexical bar (or barrier).

Summarizing on research into the frequency distribution of English vocabulary, Nation

(2005, 581-582) states that there are a small number of very frequent words and a very large

number of low frequency words in English. According to Nation (2005, 582), the broad

implications of this fact (and of other more specific observations on frequency patterns) for

vocabulary learning and teaching are the following:

• There is a group of between 1,500 and 2,000 high frequency words that are the most
important vocabulary learning goal (West, 1953). These words are so frequently and
widely  used  that  they  need  to  be  well  learned  as  quickly  as  possible.  Because  of  their
usefulness, they deserve all kinds of attention from teachers and learners.

• The low frequency words, of which there are thousands, do not deserve teaching time,
but gradually need to be learned. The most effective way of dealing with them is for
learners to work on strategies for learning and coping with them. These strategies can be
the focus of the teacher’s efforts.

The vocabulary learning strategies that Nation is referring to in the second point are guessing

from context, learning from word cards, using word parts and using a dictionary (2005).

3. Learning and teaching vocabulary

This section addresses some questions in vocabulary learning and teaching. As Meara (2002,

393) states in his review of four books on vocabulary acquisition (Singleton (1999), Read

(2000), Schmitt (2000) and Nation (2001)): “Vocabulary acquisition has moved from being a

neglected backwater in second language acquisition (SLA) to a position of some importance, and

this importance looks like increasing as lexical issues become more central to theoretical

linguistics.” At the time, Meara (2002) described the situation of vocabulary acquisition research

as one of rediscovery. Vocabulary matters, which had been neglected for decades, had been

rediscovered by researchers during the past 20 years. However, Meara argued that this research

followed an agenda that had been largely laid down by pioneers as early as the 1920’s, and

therefore, in his opinion, not much new had been developed since those early days (2002, 405–

406).

Although Meara’s criticism surely has its place, research into vocabulary learning and

teaching has continued to be strong and the range of L2 vocabulary issues that have been

researched during the past twenty years is wide (a list of issues can be found in Bogaards and

Laufer 2004, vii). Other significant contributions to the field not reviewed in Meara (2002),
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include Carter’s (1998) Vocabulary: Applied Linguistic Perspectives and  Schmitt  and

McCarthy’s (1997) Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy,  as  well  as  a  more

recent work edited by Bogaards and Laufer (2004) called Vocabulary in a Second Language:

Selection, Acquisition, and Testing. Nonetheless, there is a great deal of investigation to be done.

In this study, only some recurring topics can and will  be discussed. The first  topic that will  be

examined is the factors which cause difficulty in learning a new word. After this, explicit and

implicit approaches to vocabulary learning will be discussed, as well as, research into explicit

and implicit vocabulary teaching approaches and their effectiveness.

3.1 What makes a word difficult to learn?

There are various factors that affect the learning burden of a word, that is, the amount of effort

needed to learn and remember it. Nation (1990, 33) divides these factors under three groups: 1)

the learners’ previous experience of English and their mother tongue, 2) the way the word is

learned or taught, and 3) the intrinsic difficulty of the word. Similarly, Laufer (1997) identifies

three categories of factors affecting vocabulary acquisition: 1) ‘interlexical’ factors, “stemming

from the relationship between the new word and other words familiar to the learner in the L2 and

his L1” (Laufer 1997, 155), 2) factors related to the learning situation, such as the relationship

between the words to be learned at the same time and the effect of repetition, and 3) intralexical

factors, which are “the intrinsic properties of the word which may affect its learnability,

properties which are related to the word’s form and meaning” (Laufer 1997, 141) . Melka’s and

Nation’s categories correspond roughly, although Melka focuses on intralexical factors

discussing them in detail, whereas Nation focuses mainly on interlexical factors (previous L2

knowledge and L1 knowledge) and the effect of the learning situation.

According to Nation (1990, 33), there is a great deal of evidence that shows that second

language vocabulary learning is influenced by first language vocabulary. Furthermore, he

suggests that if first and second language vocabularies are stored together “in an integrated

whole rather than as two separate, independently functioning units [… ] this would encourage

borrowing and interference between first and second language vocabulary” (33). According to

Nation (35), if many of the features of a word are predictable, because the learner knows some

English, or because of their mother tongue, then the word will be easy to learn. This

predictability or familiarity of a word can stem form different sources: form (spoken and

written), position (grammar and collocation), function (frequency and appropriateness) and

meaning (concept and associations) (Nation 1990, 36). According to Swan (1997) the learner’s

mother tongue can support, fail to support or actively hinder their learning or using the
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vocabulary of a second language. It is clear that the mother tongue affects the way the learner is

able to approach an item. For instance, if something similar exists in their own language, such as

assigning gender to nouns for Italians learning French, then these learners have an advantage

compared to learners whose mother tongue does not have this feature (156).

Ease or difficulty in learning a word can also be caused by the way the word is learned or

taught. In other words, bad organization of the learning situation can make learning a word more

difficult. Nation refers to this phenomenon as “unteaching” (1990, 43). Nation discusses

unteaching under three headings: repetition and attention, relationship with other words, and

exceptions. The review of research of the effect of repetition on learning discussed by Nation

(1990, 43-45) suggests that enough repetition leads to learning.  Nation (1990, 43) points out that

some psychologists find the type of attention given to an item more important than repetition.

However, if enough attention is not given, then repetition will be needed in order to learn a word.

It can be said that unteaching occurs when vocabulary is not repeated enough or given enough in

depth attention.

Unteaching can also take place due to the way words are presented to be learned by the

teacher. Words that are closely associated to each other in meaning are often learned together, as

in the case of, for instance, opposites, days of the week and months. However, research (cited in

Nation 1990, 45–48) seems to show that learning words in this way actually makes the process

of learning more difficult. This is due to the fact that cross associations often occur when, for

example, opposites are learned at the same time: the learners often mix up the meanings of the

opposites  and  need  to  use  extra  effort  in  order  to  also  remember  what  a  word  does  not  mean.

Likewise, problems occur with words that look the same, but have different meanings and with

words that are associated in both meaning and in form, as in the pair deductive and inductive.

When such words are presented together, it becomes more difficult to learn them (Nation 1990,

47–48). Another form of unteaching is introducing exceptions before the complete learning of a

rule, because teaching exceptions disturbs the learning of the rule and leads to errors in

production (Nation 1990, 48).

The third cause for difficulty in vocabulary learning is the intrinsic difficulty of a word.

Laufer (1997, 154) lists the intralexical factors affecting vocabulary learning (see table 2).
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Table 2 Intralexical factors which affect vocabulary learning (Laufer 1997, 154)

Facilitating factors Difficulty-inducing factors Factors with no clear effect

familiar phonemes presence of foreign phonemes
phonotactic regularity phonotactic irregularity
fixed stress variable stress and vowel

change
consistency of sound-script
relationship

incongruency in sound-script
relationship

word length
inflexional regularity inflexional complexity
derivational regularity derivational complexity
morphological transparency deceptive morphology

transparency
synformy

part of speech
concreteness/abstractness

generality specificity
register neutrality register restrictions

idiomaticity
one form for one meaning one form with several

meanings

Research on the learning burden of words has many implications for teaching vocabulary.

First of all, knowledge of the learners’ mother tongue and of the linguistic features of English are

of benefit to a teacher, because  the learner’s previous knowledge of English and their mother

tongue effect the amount of knowledge they can transfer to their previous learning. Furthermore,

the more the teacher draws attention to the similarities and patterns between previously learned

material and new information, the greater the opportunity for transfer (Nation 1990, 49).

Secondly, teachers should be aware of the fact that the way they organize their teaching

of vocabulary matters. As Nation puts it (1990, 49), teaching can have either positive, neutral or

negative effects. If teaching has a positive effect, then learning has occurred. When the effect of

teaching  is  neutral,  nothing  is  learned.  Moreover,  when  the  effect  of  teaching  is  negative,

learning does occur, but this learning upsets what has been taught previously, at the same time or

what will be taught in the future. Nation (1990, 49) states that the negative effect of teaching

(unteaching) is far worse than the neutral effect.

Thirdly, teachers can be aware of the sources of intrinsic difficulty and recognize their

effect on learning (Nation 1990, 49). Melka (1997, 153) notes that as is done in grammar, more
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practice time in vocabulary learning should be given to difficult items than easy ones. For

instance, word forms that have several meanings (homophones, polysemious words), idioms and

words with deceptive morphological structure should be paid more attention. Additionally, when

practicing guessing word meaning from context, teachers should warn learners of relying too

much on morphology at the expense of the wider context, because this can be misleading (Melka

1997, 153).

3.2 Explicit versus implicit vocabulary learning and teaching

Previously, vocabulary knowledge was defined as consisting of different aspects, which were

divided under the groups form, meaning and use (see section 2.2, table 1). It is important to

understand the process of vocabulary acquisition and what actually goes on in a learner’s brain,

when they acquire vocabulary knowledge.

3.2.1 Acquiring vocabulary knowledge

According to Ellis (1997), some aspects of word knowledge are acquired unconsciously

(implicitly), whereas other aspects are learned consciously (explicitly). In Ellis’ view, learning to

understand a language involves “parsing the speech stream into chunks which reliably mark

meaning” (1997, 122). This process is made more manageable by the patterns that exist in

language. Ellis argues that when a learner is exposed to language input, this input soon shows

evidence of recurring chunks of language. Research on speech recognition by computers has

shown that programs that model language as a simple statistical process outperform more

‘intelligent’, top-down approaches that use “state-of-the-art artificial intelligence (AI)

inferencing techniques simulating native intelligence and native-speaker-like linguistic

competence” (Ellis 1997, 124). According to Ellis, statistical approaches to language assume that

our phonological memory systems automatically, and often unconsciously, distinguish

regularities and patterns in the language input we are exposed to. Our mind begins to recognize

these recurring patterns and automatically ‘chunks’ them, so that they can be perceived as one

unit in the future. This process of ‘chunking’, that is, “the development of permanent sets of

associative connections in the long-term memory” underlies the attainment of automaticity and

fluency in language (Ellis 1997, 124). The role of chunking in language acquisition is reviewed

in McLaughlin (1987), Schmidt (1992) and Ellis (1996) (cited in Ellis 1997, 125).

According to Ellis (1997), the process of chunking is what underlies the acquisition of

various aspects of vocabulary knowledge, that is, the form of the word, its Input/Output lexical

specifications, its collocations, and its grammatical class information. These learning processes
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occur mainly unconsciously and implicitly. On the other hand, Ellis states that “to the extent that

vocabulary acquisition is about meaning, it is an explicit process” (1997, 139). In other words,

the acquisition of a word’s semantic and conceptual properties and the mapping of word form

labels onto meaning representations result from conscious, explicit learning processes. Unlike

first language learners, second language learners already have a rich system of concepts and

meanings. Therefore, at least at early stages of second language learning, learning words has to

do with linking the foreign language word forms onto pre-existing conceptual meanings or

approximate L1 equivalents (Ellis 1997, 134).

At first, learners seem to rely on the semantic equivalence hypothesis, which can be seen

to initially simplify the process of learning new words, but in the long run, it complicates

vocabulary learning, because it ignores crosslingual differences in conceptualization and

semantic boundaries (Ijaz 1986, 443). Nonetheless, the L2 learner needs to somehow link word-

form to its referent, and the context provided during reading can prove to be a rich source for this

information (Sternberg 1987 in Ellis 1997, 134). However, it is clear that mere exposure does not

automatically guarantee a high vocabulary, but it is what learners are able to get out of that

exposure. As Sternberg states, individual differences in knowledge acquisition are the important

factor here (Sternberg 1985 in Ellis, 134). Ellis elaborates that language learners who are

“metacognitively sophisticated … excel because they have cognitive strategies for inferring the

meaning of words, for enmeshing them in the meaning networks of other words and concepts

and meaning representations” (1997, 139). Fortunately, learners can also be trained in these

strategies, and with training, learners perform better. In addition to promoting inferencing from

context, training also involves active derivation of meaning and thus makes the vocabulary more

memorable (Ellis 1997, 135). According to Ellis (1997, 136), especially imagery and semantic

mnemonic strategies have been found to be highly effective in long-term L1 associative learning

(linking the meanings of two L1 words together) and can be seen to be equally useful in L2

vocabulary learning.

3.2.2 Vocabulary teaching approaches

The previous section suggested that different aspects of the vocabulary knowledge are acquired

either implicitly or explicitly. Therefore, it can be argued that opportunities for both types of

learning should also be provided inside the classroom. With this in mind, it is not surprising that

the aim of vocabulary teaching research has been to find the best pedagogical practices for

vocabulary learning. A great deal of this research has focused on evaluating the effectiveness of

explicit versus implicit vocabulary learning activities for acquiring vocabulary knowledge. The
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terms ‘direct’ and ‘intentional’ learning have also often been used to describe explicit vocabulary

learning, whereas the terms ‘indirect’ and ‘incidental’ have been used to refer to implicit

vocabulary learning. These terms will be employed interchangeable in this section.

Direct or intentional vocabulary learning concerns activities that focus learners’ attention

on vocabulary. The aim of these activities is to consciously learn vocabulary. On the other hand,

indirect vocabulary learning activities focus the learners’ attention on some other feature, such as

the message conveyed in a text, and vocabulary is acquired as a by-product.  According to

Sökmen (1997, 237), our perspective on vocabulary teaching has been strongly influenced by the

“top-down, naturalistic, and communicative approaches of the 1970s and 1980s”, where the

focus was on implicit, incidental vocabulary learning. What this meant for language teaching

was that the importance of inferring word meaning from clues in the context was emphasized, as

well as, the use of monolingual dictionaries (instead of  bilingual). Likewise, defining words or

glossing texts with mother-tongue translations was also avoided. In addition, text books

proclaimed inferring word meaning from context to be the most important vocabulary learning

skill (Sökmen 1997, 237).

More recently, Nagy provides convincing arguments to the primacy of context in

vocabulary acquisition: “what a word means on any given occasion is mediated by the many

contexts in which it is used, and such contexts provide considerable input from which language

users clearly pick up huge amounts of vocabulary knowledge, apart from any explicit vocabulary

instruction that they may receive” (1997, 64). Nagy claims that a single encounter with a word,

whether in instruction or in the course of reading or listening, can not lead to any great depth of

word knowledge, because words need to be encountered repeatedly in different contexts in order

for different aspects of word knowledge to be acquired. For this to happen, students need to be

exposed to large amounts of comprehensible input (1997, 64). In Nagy’s view, “definition-

based” instruction, that is, explicit instruction has severe limitations. First of all, the number of

words that can be covered effectively is small. Moreover, de-contextualized definitions are

limited and they assume the mental lexicon to be much simpler than it is in reality. Further

evidence is provided in reviews of research on instruction relying on definitions alone. In these

cases, instruction was shown not to increase the comprehension of text containing the words

instructed (Nagy 1997, 71–73).

Despite strong arguments in favor of a context-based, implicit approach, it is not without

its weaknesses. First of all, inferring word meaning from context can be a very slow process and

learners often have a limited amount of time to learn a certain body of vocabulary. Under such

conditions, inferring might not be the most effective way to learn vocabulary (Sökmen 1990,



19

238). Secondly, inferring is a process prone to errors. Sökmen finds that recent studies (cited in

Sökmen 1997, 238) show that students seldom guess the correct meanings. Furthermore, Sökmen

adds that students with low-level proficiency in the target language in particular, are often

frustrated with this approach and it is difficult to undo possible damage caused by erroneous

guessing (1990, 238). Laufer (2005, 226) agrees that guessing from context is often unreliable,

especially if less than 98 % of the words in the discourse are not known.

Third, even when learners are trained in inference skills, it has been found that their

comprehension might still be low due to insufficient vocabulary knowledge (Haynes and Baker

1993 in Sökmen 1997, 238). Fourth, focusing too much on inferring skills contradicts the fact

that learners have different yet successful styles of acquiring new vocabulary (Sökmen 1997,

238). In Hulstijn’s study (1993), it was found that students with large vocabularies were not

necessarily good at inferring meaning from context, which implies that they had used other

means to acquire their vocabulary knowledge, such as word lists. This led Hulstijn (1993, 146) to

suggest that inferring skills be taught as an option for students, but that they should also be let to

decide when to use a dictionary to look up meanings of words.

Fifth, Laufer finds that learners who understand the overall message often do not pay

attention to the precise meanings of individual words (226, 2005). Additionally, those words that

are easily guessed from context are also easily forgotten (Laufer 2005, 226), which is apparently

due to the low level of mental processing involved. Likewise, Sökmen points out that guessing

from context does not automatically result in long-term retention (1997, 238): “It has become

more apparent that what it takes to guess the meaning of a unfamiliar word is not necessarily

what it takes to store it in one’s memory, perhaps because the most immediate need –

comprehension – has been met.” Additionally, Laufer finds that new words met in discourse

need to be met again relatively quickly in order to not be forgotten, but in order for this to

happen, unrealistic amounts of reading would need to take place (2005, 227):

I  agree  with  the  claim  that  vocabulary  acquisition  is  usually  a  cumulative  process.  Each
additional exposure to the same word may enrich and strengthen the learner’s knowledge
of it. The questions to ask here are, however: how many exposures to a word are needed
before the learner can recall or recognize the meaning of a word, how much reading has to
be done to ensure this number of repetitions of the new vocabulary, and how realistic is it
to expect L2 learners to read the necessary amount of text.

Furthermore, taking into account Ellis’s view (1997) that as far as it is about meaning,

vocabulary acquisition is an explicit process; we can argue that a solely implicit approach to

vocabulary teaching is probably not the most effective.
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As more and more research has pointed to the ineffectiveness of just using implicit

vocabulary instruction (Sökmen 1997, 239), many researchers (Ellis 1997, Sökmen 1997, Laufer

2005, Nation 1990 & 2005 and Schmitt 2008, among others) have insisted that explicit

vocabulary learning activities be increased and combined with implicit ones. According to

Schmitt (2008, 431), “although research has demonstrated that valuable learning can accrue from

incidental exposure… intentional vocabulary learning (i.e. when the specific goal is to learn

vocabulary, usually with an explicit focus) almost always leads to greater and faster gains, with a

better chance of retention and of reaching productive levels of mastery.”

What explicit activities should be used then? Schmitt (2008) emphasizes the importance

of using activities that maximize learner engagement with the target lexical items. Based on a

review of literature on vocabulary acquisition, Schmitt finds that virtually anything that leads to

more exposure, attention, manipulation, or time spent on lexical items facilitates their learning.

He uses the term ‘engagement’ to refer to these involvement possibilities. Schmitt reports on

studies that have shown a wide variety of activities to increase engagement (2008, 342). In her

review of explicit learning methods, Sökmen (1997) also found that themes such as “integrate

new words with the old”, “promote deep levels of processing”, “facilitate imaging and

concreteness” recurred in literature. All these themes have to do with increasing the level of

engagement with the vocabulary to be learned. When students manipulate words, relate them to

other words and to their own experiences, and then justify their choices, these word associations

are reinforced (Sökmen 1997, 242).

 In addition to maximizing engagement, both Schmitt (2008) and Sökmen (1997) find it

important to maximize repeated exposures to target lexical items. What is enough repetition

depends on the level of engagement and the type of measure used, but it is clear that recycling of

words  is  necessary,  and  if  it  is  neglected  then  many  partially  learned  words  will  be  forgotten

(Schmitt 2008). Furthermore, from the point of view of time investment, Nation (1990, 45)

argues that it is more important to consolidate the meanings of previously learned words then

teach new ones. Schmitt (2008, 343) contends that recycling should be consciously built into

vocabulary learning programs by teachers and the material used should also be designed with

recycling in mind. Baddeley (1997, 156) notes that especially recalling words increases the

chance of them being remembered – it seems that during this process, the “retrieval route” to the

word is strengthened.

According to Schmitt (2008, 343), the third key principle for vocabulary teaching is to

consider which aspects of lexical knowledge to focus upon. Considering that vocabulary

knowledge is a multifaceted construct, Schmitt finds it surprising that most vocabulary tasks
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focus their attention almost solely on meaning (2008, 343). He argues that such a narrow view of

vocabulary does not take into account the incremental nature of vocabulary learning, or the many

kinds of knowledge to be mastered. An approach that does take different aspects into account, is

a four-strand approach described by Schmitt (developed by Nation (2001) and Nation and Gu

(2007) cited in Schmitt). This approach gives attention to learning new information about words,

and provides opportunities for the consolidation and enhancement of that knowledge: (1)

meaning-focused input, (2) meaning-focused output, (3) language-focused learning, and (4)

fluency development. Each strand should be given roughly equal emphasis (for a comprehensive

discussion, see Schmitt 2008, 343–344).

The proficiency level of the learner is another key factor in determining the balance

between incidental and intentional vocabulary learning. Carter believes that “beyond a certain

level of proficiency in learning a language, and a second or foreign language in particular,

vocabulary development is more likely to be mainly implicit or incidental” (1998, 202). Sökmen

also notes that it might very well be that, incidental learning, in the form of contextual guessing

is “especially helpful to students with higher levels of proficiency (Chern, 1993; Nagy, I.4), in

combination with explicit instruction (Stahl and Fairbanks, 1986), or when learning highly

complex words (Scherfer, op. cit.)” (1997, 239). Carter is along the same lines (1998, 204):

at more advanced levels reading can be essential for vocabulary development; at beginning
levels, strategies of rote memorization, bilingual translation and glossing can be valuable in
assisting learning of, for example, graphological shapes and patterns of words. In so far as
surface forms are concerned, then explicit learning may be more likely to help: in so far as
the semantic, discoursal and structural properties of less frequent, more abstract words are
concerned, then implicit learning may be more likely to help.

It should also be noted that whether the aim of vocabulary learning is receptive or productive

use, different amounts of effort and attention should be given to different words. It is much

easier  to  learn  to  recognize  a  word  and  recall  its  meaning  than  it  is  to  produce  it.  It  has  been

estimated that production can be 50–100 % more difficult than reception (Nation 1990, 48).

Furthermore, it seems that putting extra effort in learning words productively, does not result in

better receptive learning, which indicates that words needed for listening and reading should not

be learned productively (Nation 1990, 48-49). It can perhaps be argued that an implicit approach

can be more beneficial when acquiring receptive knowledge, but when it comes to production,

more explicit attention is needed in order to remember and produce the word in question.

In summary, it can be said that there exist differing views as to the relative importance

and effectiveness of explicit vocabulary learning activities versus implicit vocabulary learning

activities, and as to which type of activities to afford more class time. Nonetheless, most authors
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seem to agree that there is a place for both explicit and implicit vocabulary learning (Nation

1990, Sökmen 1997, Laufer 2005 and Schmitt 2008). Finding the perfect balance between the

two approaches might depend on many factors, such as, the learner’s learning style preferences,

the learner’s proficiency level and the type of vocabulary knowledge that is to be developed

(receptive or productive).

4. Strategic vocabulary learning

4.1 Learning strategies

Language learning strategy research began as a part of the shift from a teaching-orientated

perspective to a learner-centered perspective in the 1970s. Alongside this shift, there was an

increasing  awareness  that  aptitude  was  not  the  main  factor  in  language  learning  success.  This

implied that language achievement depended heavily on the efforts of the individual learner. A

natural consequence of this interest was to look at the ways learners approached and controlled

their own learning (Schmitt 1997, 199–200).

 4.1.1 Effective language learning strategies and strategy training

One of the main goals of early research was to identify effective language learning strategies.

The underlying assumption was that some students approach language learning in more

successful ways than others. All other factors being equal, some students were simply more

successful, and this could at least partially be explained by “the particular sets of cognitive and

metacognitive behaviors, which learners engage in” (Rubin 1987, 15), that is, the strategies they

use  to  learn  a  second  language.  However,  the  fact  that  even  successful  learners  differ  in  their

preferences, depending on their individual learning style, was also taken into account (Rubin,

15). It was also thought that by identifying, describing and classifying the strategies used by

more effective versus less effective language learners, and comparing these, it would be possible

to design instruction in strategy use for less effective learners (O’Malley and Chamot 1990, 151).

Effective strategy use and strategy training are connected to the idea of promoting learner

autonomy. Learner autonomy, defined as the self-regulatory practices that a student undertakes

in his or her learning (Oxford 1999 in Rivera-Mills and Plonsky 2007, 536), is a characteristic

that has been found to correlate positively with successful L2 learning (Rivera-Mills and Plonsky

2007, 537). Teaching students learning strategies, which are considered beneficial, has been

thought to increase learner autonomy and to provide a better awareness of the overall process of

learning a second language (Rivera-Mills and Plonsky 2007, 537). Anderson (2005, 266)

contends that metacognitive strategies play a more significant role than other L2 learning
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strategies, because they are involved in regulating the learning process, and this should be taken

into account in strategy training. O’Malley and Chamot (1990, 767) agree that if learners are not

metacognitively skilled, they are unable to direct their learning towards goals or plan, monitor

and review their learning.

Although several empirical studies have shown support for the effectiveness of learning

strategies training, no consensus exists to date (Rivera-Mills and Plonsky 2007, 538). Pavi

(2009, 133) even found that learners’ vocabulary learning strategy use was independent of

perceived vocabulary teaching strategies. Although learners were taught to use a certain

vocabulary learning strategy and given a vocabulary task targeting the specific strategy, this did

guarantee that students used the particular strategy in the task. Pavi  suggests that learners

prefer strategies that are more available to them or more simple (2009, 133). Pavi  notes that

this result might be caused by a mismatch between the learners’ and the teachers’ perceptions of

effective strategies; learners need to be made aware of the usefulness, applicability and goals of

the teacher’s vocabulary teaching strategy in order to copy it into their own strategy repertoire

(2009, 133).  Based on the results, Pavi  (2009, 133) suggests that training in vocabulary

learning strategies should begin at an early age for learners to be able to develop and acquire a

satisfactory inventory of vocabulary learning strategies.

4.1.2 Learning strategy definitions

One technical definition of learning strategies, which has been often referred to in literature,

defines learning strategies as “operations employed by learners to aid the acquisition, storage,

retrieval, and use of information” (Oxford 1990, 8). Oxford (1990) expands on this definition by

adding that learning strategies are ”specific actions taken by the learner to make learning easier,

faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and more transferable to new

situations” (8). According to O’Malley and Chamot (1990, 1), learning strategies are “the special

thoughts or behaviors that individuals use to help them comprehend, learn or retain new

information.” Wenden and Rubin (1987, 23) divide learner strategies into learning strategies,

communication strategies, and social strategies. According to them, learning strategies

“contribute to the development of the language system which the learner constructs and affect

learning directly”.

It is clear from the above definitions that the term language learning strategy can be used

to refer to a number of different mental processes as well as behaviors. Recently, Dörnyei (2006)

has even stated that “the lack of an unambiguous theoretical definition” of the concept has

puzzled him over the years. The reasons for this puzzlement and subsequent research efforts to
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shed new light on learning strategy theory will be discussed in detail at the end of this chapter

(see 4.1.4)

One of the most comprehensive and influential classifications of language learning

strategies was created by Oxford (1990). Oxford divided learning strategies into two broad

groups: direct and indirect strategies, which both included 3 subgroups of strategies. According

to Oxford, direct and indirect strategies support, interact with and help each other. Direct

strategies are used for dealing with new language, and are composed of “memory strategies for

remembering, and retrieving new information, cognitive strategies for understanding, and

producing the language, and compensation strategies for using the language despite knowledge

gaps” (1990, 15). On the other hand, indirect strategies are used for the general management of

learning. They include “metacognitive strategies for coordinating the learning process, affective

strategies for regulating emotions, and social strategies for learning with others (16). In order to

assess strategy use Oxford (1990) developed the ‘Strategy Inventory for Language Learning’

(SILL), which has been the most widely used in the L2 field (Tseng et al. 2006, 82).

4.1.3 Vocabulary learning strategies

Since the 1970’s, there has been a rediscovery of vocabulary research in the field of L2

acquisition (Meara 2002), as well as, an emergence of attention on learning strategies. In 1997,

Schmitt pointed out that despite vast research in both of these fields separately, there had not

been very much research at their point of intersection (Schmitt 1997, 199). According to Schmitt,

most research seemed to deal with individual vocabulary learning strategies or small numbers of

vocabulary learning strategies. However, there was a lack of studies on larger groups of

vocabulary learning strategies, as well as, a need for an overall listing of vocabulary learning

strategies.  Schmitt  combined  the  results  from  general  strategy  training  with  results  from  more

vocabulary specific studies and derived the following cautious conclusions about vocabulary

learning strategies at the time (1997, 200–203):

1) Learners seem to use more strategies for learning vocabulary than any other language

learning activity (Chamot 1987, 79). This can be due to the fact that learners find

vocabulary learning very important, as Horwitz (1988, 288) found that a substantial

number of ESL students completing her questionnaire considered (ranging between 25 %

and 39 %) studying vocabulary the most important part of learning a foreign language.

2) Memorization is still used to a large degree, despite the Depth of Processing Hypothesis

(Craik and Lockhart 1972 in Schmitt 1997, 201) according to which a deep level of

processing promotes acquisition.
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3) Active management of vocabulary learning is important (202).

4) A strategy is not inherently good or bad, but depends on the context (Politzer and

McGroarty 1985 in Schmitt 1997, 203) and culture also plays a role.

5) Frequency of occurrence is an important factor. According to Nation (2005, 589),

strategy teaching is especially important when it comes to low frequency words, and that

after learners know the high frequency words of the language, the teacher’s main focus

should be on strategy development.

The lack of research on larger groups of vocabulary learning strategies motivated Schmitt to

develop his taxonomy. At its initial stage, Schmitt drew on various resources to compile it:

individual vocabulary reference and text books, reports from Japanese intermediate level

students on their English vocabulary learning and feedback from teachers on the subject and

their suggestions of strategies to be added to the list. After further reading, introspection and

discussions with other teachers, the Schmitt’s taxonomy contained 58 strategies (Schmitt 1997,

199–204; for taxonomy see 207–208).

Schmitt’s categorization of vocabulary learning strategies

Schmitt’s taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies was strongly influenced by Oxford’s

‘Strategy Inventory for Language Learning’ (SILL) (1990), but was molded based on vocabulary

specific concerns. Following on the categorization used by Oxford (1990), Schmitt divided

vocabulary learning strategies under the groups of social, memory, cognitive and metacognitive

strategies. However, as Schmitt (1997, 204) points out, Oxford’s classification failed to take into

account some vocabulary specific issues and therefore certain categories were added, such as

determination strategies, to include strategies involved with “discovering a new word’s meaning

without recourse to another person’s expertise” (1997, 204). Schmitt also notes that categorizing

certain strategies under the broad four (social, memory, cognitive and metacognitive) was

difficult and there was a certain amount of overlapping, that is, some strategies could be put in

more than one group. In the case of memory strategies and cognitive strategies, Schmitt took

advantage of Purpura’s grouping of storing and memory strategies (Purpura cited in Schmitt

1997, 205):

(a)  repeating,
(b)  using mechanical means,
(c)  associating,
(d)  linking with prior knowledge,
(e)  using imagery, and
(f)  summarizing.



26

Schmitt categorized strategies similar to (a) and (b) under cognitive strategies, because they have

less to do with “mental manipulation” (1997, 206) and those similar to (c), (d) and (e) as memory

strategies, because they are more similar to “traditional mnemonic devices” (1997, 206) and

more concerned with memorization. However, Schmitt comments that “This imprecision in

categorization is not desirable, but, as Oxford (op. cit.: 16) points out, strategy research is in its

infancy and so categories are still fluid and open to debate” (1997, 206).

In addition to the expanded classification based on Oxford’s system (1990), Schmitt added

another division between those strategies “which are useful for (a) the initial discovery of a

word’s meaning and (b) remembering that word once it has been introduced” (1997, 206). These

are referred to as (a) discovery strategies and (b) consolidation strategies. Discovery strategies

can either be determination strategies (for example, consulting a dictionary for the meaning) or

social strategies (for example, asking a fellow student for the meaning). After the initial discover

of the word’s meaning, consolidation strategies come into play to help the student remember

what they have learned. These can fall under the social, memory, cognitive or metacognitive

strategy groups. But as Schmitt points out (1997, 206), some strategies can also be categorized as

both discovery and consolidation strategies. This problem was solved by only listing “the most

obvious” in both sections, such as ‘Word Lists’ and ‘Affixes and Roots’.

Discovery strategies

Discovery strategies are divided into determination strategies and social strategies.

Determination strategies are concerned with discovering the meaning of a word without the help

of other people. According to Schmitt, this can happen in four ways (nine strategies in all): by

guessing from previous structural knowledge of the language, guessing form a L1 cognate,

guessing from context or using reference materials. Using previous structural knowledge to

guess the meaning of a word can happen by recognizing the new word’s part of speech (verb,

noun, adjective) or using it’s parts (affixes, root) to guess the meaning of the word. The second

way of determining the meaning of a word is guessing from a L1 cognate. Cognates are related

words in different languages, such as Mutter in German and mother in English. The third way to

guess meaning is guessing from context, which can be not only the textual context, but also other

clues, such as pictures, or gestures or intonation in spoken discourse. The fourth way is using

reference materials, which are usually dictionaries, either bilingual or monolingual. The other

way to discover the meaning of a word is to ask someone who knows, that is, to use a social

strategy. This can happen either by asking the teacher for a L1 translation, for a paraphrase or
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synonym of the new word or for a sentence including the new word. Learners can also ask

classmates for meaning or discover the meaning through group work activity.

Consolidation strategies

Consolidation strategies are used to consolidate the word once it has first been encountered.

These include social strategies, memory strategies, cognitive strategies and metacognitive

strategies. Social strategies include studying and practicing the meaning of a word with the help

of other people, whether classmates or the teacher, or native speakers. Most memory strategies

involve relating the word to be remembered with some previously learned knowledge by means

of imagery or grouping (Schmitt 1997, 211). However, a new word can be integrated into many

types of existing knowledge, such as previous experiences or known words, or images. Schmitt

(1997, 212) states that memory strategies involve an elaborative level of mental processing,

which has been seen to be necessary for long-term retention (Ellis 1997). This also seems to be

the reason why they seem to be quite effective compared to strategies, which are based on

repetition such as cognitive strategies. Schmitt (211–215) groups different kinds of memory

strategies under six categories: pictures/imagery, related words, unrelated words, grouping,

word’s orthographical or phonological form and other memory strategies.

Compared to memory strategies, cognitive strategies are more concerned with repetition

and mechanical means of studying vocabulary. Repetition can be in the form of written or verbal

repetition: writing or saying the word over and over again. Schmitt (1997, 215) notes that these

are  common  strategies  used  in  many  parts  of  the  world,  and  admits  that  despite  the  Depth  of

Processing Hypothesis (Craik and Lockhart 1972) many learners have reached high levels of

proficiency by using these strategies. Other types of cognitive strategies include using word lists

or flash cards to study words, using study aids, such as taking notes in class and making use of

the vocabulary section in their textbooks. Some additional cognitive strategies also include

taping L2 word labels onto physical objects or making a tape recording of word lists or other

vocabulary material and studying by listening, or keeping a vocabulary notebook.

Metacognitive strategies are broad strategies that learners use to control and evaluate

their learning process and as such are concerned with more efficient learning (Schmitt 1997,

216). As Schmitt (216) maintains, in order to learn a foreign language, it is important to

maximize exposure to it. In the case of English, this can be done by using English language

media: books, magazines, newspapers and movies, which are widely available to learners all

around the world. Another way of maximizing exposure is to interact with native speakers. This

was  classified  as  a  social  strategy  by  Schmitt  (1997,  216),  but  he  notes  that  if  it  is  used  as  a
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principle of language learning, then it can be considered a metacognitive strategy as well. Other

metacognitive strategies included in Schmitt’s taxonomy were testing oneself with word tests,

using spaced word practice, skipping or passing a new word over time and continuing to study

over time.

Schmitt’s study of vocabulary learning strategies

Schmitt (1997) conducted a survey to find out what strategies learners actually use and how

helpful learners perceive the various strategies to be. Schmitt also examined whether usage and

perceptions of helpfulness change as learners mature. The participants of the study were native

Japanese learners of English. The large sample was collected from different schools representing

four different age groups: junior high school students, high school students, university students

and adult learners. The total amount of surveys was 600, of which 150 represented each age

group. In the survey, respondents were asked to indicate whether they used a particular strategy

or not and whether they thought it was helpful or not (despite the fact that they may not use it

themselves). Respondents were also asked to rate the top five most helpful strategies for both the

discovery and consolidation sections.

Schmitt states that the results of the discovery section seem to indicate a strong tendency

for the use of bilingual dictionaries in Japan, as it is the most used strategy of all (85 % used it).

Two other frequently used discovery strategies were ‘guessing from context’ (74 %) and ‘asking

classmates for meaning’ (73 %). According to Schmitt, the results in the consolidation section

show a preference for strategies focusing on the word’s form: ‘repetition of the word’s verbal

form’ (76 %) and ‘repetition of the word’s written form’ (76 %) were at the top of the list, as was

‘study the spelling of the word’ (74 %), ‘say new word aloud’ (69%) and ‘study the sound of

word’ (60%). Schmitt notes that this focus on form is, at least partially, due to the style

encouraged by the Japanese school system: students are expected to memorize English grammar

and vocabulary through repetition (Schmitt 1997, 220).

As to the perceived usefulness of different strategies, Schmitt found that the majority of

learners both used bilingual dictionaries (85%) and found them to be helpful (95%). At the same

time 77% found monolingual dictionaries to be helpful. Four (out of 7) of the most valued

strategies in the consolidation category all had to do with form: ‘say the new word aloud’ (91%),

‘written repetition’ (91%), ‘study spelling of word’ (87%), and ‘verbal repetition’ (84%). In the

comparison of most used strategies and most helpful strategies, Schmitt found a connection

between six strategies: ‘bilingual dictionary’, ‘written repetition’, ‘verbal repetition’, ‘say a new

word aloud’, ‘study a word’s spelling’, and ‘take notes in class’. Schmitt concludes that these are
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the strategies that learners already use and which they perceive to be helpful. The results also

showed, however, that there were many strategies, which a high percentage of the learner’s

perceived as helpful, but which were only used by less than half of the learners, for example,

‘study synonyms and antonyms’ received a 88 % helpfulness rating, but only 41 % reported to

use the strategy. According to Schmitt (1997, 221), this implies that students might be willing to

try new strategies, if introduced to them and instructed in their use (Schmitt 1997, 220–221).

Other studies on vocabulary learning strategies

Schmitt (1997) has not been the only one interested in vocabulary learning strategies.

Subsequent studies have included a variety of topics, such as, sex differences in L2 vocabulary

learning strategies (Jiménez Catalán, 2003), the frequency of use, perceived usefulness and

actual usefulness of vocabulary strategies (Fan, 2003), the effectiveness of explicit instruction of

vocabulary learning strategies (Mizumoto and Takeuchi, 2009) and the relationship between

strategy use and vocabulary learning performance during an intentional vocabulary learning task

(Barcroft, 2009). Recently, Pavi  (2008) also published the first book dedicated to vocabulary

learning strategies as a specific group. The book included three of her own studies on vocabulary

learning strategies: the first aimed at constructing a questionnaire for measuring the use

vocabulary learning strategies; the second attempted to determine the relationship between

vocabulary learning strategies and vocabulary teaching strategies; and the third explored the

differences in vocabulary learning strategies used by learners of two different foreign languages.

Unlike the Japanese learners in Schmitt’s (1997) study, who tended to use mechanical

strategies, Fan (2003, 233) did not find this to be true in the case of Hong Kong learners.

Repetition strategies were not used more than other strategies. Fan (2003, 233) even found that

one of the two strategies reported to be used least often by all the students in the study was

“increasing English vocabulary by studying wordlists at the back of the book”, which has been

associated with rote learning. Fan’s study does not reinforce the assumption that memorization

and repetition are favored or perceived as useful by Chinese learners when learning a L2 (2003,

233).

Fan (2003, 233) also found that the most proficient students in the study also used

various kinds of strategies significantly more often than the less proficient students. These

students also reported using more sources, guessing, dictionary, and known words strategies.

This group of students also reported reading a great deal, as they very often reported using the

strategy “Reading stories, newspapers, magazines, etc. outside class to increase my English

knowledge”. They also reported paying attention to new words and expressions used by my
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teachers and classmates. Furthermore, the more proficient students reported using guessing and

dictionary strategies more often than the less proficient groups. Fan (2003, 233) also found that

the most proficient students used the strategy “In reading a sentence or a passage, when I come

across a word I have newly learnt, I recall the meaning of the word to help me understand the

context” to consolidate and review the meaning of a word significantly more often than the other

groups.

Barcroft (2009) examined the relationship between strategy use and vocabulary learning

performance in an intentional vocabulary learning task. The results of his study (83–84) show

that the use of the mnemonic device was particularly effective for target word learning. Despite

the fact that this strategy produced the second greatest amount of target word recall in the study,

only 5 out 83 participants reported it as their most frequently used strategy. Similarly, the other

two strategies associated with the highest recall means (visualize target word and picture and say

words silently) were reported as the most frequently used strategies by only 5 out of 83

respondents in total. On the contrary, L2–L1 translation and repetition were much more popular,

although they were found to produce significantly lower levels of vocabulary learning: the

results showed 15 reports of L2–L1 translation and 13 reports of repetition as most frequently

used strategy. According to Barcroft (2009, 86), these results suggest that students might benefit

from  awareness-raising  of  the  strategies  they  use  to  learn  vocabulary  and  which  strategies

research has actually found to be effective.

4.1.4 Conceptual problems

Previously in this section, some basic definitions of learning strategy were offered. However,

these definitions have been criticized, as well as the theoretical and methodological basis of

language learning strategy research. In fact, Dörnyei (2006) argues that throughout its history,

the study of learning strategies has been unable to provide a comprehensive definition of the

concept learning strategies. Dörnyei (2006, 57) contends that most of the relevant literature in

the L2 field seems to ignore the fact that there exists no clear-cut definition of the learning

strategy construct. Next, I will discuss the conceptual problems underlying learning strategy

theory according to its critics.

According to Tseng et al. (2006, 80) one major problem with many definitions has to do

with whether it is possible to regard strategies as “observable behaviors or inner mental

operations, or both”. According to one classic definition of the term by Oxford, learning

strategies are “specific actions, behaviors, steps, or techniques that students use to improve their

own progress in developing skills in a second or foreign language. These strategies can facilitate



31

the internalization, storage and retrieval or use of new language” (Oxford 1999 in Dörnyei 2006,

57). Another definition from Weinstein, Husman and Dierking (2000, 727) defines strategies as

any “thoughts, behaviors, beliefs, or emotions that facilitate the acquisition, understanding, or

later transfer of new knowledge and skills”. According to Tseng et al. (2006, 80), these

definitions are troublesome because “from a scientific point of view a phenomenon is highly

unlikely to be both behavioral and cognitive in nature . . . it needs little justification that a

concept cannot be conceptualized as thought, belief, emotion, and observable behavior at the

same time”.

According to Dörnyei (2006, 57–58) and Tseng et al. (2006, 80–81), another essential issue

left open in definitions like those by Oxford (in Dörnyei, 2006) and Weinstein et al. (2000) is the

question of the difference between the process of learning in general and the use of learning

strategies. What are the distinguishing factors between the two? When does learning become

strategic? Weinstein et al. (2000) suggest three critical characteristics: goal-directed,

intentionally invoked and effortful. However, as Dörnyei (2006, 58) points out, these

characteristics can also be associated with hard and effortful learning, and the same

characteristics (goal-directed, intentionally invoked and effortful) are key features used to

describe motivation as well. Cohen offers the element of choice on the part of the learner as a

distinguishing factor (Cohen cited in Dörnyie 2006, 58). Learners choose which strategies they

use. Though acknowledging the significance of this aspect, Dörnyie contends that this is still not

enough, since students make choices regards many factors in their learning that are not intended

to necessarily enhance their learning (such as, the choice to use a pen in doing a writing task or

choosing a person one likes for pair work in class), which can not be considered strategic

(Dörnyie 2006, 58).  According to Dörnyie (2006), the best way of distinguishing between the

two is offered by Riding and Rayner. According to them, “an activity becomes strategic when it

is particularly appropriate for the individual learner, in contrast to general learning activities

which a student may find less helpful. Accordingly, learners engage in strategic learning when

they exert purposeful effort to select and then pursue learning procedures that they believe will

increase their individual learning effectiveness” (Riding and Rayner (1998) cited in Dörnyie

2006, 58). Dörnyie notes that appropriateness as a definition for learning strategies means that

strategies can only be defined according to a certain agent and that a learning technique that is

strategic for one person, is not necessarily strategic for another. This idea of relativity goes

against the standard view in the field, as many studies of strategy use employ strategy use

questionnaires with pre-conceived strategies and learners are asked about their use of these

strategies (Dörnyei 2006, 58–59). Furthermore, Anderson (2005, 762) emphasizes that no



32

strategy is inherently good or bad, but there is good and bad application of strategies. His

research shows that effective and less effective learners use the same strategies, but the

difference is in execution and orchestration. Based on the result he argues that it is not possible

to say that successful learners use “good” strategies and less effective learners use “poor” or

“bad” strategies.

Traditionally, learning strategy use and strategic learning, in general, have been measured

by self-report questionnaires, in which learners have been provided with ready lists of strategies

and have been asked to report which strategies they use and how often (Tseng et al. 2006). The

view behind this approach has assumed that “strategy use and strategic learning are related to an

underlying trait, because items ask respondents to generalize their actions across situations rather

than referencing specific learning events” (Winne and Perry 2000, 542). Tseng et al. (2006, 82–

83) compare two such instruments: Pintrich et al.’s (1991) ‘Motivated Strategies for Learning

Questionnaire’ (MSLQ), which is the most famous in educational psychology, and  Oxford’s

(1990) ‘Strategy Inventory for Language Learning’ (SILL), which is the most widely used in the

L2 field.

Tseng et al. (2006, 83) find two significant differences between these approaches which

affect their psychometrical validity. The first is a difference in the scales: the items on the SILL

are rated on a scale from ‘never or almost never true of me’ to ‘always or almost always true of

me’ whereas the items on the MSLQ are rated from “not at all” to “very”. The second difference

is that the items on SILL roughly correspond to specific language learning strategies, whereas

items on the MSLQ are “general declarations or conditional relations focusing on general and

prominent facets of the learning process” Hence, they are different in nature. According to Tseng

et al., the items on the MSLQ “tap into general trends and inclinations” relating to an underlining

trait. They also inquire as to what extent learners feel these items to be true (“not at all” to

“very”). On the other hand, the SILL looks at specific strategies and learners are asked to

evaluate the frequency of strategy use (‘never or almost never’ to ‘always or almost always’).

Therefore, according to Tseng et al., the scores of individual items on the SILL are not

cumulative – a high score on the SILL is achieved by using as many strategies as possible, that

is, it is the quantity rather than the quality of strategy use that matters. However, Tseng et al.

(2006, 83) argue that this is in contradiction to learning strategy theory, which has found quality

to be more important than quantity when it comes to strategy use. According to Tseng et al.

(2006, 84), the same problems exist in the research for the more specific area of vocabulary

learning strategies. Schmitt’s (1997) research on vocabulary learning strategies is criticized

based on the fact that the division of strategies into discovery and consolidation strategies is
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troublesome, as the extent to which the two categories are different from each other is difficult to

interpret. Furthermore, Schmitt’s taxonomy is based on Oxford’s SILL, and again aims at

measuring the frequency of strategy use rather than its quality.

Due to the theoretical and methodological problems in language learning research, Tseng

et al. (2006) proposed a new approach to assessing strategic learning, which would take into

account the quality aspect of strategy use and provide a psychometrically valid tool for

measuring strategic learning. Their approach attempts to target “the learners’ innate self-

regulatory capacity that fuels their efforts to search for and then apply personalized strategic

learning mechanisms” (2006, 79). Self-regulatory capacity is seen as the core learner difference

that distinguishes between those learners who engage in strategic learning and those who do not.

Tseng et al.’s model draws on the concept of self-regulation taken from the field of educational

psychology. The instrument developed aims at assessing learners’ self-regulatory capacity in one

particular domain, that is, vocabulary acquisition. In the next section, I will discuss the theories

behind Tseng et al.’s approach and introduce their tool to measure self-regulatory capacity.

4.2 Self-regulation

Tseng et al. (2006) argue that a theoretical shift from language learning strategies to self-

regulation is necessary. However, they are not the first to introduce self-regulation into L2

research. McDonough (2001) discusses the importance of promoting self-regulation in foreign

language learners. According to her (2001, 323), both foreign language educators and

psychologists recognize that language learning strategies are a component of the broader

phenomena of self-regulation, despite the fact that the term self-regulation has been almost

completely absent from language learning theory. Where psychologists have focused on the

broader picture, foreign language research has concentrated on learning strategies (McDonough

2001, 323). Nonetheless, McDonough points out that the concept “self-regulated learning” is

much alive in foreign language literature in terms such as “self-direction” “self-instruction” and

“autonomous learning” (2001, 323). However, Tseng et al. (2006) are the first to attempt to

measure self-regulatory capacity in foreign language acquisition.

Self-regulated learning1 has been widely studied in educational psychology since the

mid-1980s as researchers became increasingly fascinated with the question of how learners

become masters of their own learning processes (Zimmerman 2001, 1). Zimmerman defines self-

regulation as “neither a mental ability nor an academic performance skill, self-regulation refers

1 The terms self-regulation and self-regulated learning will be used interchangeable in this study, as the focus is on
academic learning, and does not concern other types of self-regulatory behavior (e.g. self-regulating one’s alcohol
consumption or eating).
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instead to the self-directive process through which learners transform their mental abilities into

task-related academic activities” (2001, 1). Self-regulated learners generate appropriate thoughts,

feelings, and actions in order to reach their learning goals (Zimmerman 2001, 5). Learners can be

described as self-regulated to the extent that they are metacognitively, motivationally, and

behaviorally active participants in their own learning process (Zimmerman 1989, 329).

In self-regulatory approaches, learning is seen as a proactive process that is controlled by

the individual learner rather than something that happens to them as a result of teaching

experiences. The key factors that define self-regulated learning are the learner’s personal

initiative, perseverance and adaptive skill in their pursuit to learn (Zimmerman 2001, 1).

Zimmerman (2001, 2) states that “A self-regulated learning perspective shifts the focus of

educational analyses from student learning abilities and environments at school or home as fixed

entities to students’ personally initiated strategies designed to improve learning outcomes and

environments.” In other words, instead of focusing on external factors or individual abilities that

might explain learning achievement, self-regulatory learning approaches focus on the processes

learners use to improve their learning results as well as to enhance their learning environment.

There exist many different theoretical approaches to self-regulation. Zimmerman (2001)

compares seven prominent theoretical perspectives – operant, phenomenological, information

processing, social cognitive, volitional, Vygotskian, and social constructivist approaches.

Volitional views of self-regulation will be the focus of this study, as they offer the theoretical

foundation for Tseng et al.’s approach to self-regulation in L2 vocabulary acquisition.

4.2.1 Volitional views of self-regulation

Volitional views of self-regulation will be discussed based on five fundamental questions

suggested by Zimmerman (2001, 8):

1) What motivates students to self-regulate?
2) Through what process or procedure do students become self-reactive or self-aware?
3) What are the key processes or responses that self-regulated students use to attain their

academic goals?
4) How often does the social and physical environment affect student self-regulated

learning?
5) How does a learner acquire the capacity to self-regulate when learning?

What motivates students to self-regulate during learning?

Volition theorists believe in the existence of a covert psychological force or forces that control

action (Zimmermann 2001, 23). More specifically, Kuhl contends that people’s motivation to

self-regulate is determined by their value and expectancy for achieving a goal. (Kuhl 1984 in

Zimmermann 2001, 23). In Kuhl’s (1987) view motivational processes are seen as distinct from
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volitional processes. Separating the two concepts explains why people often do not act according

to their current hierarchy of motivational tendencies. For example, someone who has just quit

smoking, may feel a stronger urge to smoke than to chew gum, but is able to act on the weaker

motivational tendency (chewing gum) due to a superordinate control process (Kuhl 1987).

Volitional processes allow individuals to sustain action towards a desired goal when faced with

even stronger competing options for behavior or external or internal distractions.

Corno  and  Kanfer  (1993,  305)  also  see  motivation  and  volition  as  separate,  yet

overlapping and interacting processes:

Motivation, conceptualized as a choice process, can be a necessary but insufficient
condition for enhancing learning and performance in many school and work
endeavours. In these situations, motivational processes set the stage for action
through the commitment to explicit intentions. Volitional factors . . . affect the
transition of goals or intentions into action, which in turn affects both performance
and subsequent motivation.

According to this view, learners need to use volitional control strategies in situations, where the

achievement of their learning goals is threatened by such factors as distractions or competing-

action tendencies. In these challenging conditions, effective volitional control can enhance

learning and performance, as well as maintain motivation during the attempt to reach a goal

(Corno and Kanfer, 1993, 305).

Through what process or procedure do students become self-reactive or self-aware?

The  volitional  view  of  self-regulation  assumes  that  a  sufficiently  high  degree  of  awareness  is

needed in order to gain access to volitional strategies (Kuhl, 1984, in Zimmermann 2001, 24).

However, self-awareness comes in different forms; namely, a person may either be action-

oriented or state-orientated (Kuhl, 1987). Action- versus state-orientation are seen as relatively

stable features that individuals display in situations that require coping (Corno 2001, 195).

Whether a person is action- or state-oriented influences the effectiveness of the whole action-

control process. An action-orientation facilitates the “maintenance and execution of intentions . .

. because attention is focused on a fully developed (realistic) action plan” (Kuhl 289, 1987).

Action-oriented individuals are able to screen out competing-action tendencies and focus on the

task at hand. On the other hand, state-orientated individuals’ attention is focused on the present

state, a past state (often a failure) or a future state (often an unrealistic goal) (Kuhl 1987, 289).

State-orientated individuals tend to ruminate over past failures, be concerned with future rather

than immediate outcomes and hesitate in deciding courses of action due to insecurity. These

thoughts can interfere between the formation of an intention and its realization into action (Kuhl

1984 in Zimmerman 2001). State-oriented individuals tend also to stick to a goal, even when all
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alternatives to achieve it have failed. Action-oriented individuals are more likely to switch to

alternative goals after repeated failures to reach a goal (Kuhl 1987, 289). According to findings

from experimental studies (cited in Kuhl 1987, 289), action-oriented subjects, compared to state-

oriented subjects, carry out a greater proportion of their intentions and motives and also have

more positive expectations of success.

What are the key processes or responses that self-regulated students use to attain their

academic goals?

Kuhl (1987) outlined the key self-regulation processes that learners use to achieve goals in his

taxonomy of volitional control (or self-regulatory) strategies. The six types of strategies included

are active attentional selectivity, encoding control, emotion control, motivation control,

environmental control and parsimony of information processing (287–288). Corno and Kanfer

(1993) further developed their own classification based on Kuhl’s classification (1987). They

grouped three of the strategies in Kuhl’s taxonomy as metacognitive strategies - active

attentional selectivity, encoding control and parsimony of information processing – as they all

refer to “management of cognitive activities that regulate information around goals” (Corno and

Kanfer 1993, 311). Kuhl’s emotion and motivation control strategies categories were kept

separate in their taxonomy as they were seen to regulate non-cognitive internal processes. Corno

and Kanfer categorized metacognitive, emotion and motivation control strategies as covert

strategies opposed to overt strategies, which include the category environmental strategies, from

Kuhl’s taxonomy. Through discussions with teachers and students about their work, the authors

obtained examples of these strategies (see table 3).

How often does the social and physical environment affect student self-regulated learning?

Zimmerman points out that volitional approaches are unique in their focus on strategies that

affect learners intentions rather than learning as such, by attempting to enhance them (2001,

289). In the volitional approach, the influence of the environment on emotions and motivation is

recognized, but it is viewed as secondary to cognitive factors.  The volitional strategies presented

previously are seen as key to controlling distracting environments (Zimmermann, 2001, 25).

According to Kuhl (1984, in Zimmermann 2001, 25), an unexpected failure triggers various

volitional processes. Failures are seen to disrupt automaticity and to activate self-awareness,

which, as mentioned earlier, is critical for volitional processes to take place. Nonetheless, it is

not the environment itself that determines an individual’s assertiveness or helplessness.



37

According to Kuhl, these reactions are a consequence of the learner’s volitional orientation,

which can be action- or state-orientation, and their outcome expectations.

Table 3 Examples of volitional control strategies (from Corno and Kanfer, 1993, p. 312)

Volitional Control Strategies Exemplified by Students and Teachers

Strategy Student Teacher

Covert
Metacognitive
control

Think of first steps to take and get
started right away

Go back over my work before I turn it
in to make changes that will
improve it

Keep a running tab of the times I have
to speak X about behaviour

Reflect immediately after a lesson on
how it went and make mental notes
on what to do differently next time

Motivation
control

Pat myself on the back for good work

Tell myself, “Concentrate; this is
important, because… ”

Add a twist to make this project more
interesting

Keep my mind on grading these papers
when I’d rather do something else;
tell myself this is important

Imagine being named teacher of the
year

Observe other teachers as a learning
tool

Emotion control Count to 10 before I blow up

Listen to my breathing; make it
slower, steadier, deeper

Remember things that make me feel
better whenever I’m feeling bad

Wait 5 seconds before speaking when
angry

Marshall inner resources and
remember I’ve been through more
than this and made it

Analyze why I feel so anxious about
aspects of my work and think
through ways to overcome these
feelings

Overt
Control the task
situation

List the things I can do to get to
where I want to go

Gather materials and people to get the
work started

Move away from noise and
distractions

Redefine my goals so that they are
more realistic for me

Embellish my teaching–keep changing
what I do–so it’s more interesting
for me to teach again.

Establish rules for student behaviour
and enforce them

Control others in
the task setting

Ask for help from friends
Tell the teacher if she or he is not

being clear when explaining things

Give roles to students who need special
attention

Ask principal and/or other resource
persons about issues that arise

How does a learner acquire the capacity to self-regulate when learning?

Volitional  theorists  see  self-regulation  as  an  acquired  ability,  as  it  is  related  to  action-  versus

state-orientation, which are considered fairly stable features of a person’s functioning. However,

volition theorists believe that volition can be enhanced by training learners to use volitional
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strategies. According to Corno, early interventions with young learners are seen as especially

promising (2001, 200). Volition continues to develop through adolescence as learners become

more aware of their own mental and emotional functioning. The social environment has a great

influence on this process.

4.2.2 Dörnyei’s taxonomy of self-motivating strategies

Based on Kuhl’s (1987) and Corno and Kanfer’s (1993) taxonomies, Dörnyei (2001) classifies

what he refers to as self-motivating strategies under 5 classes: 1) commitment control strategies,

2) metacognitive control strategies, 3) satiation control strategies, 4) emotion control strategies,

and 5) environmental control strategies. According to Dörnyei (2001, 110–111), commitment

control strategies are “conscious techniques that help to preserve or enhance the learners’

original goal commitment. This can happen by either “keeping in mind favourable expectancies

or positive incentives and rewards” or “by focusing on what would happen if the original

intention failed”. Dörnyei states that it is possible to energize our striving for a goal by imagining

the successful outcome or, on the other hand, by picturing the possible negative consequences of

abandoning the action.

Metacognitive control strategies are conscious techniques that are used to monitor and

control concentration and to stop procrastination (Dörnyie 2001, 111). Examples given by

Dörnyie include reminding oneself to concentrate, imagining the potential consequences of a

lack of concentration, reminding oneself of deadlines, intentionally ignoring attractive

alternatives or irrelevant aspects, identifying recurring distractions and developing defensive

routines, cutting short any purposeless or counterproductive procrastination, using starter rituals

to get into focus and focusing on the first steps to take when getting down to a activity. Satiation

control strategies are intended to add extra attraction to a task that might have become routine

and increasingly boring. In order to increase satiation one might add some kind of twist to the

task, making it more fun or challenging, or use fantasy to liven up the task in many different

ways (Dörnyie 2001, 112-113).

Emotion control strategies help us to manage our emotional states, and to create

emotions that are conducive to carrying out our intentions. Emotion control is very important,

because certain emotional states or moods (e.g. anxiety, fear or hopelessness) may disturb or

hold back our action, whereas others have a positive effect (Dörnyie 2001, 113). Some examples

given by Dörnyei (2001, 114) include: generating useful diversions, when “pressure gets to us”,

self-affirmation by “counteracting someone’s negative evaluation of something we have done by

consciously activating positive images of ourselves in other domains”, constructing positive
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narratives of events, self-encouragement, finding humorous elements in a situation, using

relaxation and mediation techniques, counting to ten before blowing up, sharing your feelings

with someone else and praying. Environmental control strategies can either focus on eliminating

negative environmental influences or on exploiting positive environmental influences by making

the environment an ally in the pursuit of a difficult goal (Dörnyie 2001, 114).  The kind of

distractions that need to be eliminated can be either sources of interference (such as noise,

friends) or temptations (such as a pack of cigarettes when you want to give up smoking). On the

contrary, positive environmental influences need to be created, but the idea is that environmental

or social pressure can help you to pursue a goal (e.g. making a public commitment to stop

smoking) (Dörnyie 2001, 115).

Dörnyie includes self-regulation and self-motivating strategies within his L2 motivation

theory (2001). According to Dörnyei (2001, 19), during such an extended activity as mastering a

second language, motivation cannot be seen as a stable element that remains constant for months

or years. It is rather the case that motivation fluctuates, which can be caused by a variety of

different factors. Therefore, Dörnyei’s approach takes into account the changes in motivation

over time viewing motivation as a dynamic process. The main assumption of Dörnyie’s process-

oriented approach is that motivation consists of different phases (2001, 21). Dörnyei refers to the

initial phase, in which motivation is generated, as choice motivation. The generated motivation

leads to a choice in the form of a goal or task to be pursued. After this, the generated motivation

needs to be maintained and protected during the particular action. This phase is referred to as

executive motivation. According to Dörnyei (2001, 21), executive motivation is particularly

relevant to classroom learning, where students are exposed to a great amount of distractions,

such as off-task thoughts, irrelevant distractions from others, task anxiety or physical conditions,

which make task completion more difficult. The third phase follows the completion of an action

and is called motivational retrospection. In this stage, learners evaluate how things went.

Dörnyie (2001, 21) states that the way learners process their past experiences during this

retrospective phase determines the kind of activities that they will be motivated to pursue in the

future.

Dörnyei points out that the different phases seem to be fuelled by different motives: very

different considerations are involved in initiating motivation than in sustaining motivation (2001,

21). To illustrate how the different motivational phases work, Dörnyei (2001, 21) gives an

example of an adult language course. Many students start and stop and restart this type of course

again and again. Applying a process-oriented approach to the situation can explain the flux in

motivation: enrolling in the course is energized by choice motivation, but the ongoing work that
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must go on during the course is motivated by executive motivation. In the case of drop-outs, it is

the  later  form of  motivation,  which  is  insufficient.  Once  the  realities  of  every  day  coursework

have  faded,  the  learner  starts  to  reconsider  the  importance  of  learning  the  L2  and choice

motivation kicks in again.

Dörnyei’s model emphasizes the importance of executive motivation in protecting and

maintaining the pursuit of a goal against distractions (whether mental or environmental). No

matter how strong the learners initial motivation is, once the actional stage begins and new

motivational influences begin to have an effect, motivation needs to be actively maintained and

protected, as “the natural tendency to lose sight of the goal, to get tired or bored of the activity

and to give way to attractive distractions will result in the initial motivation gradually petering

out. In short, motivation needs to be actively nurtured” (Dörnyei 2001, 71). Action control/self-

regulation is seen as key to nurturing motivation, that is, maintaining and protecting it while the

action is taking place.

Knowledge and use of self-regulatory strategies (such as goal setting, learning strategies and

self-motivating strategies) are also seen as an important tool in maintaining executive

motivation. Dörnyei (2001, 109) suggests that teachers promote self-motivating strategies to

students, because they involve getting learner’s to take responsibility for their own learning

process, and also motivate themselves rather than rely on others to motivate them. The

importance of learners learning to self-motivate themselves is underlined by Dörnyei (2001,

109):

Just consider the fact that in certain classrooms even under adverse conditions and
without any teacher assistance, some learners are more successful in keeping up their
goal commitment than others. How do they do it? The answer is that they apply
certain self-management skills to overcome environmental distractions or
competing/distracting emotional or physical needs/states; in short, they motivate
themselves. And if they can do it, surely others can do it as well, particularly if we
provide some coaching.

This quote is not just Dörnyie’s opinion, but a view that has been reinforced by many studies

(cited in Dörnyei 2001, 109).

4.2.3 The role of self-regulation in vocabulary acquisition

As was discussed previously, due to theoretical problems surrounding language learning strategy

research and the existing methods to measure strategy learning, Tseng et al. (2006) proposed a

new approach, which draws on the concept of self-regulation. Tseng et al. also developed a scale

to measure learner’s self-regulatory capacity in vocabulary acquisition. There were two

objectives for the scale: the instrument should “target the learner trait of self-regulatory capacity
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rather than survey specific behavioural habits” (2006, 85), which had been the norm in L2

research, and the instrument should be based on a theoretical construct (2006, 85), which, in this

case, is self-regulation from educational psychology. More specifically, Tseng et al.’s  scale is

based on Dörnyie’s (2001) classification of self-regulatory strategies, which include commitment

control, metacognitive control, satiation control, emotion control and environmental control (see

4.2.2. for a description of the strategies). The scale takes the form of a self-report questionnaire,

which includes 20 questions measuring these five different dimensions of self-regulatory

capacity (see appendix 1). Tseng et al.’s (2006) self-regulatory approach is a very recent

advancement in the field language teaching research; it has not been widely tested across

different age groups or cultures. Tseng et al.’s (2006) test groups consisted of Taiwanese

university students and Taiwanese senior high school students. As a new and promising

approach it needs to be studied further and put to the test in different circumstances.

Tseng and Schmitt (2008) have continued Tseng et al.’s path and developed a model of

vocabulary learning, which takes into account both motivational and self-regulatory processes, as

well as, strategy use. They claim that “no theory to date has been able to capture all of the

complexities of the acquisition process” (2008, 358). They see motivation, conceptualized as a

dynamic process, as key to vocabulary acquisition: motivation to learn vocabulary must be not

only initially stimulated, but constantly maintained for an extended period of time in order to

reach  vocabulary  learning  goals,  and  it  is  likely  that  motivation  will  ebb  and  flow  during  this

period. As a result, “a realistic educational model of the vocabulary acquisition process” needs to

take into account how the learner’s changing motivational state effects the process of vocabulary

learning (2008, 359–360).

Tseng and Schmitt’s (2008) model includes six elements: 1) initial appraisal of

vocabulary learning experience, 2) self-regulating capacity in vocabulary acquisition, 3) strategic

vocabulary learning involvement, 4) mastery of vocabulary learning tactics, 5) vocabulary

knowledge, and 6) postappraisal of vocabulary learning tactics. The model is based on Dörnyei’s

(2001) division of motivational processes into three phases: preactional, actional and

postactional (discussed in 4.2.2). In their model, the outcome of the preactional phase is the

initial appraisal of one’s previous and current vocabulary learning experiences. The actional

stage is concerned with maintaining and realizing the initial motivation. This phase is divided

into three stages: self-regulating capacity in vocabulary learning, strategic vocabulary learning

involvement, and mastery of vocabulary learning tactics. In their model, self-regulating capacity

“functions to maintain learners’ intention to learn and to generate support for the implementation

of learning behaviours, whereas the mastery and use of learning tactics lead to vocabulary
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knowledge” (2008, 361). In the postactional stage, evaluation of the learning process occurs and

it includes the stages of vocabulary knowledge and post-appraisal of vocabulary learning tactics.

The role of self-regulation is seen as crucial to acquiring vocabulary knowledge: self-

regulating capacity acts as a mediator between initial motivation and vocabulary learning

strategies (2008, 362). Vocabulary strategy use is divided into two components: strategic

vocabulary learning involvement and mastery of vocabulary learning tactics. The first refers to

the quantity dimension of strategy use, that is, the “the learner’s overall involvement with

vocabulary learning and attempts made to pursue it” (2008, 365). The second refers to the quality

dimension, which is concerned with “using specific vocabulary learning behaviours effectively”

(2008, 365). Tseng and Schmitt (2008, 365) note that reaching the mastery level requires

developing an awareness of what learning tactics to use and when and how to use them

effectively. Tseng and Schmitt base this division on previous studies on learning strategy use,

and conclude that “it is likely that an expert strategy user might not simply have a larger

repertoire of learning strategies but actually understands how to use these strategies better than a

novice in his/her subject domain” (2008, 365).

4.2.4 Self-regulatory strategy training

Dörnyei (2001), as well as other researchers (Kuhl 1987, Corno and Kanfer 1993, Corno 2001)

believe that training in the use of self-regulatory strategies can benefit learners. Dörnyie states

that although students do discover and develop strategies, these are often limited in number and

variety. Therefore, he argues that an important part of teaching is to raise student’s awareness of

relevant strategies and to remind learners of their usefulness at suitable times. Dörnyie also notes

that students often have fresh insights to share with peers as they are directly involved in the

learning process, as well as the fact that students often enjoy sharing the strategies they have

developed with others (2001, 115). According to Dörnyei, self-regulatory strategy training

should broadly follow the procedures that have been developed for strategy training of learning

strategies. The following six phases for strategy training are summarized from Dörnyei (2001,

115):

1.  Find out and discuss the self-motivating strategies your students already use.
2.  Suggest and model some new strategies for the five areas.
3.  Provide  a  rationale  for  strategy  use;  learners  will  only  apply  strategies  if  they  are

convinced of their usefulness.
4.  Provide guided exercises or experiences to help students put the strategies into practice.
5.  Encourage students to develop their own strategies.
6.  Organize regular “sharing sessions”, where students can discuss the strategies that they

have invented or found useful.
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According to Weinstein et al. (2000, 734–735) the most important criteria for evaluating

the success of strategy instruction is “the degree to which students transfer the strategies and

skills they learn to other contexts they encounter in academic settings”. The type of strategy

instruction they find to most positively impact academic performance and transfer of skills are

learning-to-learn programs, which are additional courses organized alongside the usual content-

area courses (2000, 736). The focus of these courses is on assisting learners to become self-

regulated by developing a repertoire of learning strategies that they can modify and adapt to new

situations. Students are also encouraged to identify and use appropriate strategies based on the

learning conditions they encounter in the content-area courses they are taking at the time

(Weinstein et al. 2000, 735).
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5. A study of upper secondary school students’ strategic vocabulary learning

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the strategic vocabulary learning of Finnish

upper secondary school students. How significant do students consider learning and studying

English vocabulary in general? What are the ways in which students study English vocabulary?

How often do they study vocabulary? To what extent do they self-regulate this learning process?

The aim of the study was also to discover the most common strategies used by the students to

study vocabulary and to compare the findings to those of Schmitt’s study (1997) and to other

recent studies on vocabulary learning strategies. The study also sought to explore the extent to

which students self-regulate their vocabulary learning and whether there are any differences in

this capacity between students based on their English grade. For this purpose, Tseng et al.’s

(2006) instrument was employed. Additionally, the study sought to find out how much help and

guidance the respondents perceived to have received in vocabulary learning from different

sources, such as teachers, family or friends. Thus, the study examines the following questions:

I) How important do the respondents consider studying and learning English vocabulary?

II) What are the most common ways in which student’s study vocabulary and how often
do they study vocabulary?

III) To what extent do the respondents in the group self-regulate their English vocabulary
learning? Are their any differences in self-regulation between the 5 dimensions? Are
there differences in the self-regulatory capacity of the respondents based on their English
proficiency level?

IV) How much help in vocabulary learning do the participants perceive to have received
from different sources, such as friends, family or teachers? What help do they consider to
have been most useful?

Although the intention of the study was not to test any certain hypothesis, I did have certain

assumptions as to what the results may reveal, which were partly based on the findings of my

Bachelor’s thesis, which examined the same topic and acted as a pilot study. First of all, I

expected the majority of students to find both learning and studying vocabulary to be important –

an opinion, which would have been formed during their many years of language study and their

personal experiences with the English language. This result would also be in line with Horwitz’s

(1988, 288) finding that a substantial number of students found vocabulary to be the most

important part of learning a foreign language (25 % to 39 %). Secondly, based on the results of

my Bachelor’s thesis, I expected students to report using relatively few vocabulary learning

strategies and that these strategies would mainly be based on rote memorization and repetition –

the reason for this is the fact that using word tests has been a popular practice for teachers to test

their students’ vocabulary knowledge in upper secondary schools and to ensure that students
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study the new vocabulary that they encounter in each new chapter of their course book. It must

be said that the pace at which new vocabulary is introduced to students in upper secondary

school is very rapid and the use of such mechanical strategies as reading wordlists can be seen as

quick and effective, if the aim is to succeed in word tests, which test knowledge of individual

words out of context. Thirdly, I expected students to report using metacognitive strategies to a

fairly  great  extent.  Fourthly,  I  anticipated  there  to  be  clear  differences  in  the  frequency  of

vocabulary study among students. I also expected students with a higher English grade (10, 9 or

8) to study vocabulary more often than students with a lower English grade (7, 6, 5 or 4). Fifthly,

I estimated that there would be differences in the self-regulatory capacity of students based on

their  grade,  as  Tseng  et  al.’s  approach  does  aim  to  target  “the  core  learner  difference  that

distinguishes self-regulated learners from their peers, who do not encage in strategic learning”

(79, 2006). Therefore, one might assume that this fact would be reflected in the students’ English

grades, so that respondents with a high English grade would also have strong self-regulatory

capacity, whereas students with a lower English grade would have weaker self-regulatory

capacity. Finally, I anticipated that there would be clear differences in the amount of guidance

that students have received from different sources.

5.1 Materials and methods

5.1.1 Participants and procedure

The participants chosen for the survey study were upper secondary school students in their

second year (aged 17–18). Upper secondary school students were a natural choice, because they

were believed to be experienced in studying English vocabulary as most of them had studied

English in school since the third grade and were completing their 5th or  6th English course in

upper  secondary  school.  It  was  also  thought  that  they  would  be  capable  of  reflecting  on  their

vocabulary learning experiences, which was a significant factor in ensuring the success of the

study. In order to compare the results based on the students’ English grades, it was thought

important that all participants be studying at the same level – therefore, first or third year

students were not included in the study. In any case, third year students would not have been

accessible for the study as they were preparing for and taking the national matriculation

examination during the time the study was conducted.

The respondents came from three upper secondary schools in Tampere, which is the third

largest city in Finland. In 2007, the average lowest grade with which a student was able to enter

into one of the eleven upper secondary schools in Tampere was 7.56 (Tampereen kaupunki).



46

Two of the schools chosen for this study had higher averages than this and one school had a

lower average. In a national comparison of overall success in the matriculation examination from

2009, where all 442 Finnish upper secondary schools were compared, one of the schools chosen

for the study ranked above average in the results and two below average (MTV3). Based on this

information, I can say that respondents with different levels of academic success were included

in the study and that the sample is thought to represent upper secondary school students in

Finland fairly well. Ideally, a larger sample would have been chosen for the study and students

from various upper secondary schools would have been randomly selected. However, due to time

constraints and the fact that all questionnaires were administrated on the spot by the researcher,

this was not possible.

The total number of participants in the study was 104. Two questionnaires were not

included - one due to missing background information, and the other, because the respondent

only answered a small part of the questions. All in all, the responses of 102 students were

analyzed. The numbers of students from each school were 31 (school A), 41 (B) and 30 (C).Of

the 102 participants, 54 were female (53%) and 48 were male (47%). In the questionnaire,

participants were asked their gender, their English grade from their last English course (4–10)

and their own evaluation of their English level at the moment (1–6). The average English grade

in the group was 7.47. For females the average was 7.54, which was slightly higher than the male

average (7.39), but the difference was extremely small. Although students were asked to evaluate

their proficiency level in English on a scale of 1 to 6, this evaluation is not taken into account in

this study. The reason for this is that most students’ grade in English and their self-evaluation of

proficiency level corresponded and it was thought that minimal gains would be achieved be

comparing results based on both English grade and the self-evaluation of proficiency level.

Furthermore, it was thought that despite the fact that English grades do not tell the whole truth

about an individual’s proficiency, they are still perhaps less subjective than a self-evaluation.

Thus, students were only compared according to their English grade. The distribution of grades

in the whole group and according to school can be seen in table 4.

In order to compare the students responses based on their English grade, the students

were divided into 4 groups. At the extremes of the grade scale, there were only a few

respondents: four respondents had the grade 10 and eight respondents the grade 5 or 4.

Therefore, these respondents were grouped together with the respondents in the nearest group.

As this was done, the groups are such that 26.5 % reported having a grade of 10 or 9, 24.5 % a

grade of 8, 24.5 % a grade of 7, 24.5 % a grade of 6, 5 or 4. It should be noted that there is an

imbalance between the schools as regards to the average English grades. On average, the



47

respondents in school B had higher English grades than the students in schools A or C; the

students in school A having the lowest grades of all. This is reflected in the fact that as many as

55.6 % of the students with the grade 10 or 9 came from school B and 33.3 % from school C,

whereas only 11.1% came from school A. Likewise, 64 % of the students with a grade 6, 5 or 4

came from school C, whereas only 16 % from school B and 20 % from school C.

Table 4 English Grades1

English
grade

N students
with grade

% of students with
grade % from school A % from school B % from school C

10 4 3.9
9 23 22.6

10 & 9 27 26.5 11.1 55.6 33.3

8 25 24.5 24 44 32

7 25 24.5 24 44 32

6 17 16.7
5 5 4.9
4 3 2.9

 6, 5 & 4  25 24.5 64 16 20
Total 102

The questionnaire answers were gathered during March, April and May 2009. The

questionnaires were distributed to the students at the beginning of their normal English class. It

was estimated that it would take students about 20 minutes to complete the questionnaire and

they were informed of the amount of time they had for answering. Before handing out the

questionnaires, I introduced myself and the purpose for visiting their class briefly. The

introduction as well as the definition of vocabulary learning/studying, provided on the 1st page of

the questionnaire, were read out to the students before they were allowed to start answering to

ensure that these parts would be understood by the participants. Students were asked to answer

truthfully and on their own behalf. They were also informed that the questionnaires would only

be used in this study and that no one’s identity would be revealed at any point. Students who

took longer than 20 minutes to answer were giving extra time. After this, the questionnaires were

collected.

1The grade scale used in upper secondary schools is 10–4: 10 = excellent, 9 = very good, 8 = good, 7 =
satisfactory/C, 6 = tolerable/D , 5 = poor , 4 = fail)
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5.1.2 The questionnaire

The questionnaire consisted of five parts and was in Finnish (see Appendix 2):

I) The significance of studying and learning English vocabulary
II) English vocabulary study habits
III) Self-regulation in studying and learning vocabulary
IV) Help and guidance in studying and learning vocabulary
V) Respondent background information

Parts I, II, IV and V were designed by the researcher, whereas part III (Self-regulation in

studying and learning vocabulary) was translated from its English version by Tseng et al. (2006)

by the researcher. The questions in part I were designed to introduce the participants to the topic

and motivate them to put effort into answering the questions. The first question in part I asked

respondents to continue the following sentences with what first comes to their mind:

1.  a) “Studying vocabulary is … ”
b) “Learning English vocabulary is… ”
c) “I study English vocabulary … ”
d) “I don’t study English vocabulary … ”

Although interesting, the answers of this part were not included in the analysis. This is due to the

open nature of the questions, which lead to a variety of answers difficult to categorize. The

second question asked participants to evaluate the importance of English vocabulary knowledge

as a part of overall language skill and also to evaluate the importance of studying English

vocabulary. Both these questions were followed up by an open question asking the respondents

to describe why they thought these to be important or why not. In addition to their introductory

function, the questions also elicit the respondents’ overall attitude toward English vocabulary

learning and the studying of English vocabulary.

Questions in part II were designed to make students reflect on how they study vocabulary:

the ways (strategies, techniques) they use and how often they study vocabulary. This part builds

up to part III of the questionnaire, which is concerned with self-regulation in studying and

learning vocabulary. This part was based on the self-report questionnaire developed by Tseng et

al.  (2006).  Their  instrument  was  designed  as  a  self-evaluation  tool  to  measure  one’s  self-

regulatory capacity in vocabulary acquisition. When translating the 20 questionnaire items into

Finnish,  it  was  thought  important  to  keep  the  original  content  of  each  item  intact  as  much  as

possible. Therefore, it was important not to change too much in the wording of the items. It is

important to note that some problems relating to the translation from English to Finnish came up

when designing this part of the questionnaire. The verb to learn resulted surprisingly difficult to

translate into Finnish, although the obvious choice would seem to be ‘oppia’. However, when
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using this translation the meaning of the sentences changed, e.g. “When learning vocabulary, I

have special techniques to achieve my learning goals.” (Part III, 4) and “Kun opin sanastoa,

minulla on erityisiä tekniikoita, joita käytän saavuttaakseni oppimistavoitteeni.” It is clear that

the English sentence is referring to the process of learning, whereas the meaning of opin refers to

the end product of the process of learning. Because of this contradiction in meaning, all similar

cases were translated with opiskella,  which  was  found  to  ease  the  problem,  if  not  solve  it

completely. In addition, open follow-up questions were added to five of the 20 questionnaire

items in this part in order to obtain more specified answers. These were, however, not included

in the analysis.

Part IV (Help and guidance in studying and learning vocabulary) included two questions.

The first question asked students about the amount of help and guidance they had received in

learning/studying vocabulary from different people or other sources. The second question asked

whose/what help had been most beneficial and why.

5.2 Results

Due to the length of the questionnaire and the number of respondents, a large amount of data was

produced. As has been explained previously, not all information could be included. In this

section, the results of each part of the questionnaire will be discussed separately.

5.2.1 The significance of studying and learning English vocabulary

Students were asked to answer the following questions on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 signifying “not

important” and 5 signifying “very important”):

2. a)  How important is English vocabulary knowledge as a part of overall language skills?
Why?

2. b)  How important is studying vocabulary? Why?

Chart 1 The importance of vocabulary knowledge

For the first question (2.a), both the median (the number in the middle of the set of numbers) and

the mode (the most frequent value in the set) were 4. Likewise, as many as 45 % of respondents
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thought vocabulary knowledge was very important (5) and 48 % thought it was slightly less

important (4). Only 6 % of respondents rated it in between “not important” and “very important”

at 3 and only one respondent marked it as 2 (see chart 1). The results indicate that most students

consider vocabulary knowledge as an important part of overall language skills.

Chart 2 The importance of studying vocabulary

As in the first question, the median and mode for the second question were 4. However,

there was a greater distribution here in the answers than in the previous question. Studying

vocabulary was seen as very important (5) by 28 % of the respondents and 46 % thought it was

somewhat less important (4). 20 % rated it in between “not important” and “very important” at 3

and 6 % at 2. Only one respondent marked it as not important (1) (see chart 2). The results

indicate that most respondents also see studying vocabulary as important, although to a lesser

extent than knowing vocabulary.

A factor that could have affected the respondents’ answers to the second question is the

term study. Focusing study efforts explicitly on vocabulary is often connected to studying course

book vocabulary for word tests in school. This kind of narrow view was reflected in the answers

of many respondents. Some did not find studying vocabulary important in this sense, but felt

they  acquired  new vocabulary  by  other  means,  as  many of  the  answers  reflected  the  view that

vocabulary knowledge is something that you acquire as a by-product, that is implicitly, while

you read, listen, do exercises and so on.

It should be taken into account that the formulation of the questions here could have also

affected the responses of the students. If someone is doing a study on vocabulary learning then it

must  be  important?  It  is  not  difficult  to  agree  that  it  is:  we  need  to  know  words  in  order  to

understand  spoken  and  written  discourse  and  also  to  speak  and  write.  It  must  also  be  said  that

respondents were not asked about other aspects which can be seen to form part of overall

language skills, such as, knowledge of grammar, reading skills, listening skills, writing skills,

communication  skills,  pronunciation  and  so  forth.  Perhaps  all  or  any  one  of  these  could  have

been seen as equally important or more important than vocabulary knowledge. Nevertheless, the
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results do show that the importance of vocabulary knowledge is recognized by students, and also

the importance of studying vocabulary. However, this does not mean that students take the

necessary time to study vocabulary or that they study in an effective way.

5.2.2 English vocabulary study habits

In part II, the respondents were asked about their English vocabulary study habits. The three

questions in this part were:

A) What are the most usual ways you use to study vocabulary (both direct and indirect
ways)?

B)  Do  you  use  any  other  ways  than  the  ones  you  mentioned  above  (direct  or  indirect
ways)? What kind?

C) How often do you study vocabulary? Mark the most appropriate option.

In the analysis of the answers to question A and B, Schmitt’s (1997) categorization of

vocabulary learning strategies (discussed in 4.1.3) was used as a basis for the classification of the

direct and indirect ways students reported to study and learn vocabulary. Schmitt’s taxonomy,

although by no means complete as the author himself notes, was applied, because it incorporates

findings from previous attempts to compile taxonomies of learning strategies. In the analysis of

the results to questions A and B, it proved difficult to divide the different strategies into

discovery strategies and consolidation strategies. This was partly due to the type of question used

here. Open questions allow for a variety of answers, which are sometimes difficult to interpret.

Another factor that made it difficult to distinguish between discovery and consolidation

strategies was concerned with the overall vagueness of many respondents’ answers – few

respondents described the strategies they use in detail and thus, Schmitt’s taxonomy of

vocabulary learning strategies was only helpful when classifying the most specific strategies

reported. Additionally, it is also the case that some strategies (even in Schmitt’s taxonomy) can

be used to both discover and consolidate a word’s meaning, such as, ‘Wordlists’ or the ‘Use the

vocabulary section in your textbook’. Nonetheless, most of the ways mentioned by the

respondents were treated as consolidation strategies, unless they clearly were not, as for

example, ‘Dictionary’, which is evidently a discovery strategy.

As many strategies mentioned by the respondents did not correspond to strategies in

Schmitt’s taxonomy, new items were created under Schmitt’s categories. The new added items

are in italics in Table 5, which represents a total list of all the strategies used by the respondents.

The table shows the amount of times the strategy was mentioned in total in question A and

question  B.  In  each  category,  the  strategies  are  ordered  according  to  the  times  they  were

mentioned. In the case of consolidation strategies, one problematic issue was determining
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whether a strategy should be categorized as a memory or a cognitive strategy. In this case,

Schmitt’s guidelines were followed as discussed previously (in section 4.1.3) so that strategies

which concern repeating or using mechanical means were classified as cognitive strategies and

strategies that have to do with associating, linking with prior knowledge and using imagery were

classified as memory strategies.

Table 5 Strategies (ways) to study vocabulary used by respondents

Discovery strategies N A N B

DET Dictionary 9 8
DET Translate texts in course book 3 0
DET Guess from textual context 2 0
DET Total 14 8

SOC Ask family member for meaning 0 1
SOC Total 0 1

Consolidation strategies

SOC Interact in English with others 7 7
SOC Ask someone to test if you know vocabulary 6 3
SOC Total 13 10

MEM Write words down 10 1
MEM Read chapters in course book 10 0
MEM Group words together to study them 2 0
MEM Memorytrick/memoryrule 1 2
MEM Write in English 1 2
MEM Use new word in sentences 1 1
MEM Underline words 1 0
MEM Make a connection between words 1 0
MEM Think in English 1 0
MEM Translate English texts into Finnish 1 0
MEM Use semantic map (mind map) 0 1
MEM Total 29 7

COG Use the vocabulary section in your textbook/Wordlists 56 2
COG Vocabulary exercises (in book/in class) 10 12
COG Practise through course book 8 1
COG Verbal repetition / Say a new word aloud when studying 7 1
COG Rote memorization 6 3
COG Written repetition 1 0
COG Total 88 19

MET Use English language media 60 22
MET Read English texts 28 8
MET Computer vocabulary testing program 1 0
MET Total 89 30
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Only four discovery strategies were present in the results. Three of these were

determination strategies (DET): ‘Dictionary’, ‘Translating texts in course book’ (presumable

with  the  help  of  the  vocabulary  section  in  the  text  book)  and  ‘Guess  from  textual  context’.

Additionally,  there was one social  strategy (SOC) ‘Ask family member for meaning’. Of these

strategies, ‘Dictionary’ was clearly the most frequently mentioned. In their responses, students

did not specify whether they used bilingual or monolingual dictionaries, but in some cases, they

specified using web-based dictionaries. The reason for the relatively small amount of discovery

strategies  could  have  been  the  formation  of  the  question  -  students  were  asked  about  the  ways

they use to study vocabulary and the question was more likely to elicit consolidation strategies.

The rest of the strategies mentioned were classified as consolidation strategies and, as in

Schmitt’s taxonomy, they were classified under the categories of social strategies (SOC),

memory strategies (MEM), cognitive strategies (COG) and metacognitive strategies (MET). In

total, the respondents’ answers were classified under 22 different consolidation strategies, of

which 15 were added by the researcher and seven were the same as in Schmitt’s taxonomy.

There were two social strategies mentioned in the results. The first one was ‘Interact in

English  with  others’,  which  was  mentioned  seven  times  in  both  A  and  B.  Answers  which

concerned communicating in English with friends, family members or foreigners were included

in the strategy ‘Interact in English with others’. It was seen as a necessary addition to

complement Schmitt’s strategy ‘Interact with native speakers’. The second strategy was ‘Ask

someone to test if you know vocabulary’, which was mentioned six times in A and three times in

B. This strategy involved asking someone, for example, a family member to test you on

vocabulary.  It  should  be  noted  that  both  of  these  social  strategies  could  also  be  considered  as

metacognitive strategies if they are used as “a controlling principle of language learning” as

Schmitt points out (1997, 216).

All in all, eleven memory strategies were mentioned in the answers. Although many

different memory strategies were mentioned, the total amount was low as they were reported

only 29 times in A and seven times in B. The two most common by far were ‘Write words down’

and ‘Read chapters in course book’, which were both mentioned ten times in A. The rest of the

memory strategies had a very low frequency being mentioned only one to three times.

In total, six cognitive strategies were reported. By far the most frequently used cognitive

strategy was ‘Use the vocabulary section in your textbook/Wordlists’, which was mentioned 56

times in A. This result indicates that more than half of the respondents use this strategy. The

other cognitive strategies were also used relatively frequently: ‘Vocabulary exercises (in book/in

class)’ (N=10/12), ‘Practice through course book’ (N=8/1), ‘Verbal repetition/Say a new word
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aloud when studying’ (N=7/1) and ‘Rote memorization’ (N=6/3). However, the strategy ‘Written

repetition’ was only mentioned once.

Many students reported using metacognitive strategies. In fact, they were mentioned 89

times in total. Students reported using English language media 60 times in A and 22 times in B.

Students reported listening to music, watching movies and TV-programs in English,  playing

video/computer games and learning English by using the Internet. Likewise, ‘Read English texts’

was mentioned 28 times in A and eight times in B. This strategy could have been included in the

same category with ‘Use English language media’, but since many answers specified reading

some type of English language text, such as novels, newspapers, lyrics and websites, a separate

category was created.

If  we  look  at  individual  strategies,  two stand  out  from the  rest.  The  first  of  these  is  ‘Use

English language media’ (metacognitive), which was the most common strategy having been

mentioned 60 times in question A and 22 times in question B. The second most common strategy

was ‘Use the vocabulary section in your textbook/Wordlists’ (cognitive), which was mentioned

56 times in question A and 2 times in question B and its use was also inferred to in many other

answers, although these were classified under a different strategy (e.g., ‘Translating texts in

textbook’ entails using the vocabulary section in the book to discover the meanings of unfamiliar

words). If we look at overall strategy use, it seems that cognitive strategies and metacognitive

strategies are by far the strategies most employed, after which come memory strategies (N=29/7)

and social strategies (N=13/10). However, it should be noted that in both the cognitive strategies

category and the metacognitive category, certain strategies dominated (‘Use English language

media’, ‘Use the vocabulary section in your textbook/Wordlists’).

In question C, students were asked how often they study vocabulary (table 6). Nearly half

of the students (49 %) reported studying vocabulary quite frequently, that is, “Every day or

almost every day”, “4–5 times a week” or “2–3 times a week”. All in all, 73.5 % studied

vocabulary once a week or more. The remaining 26.5 % studied vocabulary less than once a

week.  When comparing the frequency of vocabulary study to the English grades of the students

(table 7), I found that in the group that reported studying vocabulary “Every day or almost every

day” the average grade of the respondents was 8.3, the most frequent grade was 8 (mode) and the

median grade was also 8 (the middle value in a group of values). Likewise, in the group that

answered studying vocabulary “4–5 times a week” the average grade was 8, the mode 9 and the

median 8.5. The mode (6/6/6), median (6/6/7) and average grade (6.8/6.4/7.4) of the respondents

that studied vocabulary 2–3 times a month or less were much lower than the grades of the

respondents that studied 4–5 times a week or more. Therefore, the results seem to indicate a
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slight connection between high reported frequency of vocabulary study and a good English grade

and vice versa in this group.

Table 6 Frequency of vocabulary study

How often do you study vocabulary? N respondents % respondents
Every day or almost every day 21 20.6
4-5 times a week 8 7.8
2-3 times a week 21 20.6
once a week 25 24.5
Total 73.5
2-3 times a month 13 12.8
1-2 times a month 7 6.9
Less than once a month 7 6.9
Total 26.5
Total 102 100

However, we must take into account that this did not apply to all individuals in the group: eight

students with the grade 8, 9 or 10 reported studying vocabulary less than once a week and five

students with the grade 6 or 7 reported studying vocabulary “Every day or almost every day” or

“4–5 times a week”. It should also be noted that this question was problematic, because there is

no specification whether the student should report how often he or she studies directly, indirectly

or both. It is perhaps the case that some respondents have answered how often they study in

general and some have answered how often they study vocabulary directly.

Table 7 Frequency of vocabulary study according to grade

How often do you study
vocabulary? N respondents

average
grade

mode
grade

median
grade

Every day or almost every day 21 8.3 8 8
4-5 times a week 8 8 9 8.5
2-3 times a week 21 7.2 7 7
once a week 25 7.4 7 8
2-3 times a month 13 6.8 6 6
1-2 times a month 7 6.4 6 6
Less than once a month 7 7.4 6 7
Total 102

5.2.3 Self-regulation in studying and learning vocabulary

In  part  III  of  the  questionnaire,  students  were  to  mark  the  extent  to  which  the  statements

measuring self-regulatory capacity applied to them. The scale used was a six point Likert scale

and for the purpose of the analysis, the responses were converted into numerical form. Thus, the

highest  value  6  was  given  to  the  statement  ‘strongly  agree’  and  the  lowest  value  1  to  the

statement ‘strongly disagree’. In the analysis, I will be comparing the percentages of



56

respondents, who gave a certain value for a statement. Analyzing the results from this point of

view  will  hopefully  leave  less  room  for  individual  answers  to  affect  the  results  of  the  whole.

First, I will discuss the results of the whole group for self-regulation and for the five dimensions

individually. After this, I will discuss the results according to the respondents’ English grade.

5.2.3.1 Results of the whole group

Chart 3 shows the average amount of respondents in the whole group, who strongly agreed (6),

agreed (5) or partly agreed (4) with the statements of each dimension opposed to those who

slightly disagreed (3), disagreed (2) or strongly disagreed (1) with the statements.

Chart 3 Self-regulation - average agreement/disagreement with statements on 5 dimensions

There are differences in the level of agreement and disagreement with statements measuring the

different  self-regulatory  dimensions.  The  statements  in  the  environmental  control  (ENV)

category were most agreed on by the respondents on average (82.4 %). Commitment control

(COM) statements were agreed on by 71.3 %, emotion control (EMO) statements by 65 % and

satiation control (SAT) statements by 58.7 %.  The statements measuring metacognitive control

(MET) received the least agreeing answers (47.7 %) on average. In particular, the difference in

agreement between environmental control and metacognitive control is quite considerable: 82.4

% versus 47.7 %.

If we look at the distribution of the answers more closely (chart 4), we can see that in the

statements measuring environmental control, 51.7 % strongly agreed (6) or agreed (5) with all

the statements on average, whereas only 8.8 % disagreed (2) or strongly disagreed (1) with the

statements. Again, we can see the clearest difference between environmental control and
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metacognitive control. Only 21.4 % strongly agreed (6) or agreed (5) on average with the

statements measuring metacognitive control, while almost one third of respondents (29.5 %)

disagreed (2) or strongly disagreed (1).

Chart 4 Self-regulation - averages of whole group for each dimension

Satiation control

The statements measuring satiation control were the following:

1. Once the novelty of learning vocabulary is gone, I easily become impatient with it.
8. During the process of learning vocabulary, I feel satisfied with the ways I eliminate
boredom.
18. During the process of learning vocabulary, I am confident that I can overcome any
sense of boredom.
19. When feeling bored with learning vocabulary, I know how to regulate my mood in
order to invigorate the learning process.

Of all  the statements,  statement 19 had the highest  level of agreement at  74.5 % (chart  5).  The

level of agreement with the statements was over 60 % overall, except for statement 1 (36.3 %).

Likewise,  the  distribution  of  the  answers  in  statements  8,  18  and  19  was  very  similar,  with

roughly the same amount of responses for each value. However, for statement 1, only 36.3 %

agreed with the statement (gave values 6, 5 or 4) and the pattern of distribution of answers also

differed compared to the other statements. Statement 1 also received many more slightly

disagreeing (31.4%), disagreeing (21.6%) and strongly disagreeing (10.8%) answers compared

to the rest. This statement was negatively worded, and it is possible that this might have affected

the answers of the respondents. On the other hand, statement 19 stands out, in particular, for a
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large  amount  of  agreeing  answers  (33.3%)  and  for  a  small  amount  of  slightly  disagreeing

answers (10.8%) and strongly disagreeing answers (1%) compared to the other statements.

Chart 5 Satiation control - whole group

Emotion control

The statements measuring emotion control were the following:

2. When I feel stressed about vocabulary learning, I know how to reduce this stress.
6. I feel satisfied with the methods I use to reduce the stress of vocabulary learning.
12. When I feel stressed about vocabulary learning, I simply want to give up.
15. When I feel stressed about my vocabulary learning, I cope with this problem
immediately.

Chart 6 Emotion control - whole group
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The pattern of distribution for statements 2 and 6 are similar, as are the pattern of distribution for

12 and 15 (chart 6). In statement 2, the level of agreement is 77.5 % and in 6, it is 81.4 %. In

statements 12 and 15, the level of agreement is only 50 % and 51 % respectively. If we look at

the distribution of the answers according to each value, then the relatively large amount of

agreeing answers for statements 2 (39.2%) and 6 (35.3%) stand out, as do the relatively large

amount of slightly disagreeing answers for 12 (27.5%) and 15 (34.3%).

Environmental control

The statements measuring environmental control were the following:

3. When I am studying vocabulary and the learning environment becomes unsuitable, I try
to sort out the problem.
14. When learning vocabulary, I know how to arrange the environment to make learning
more efficient.
17. When learning vocabulary, I am aware that the learning environment matters.
20. When I study vocabulary, I look for a good learning environment.

Overall,  the  amount  of  respondents  that  strongly  agreed,  agreed  or  partly  agreed  with  the

statements was high, that is, between 78.4 % and 88.2 %. If we look at the amount of answers for

the individual values, there are a great deal of agreeing and partly agreeing answers for all

statements. Statement 17 received the greatest amount of strongly agreeing (19.6 %) and

agreeing (46.1 %) answers.

Chart 7 Environmental control - whole group
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Commitment control

The statements measuring commitment control were the following:

4. When learning vocabulary, I have special techniques to achieve my learning goals.
7. When learning vocabulary, I believe I can achieve my goals more quickly than expected.
10. When learning vocabulary, I persist until I reach the goals that I make for myself.
13. I believe I can overcome all the difficulties related to achieving my vocabulary learning
goals.

Chart 8 Commitment control - whole group

The overall agreement with the statements measuring commitment control was between 62.7 %

(COM 4) and 78.4 % (COM 13). What stands out from the results is the relatively large amount

of disagreeing answers (value 2) for statement 4 (20.6 %) in comparison to the other statements.

In total, statement 4 also had the most disagreeing answers (values 3, 2 and 1), but the difference

to statements 7 and 10 is under 10 %. Statement 4 also received less “middle” answers (32.3 %),

that is, values 4 and 3, compared to the other statements, which received 53 % (COM 7), 46.5 %

(COM 10) and 50 % (COM 13).

Metacognitive control

The statements measuring metacognitive control were the following:

5. When learning vocabulary, I have special techniques to keep my concentration focused.
9. When learning vocabulary, I think my methods of controlling my concentration are
effective.
11. When it comes to learning vocabulary, I have special techniques to prevent
procrastination.
16. When it comes to learning vocabulary, I think my methods of controlling
procrastination are effective.
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Chart 9 Metacognitive control - whole group

The level of agreement (values 6, 5 and 4) with the statements measuring metacognitive control

is relatively low, that is, 45.5 % (MET 5), 61.8 % (MET 9), 37.3 % (MET 11) and 46.1 % (MET

16). There are some similarities in the distribution of values between statements, especially

between statements 5 and 16, when it comes to the distribution of agreeing values (6, 5 and 4)

and the amount of strongly disagreeing values (1), but there are also a great deal of differences in

the patterns of distribution as can be seen in chart 9.

Summary of results of the whole group

The results  for  the  whole  group show differences  between dimensions.   There  were  also  some

differences in the answers to different statements within each dimension. The overall agreement

with the satiation control statements was 58.7 %. Statement 19 had the highest level of

agreement at 74.5 %. Overall, the level of agreement with the statements was over 60 %, except

in the case of statement 1 (36.3 %), which was negatively worded: “Once the novelty of learning

vocabulary is gone, I easily become impatient with it”. Likewise, the distribution of the answers

between statements 8, 18 and 19 was very similar, but the pattern of distribution for statement 1

differed significantly.

The overall agreement for emotion control statements was 65 %. However, there was a

significant difference between statements 2 and 6, and statements 12 and 15. The level of

agreement for 2 and 6 was high: 77.5 % and 81.4 %. On the contrary, the level of agreement for

12 and 15 was quite low: only 50 % and 51 % respectively.
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Environmental control statements were most agreed on by the respondents, as 82.4 % of

respondents agreed to some extent with the questions and 51.7 % strongly agreed or agreed. As

to the individual statements for environmental control, the level of agreement was high for all

statements (between 78.4 % and 88.2 %). The statement that received the most agreement was

“When learning vocabulary, I am aware that the learning environment matters” (ENV 7).

On average, commitment control statements were agreed on to some extent by 71.3 %.

The distribution between answers for the four statements was very similar, the only notable

difference was a slightly greater amount of disagreeing answers for the statement “When

learning vocabulary, I have special techniques to achieve my learning goals” (COM 4) compared

to the rest.

Metacognitive control statements received the least agreement on average out of all the

dimensions (47.7 %) and the least strongly agreeing and agreeing answers (21.4 %).  As to the

individual statements measuring metacognitive control, there were fairly significant differences

between the agreement with the statements. Statement 9, “When learning vocabulary, I think my

methods of controlling my concentration are effective”, received the most agreeing answers

(61.8 %), whereas only 37.3 % agreed with statement 11: “When it comes to learning

vocabulary, I have special techniques to prevent procrastination”.

5.2.3.2 Results according to grade

In this section, the results of each dimension according to the students’ grades will be discussed.

When comparing the responses based on the student’s proficiency level in English, the students

were divided into four groups based on the English grade they reported to have received from

their last English course: a) grade 10 or 9, b) grade 8, c) grade 7 and d) grade 6, 5 or 4. The

amount of students in the groups was: a) 27 b) 25 c) 25 and d) 25 (see section 5.1.1 for a

discussion  of  the  respondents’ grades).  It  is  important  to  note  that  when comparing  the  results

based on grade, the groups being compared are quite small (25 individuals), which means that a

20 % difference equals a difference of five respondents.

Satiation control

When comparing the satiation control averages according to grade (chart 10), the differences

between groups are small. The percentage of respondents that agreed with the statements (gave

values 6, 5 or 4) was highest in the grade 8 group (65 %) and in the grade 10/9group (60.2%),

while it was the lowest in the grade 7 and grade 6/5/4 groups (55 % and 54.6 % respectively).

From the distribution of responses, we can see that the distribution of answers of the grade 7
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group and grade 6/5/4 group are very close to each other. Similarly, the amount of respondents

that strongly agreed or agreed with the statements (gave values 6 or 5) is higher for the groups

with grade 8 and grade 10/9 (34 % and 37.1 % respectively) compared the groups with lower

grades (20 % and 21.2 %).

Chart 10 Satiation control – average according to grade

The  results  for  satiation  control  show  slight  tendencies,  but  with  such  a  small  number  of

respondents  it  is  not  possible  to  draw  any  conclusions.  The  results  indicate  that  in  the  groups

with a higher grade, a greater the number of respondents strongly agreed or agreed with the

statements (37.1 % and 34 % opposed to 20 % and 21.2 %); groups with grade 8, 7 and 6/5/4

were more prone to middle answers than the grade 10/9 group (54 %, 55 % and 56.6 % opposed

to 38.9 %); and with the grade 8 group, the number of disagreeing (2) and strongly disagreeing

(1) answers was small – 12 % on average – whereas for the other groups it was between 22 %

and 25 %.

The results for each satiation control statement according to grade can be seen in chart

11. For statement 1, there is a 20 % difference in the amount of agreement between the grade 8

group (44%) and the grade 7 group (24%), whereas the other groups fall between these two.

However,  it  is  clear  that  the  pattern  of  distribution  of  the  answers  of  the  grade  10/9  and  8

resemble each other to a great extent. Those with lower grades also gave more disagreeing (value

2) responses compared to those with a higher grade.

If we compare the amount of agreement with statement 8, the differences are very small

falling between 60–68 %. However, it seems that the higher the grade the more likely the

respondent was to strongly agree (6) or agree (5) with the statement. It should be noted that at the
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same time, respondents with the grade 10/9 also disagreed or strongly disagreed more frequently

than the rest. Simultaneously, 68 % of respondents with the grade 6/5/4 gave either the value 4

(partly agree) or 3 (slightly disagree) to this statement.

Chart 11 Satiation Control – results for each statement according to grade

The differences in the amount of agreement between groups are very small for statement

18: 55.6 % - 62.5 %. Nonetheless, if we look at the number of respondents that strongly agreed

or agreed with the statement, then those with a higher grade were more likely to agree (29.6 %

and 32 %) than those with a lower grade (16 % and 16.7 %). However, as in the previous

statement, respondents with grade 10/9 were also more likely to disagree or strongly disagree as
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well (33, 3 %). Again, 75 % of respondents with the grade 6/5/4 gave the value 4 (partly agree)

or 3 (slightly disagree) to this statement.

In statement 19, “When feeling bored with learning vocabulary, I know how to regulate

my mood in order to invigorate the learning process”, there is a 24 % difference between the

grade 8 group and the grade 6/5/4 group in agreement (84 % opposed to 60 %). Over half of the

respondents with the grade 10/9 strongly agree or agreed (51.85 %) with the statement and 48 %

of those with thegrade 8. On the contrary, only 12 % of respondents with the grade 7 strongly

agreed or agreed, and 36 % of respondents with the grade 6/5/4. The greatest amount of

disagreeing or strongly disagreeing answers came from the group 6/5/4 (28 %).

Emotion control

Chart 12 Emotion control – average according to grade

When comparing the averages of each group for emotion control, we can see that the grade 8

group has a slightly higher number of agreeing answers (values 6, 5 and 4) than the rest, and an

especially high number of value 5 ‘agree’ (43 %). Likewise, the grade 8 group has a slightly

lower amount of disagreeing answers (3, 2 and 1) (27 %) compared to the rest. In fact, no one in

the grade 8 group strongly disagreed with any of the statements.

The differences in agreement for statement 2 are very small, although the grade 10/9

group has a slightly higher number (81.5 %) than the rest. The results show that the higher the

grade, the greater the number of respondents that strongly agreed (6) or agreed with the

statement (5), although the differences are small. There are also slightly more disagreeing (2)

and strongly disagreeing (1) answers in the grade 7 and 6/5/4 groups.
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Chart 13 Emotion control - results for each statement according to grade

In statement 6, the differences are very small, although the grade 10/9 group has the

highest number of agreement here as well (85.2 %), but the grade 7 group has almost the same

(84 %). If we look at the distribution between the answers, the pattern is very similar for all the

groups, although the grade 8 group have slightly more agreeing answers (5) compared to the rest

(48 %), and group 6/5/4 have more strongly disagreeing answers (1) compared to the rest (16 %).

If we look at the level of agreement for statement 12, there are notable differences

between groups. A greater number of respondents in the grade 10/9 and grade 8 groups clearly

agreed  with  the  statement;  59.3  % and  72  % respectively.  However,  only  32  % of  the  grade  7

group and 36 % of the grade 6/5/4 group agreed to some extent with the statement. 52 % of
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respondents with the grade 8 also strongly agreed (value 6) or agreed (value 5) with the

statement, whereas in the other groups, the total was only between 22.2 % and 16 %.

Furthermore, of those with the grade 8, only 24 % slightly disagreed (value 3) with the

statement, and only one person disagreed (value 2). In the other groups, the number of

respondents who disagreed to some extent (values 3, 2 or 1) was 40.7 % for the grade 10/9

group, for the grade 7 group 68 % and 64 % for the grade 6/5/4 group. In the grade 7 group the

number of respondents that disagreed or strongly disagreed (values 2 or 1) was particularly high:

44 %.

For statement 15, there are slight differences in the level of agreement between groups:

the highest number of agreement (60 %) was among the grade 8 group and the lowest among the

grade 6/5/4 group (40 %). Moreover, 36 % of respondents in the grade 8 group either strongly

agreed or agreed with the statement, whereas in the other groups the number was between 22.2

% and 12 %. As in the previous question, only one person in the grade 8 group disagreed (value

2) with the statement, whereas in the other groups, the total was between 22.2 % and 12 %.

Overall, in all the groups, there were a great deal of “middle” values 4 and 3 given to this

statement (60–72 %).

Environmental control

Chart 14 Environmental control - average according to grade

The level of agreement for all the environmental control statements is high in all groups, that is,

between 80 % and 86 % of respondents agreed with the statements on average. Surprisingly, the

highest level of agreement was among the grade 6/5/4 group. The least disagreeing and strongly

disagreeing answers (values 2 and 1) were given by this group, which was only 3 % on average,



68

and less than one respondent in the group. However, the differences between groups were very

small.

Chart 15 Environmental control – results for each statement according to grade

For statement 3, the level of agreement was between 80 and 85.2 %, thus, there is hardly

any difference between groups. Nonetheless, the pattern of distribution of the answers varies to

some extent. The largest % of respondents that strongly agreed or agreed with the statement were

in the grade group 6/5/4 (64 %). The same group also gave less “middle” answers compared to

the other groups (28%). The grade 8 group, in particular, gave many ‘partly agree’ and ‘slightly

disagree’ answers (52 %).
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The level of agreement for statement 14 was between 70.4 % and 84 %. The lowest % of

respondents to agree was in the grade 10/9 group (70.4). Perhaps surprisingly, clearly a greater

number of respondents in group 10/9 disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement

compared to the other groups (29.6 % compared to 8 %, 8 % and 0 % in the other groups).

Between  84  %  and  92  %  of  respondents  in  all  groups  agreed  to  some  extent  with

statement 17. Likewise, the pattern of distribution between the answers was very similar for all

groups. In all groups, the proportion of strongly agreeing and agreeing answers was also very

high (64–70 %).

For  statement  20,  the  level  of  agreement  was  between 72  % and 88  %,  the  grade  6/5/4

group having a slightly higher proportion of agreement with the statement than the other groups.

There  is  not  a  great  deal  of  variation  between  the  groups  in  the  pattern  of  distribution  of  the

answers. However, the very small amount of disagreeing answers in the grade 6/5/4 group stands

out (12 %) and that all of these were ‘slightly disagree’ answers.

Commitment control

Chart 16 Commitment control - averages according to grade

The average level of agreement with the commitment control statements was between 59 %

(grade 7) and 78 % (grade 8). If we look at the number of respondents who strongly agreed or

agreed with the statement, the proportion of respondents that strongly agreed or agreed with the

statement was greater in the higher grade groups (50.5 % and 48 %) than the lower (32 % and 31

%).

The results for each individual commitment control statement according to grade can be

found in chart 17. In statement 4, a larger proportion of respondents in the higher grade groups
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agreed with the statement compared to the lower grade groups (70.3% and 68% compared to 56

%). The lowest grade group 6/5/4 had the least respondents that strongly agreed or agreed with

the statement and the most respondents that disagreed or strongly disagreed.

For statement 7, the level of agreement varied from 56 % (group 7) to 88 % (group

6/5/4). Surprisingly, the grade 6/5/4 group is the one with the most agreeing responses. It should

be noted here that over half of the responses for this group were ‘partly agree’ -answers and the

number of strongly agreeing and agreeing answers is not particularly high, as the grade 8, grade

10/9 and grade 6/5/4 groups all had similar numbers of respondents (44 %, 40.7 % and 36 %).

Chart 17 Commitment control - results for each statement according to grade
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In the responses to statement 10, there is a slight difference in the level of agreement

between the groups with a higher grade and the groups with a lower grade (80.8 % and 80 %

opposed to 60 % and 64 %). 57.7 % of respondents with the grade 10/9 strongly agreed or agreed

with the statement and 44 % of those with the grade 8,  but only 32 % of respondents with the

grade 7 or 6/5/4.

As in the previous statement, in statement 13, there was a small difference in the level of

agreement between the groups with a higher grade and those with a lower grade (85.2 % and 92

% opposed to 64 % and 72 %). If we look at the number of respondents who strongly agreed or

agreed with the statement, then the difference is even greater (63 % and 56 % opposed to 32 %

and 32 %).

Metacognitive control

If we consider the averages according to grade for metacognitive control statements, the overall

level of agreement was fairly low in all groups. Only 54.4 % of respondents with the grade 8

agreed with statement, 49 % with the grade 7, 48.2 % with the grade 10/9 and 39 % with the

grade 6/5/4.

Chart 18 Metacognitive control - averages according to grade

The results for each individual metacognitive control statement according to grade can be

found in  chart  19.  For  statement  5,  the  level  of  agreement  was  between 40  % and 50% for  all

groups. The patterns of distribution of the answers for the agreeing values is quite similar for all

groups (values 6, 5 and 4), but for the disagreeing values, the group with the grade 6/5/4 has a

fairly large proportion (52 %) of disagreeing answers (value 2) compared to the other groups.
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For statement 9, there is a small difference between the agreement level of the higher

grade groups and the lower grade groups. 70.4 % of the respondents with the grade 10/9 and 72

% of respondents with the grade 8 agreed with the statement to some degree, whereas 52 % of

the respondents with the grade 7 or 6/5/4 agreed with the statement.  There is also a small

difference  in  the  proportion  of  students  that  strongly  agreed  or  agreed  either  the  statement

between those with a higher grade and those with a lower grade (40.7 % and 44 % opposed to 20

% and 20 %).

Chart 19 Metacognitive control - results for each statement according to grade
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The overall level of agreement with statement 11 was the lowest of all metacognitive statements

and the differences between groups are extremely small (37 %, 36 %, 40 % and 36 %). There are

some slight differences in the distribution of answers, but they are not significant.

For statement 16, there are differences in the level of agreement between groups. 60 % of

the respondents with the grade 8 agreed with the sentence and 56 % of the respondents with the

grade 7. However, only 40.7 % of the respondents with the grade 10/9 and 28 % of respondents

with the grade 6/5/4 agreed with the statement. However, it should be noted that the number of

disagreeing and strongly disagreeing answers was almost the same in all groups (between 28 %

and 20 %).

Summary of results according to grade

The comparison of the satiation control answers according to grade revealed slight tendencies.

Overall, the level of agreement was slightly higher for the grade 8 and 10/9 groups (65 % and

60.2 %) compared to the grade 7 and 6/5/4 groups (55 % and 54.6 %). Likewise, the distribution

of answers of the higher grade groups resembled each other, and the same was true for the lower

grade groups’ distribution of answers. As to the comparison of the individual satiation control

statements according to grade, the results were contradictory. For all statements, the grade 8

group showed a slightly higher amount of agreement compared to the rest. In statements 1 and

19, there was a slightly higher level of agreement for the higher grade groups compared to the

lower ones. However, for statements 8 and 18, the difference in the amount of agreement

between  all  the  groups  was  very  small,  and  the  distribution  of  answers  did  not  follow  a  clear

pattern, so that, for instance, the higher the grade the greater the proportion of agreeing answers.

The comparison of the emotion control answers according to grade show that the grade 8

group had a slightly higher amount of agreeing answers compared to the other groups on

average, and was followed by the grade 10/9 group. However, the same was not true for each

individual statement: the grade 8 group had the highest level of agreement only for statements 12

and 15. In statement 2, the higher grade groups had slightly higher levels of agreement than the

lower grade groups. In statement 6, the differences between groups were small and even

contradictory. However, for statement 12, there were notable differences between groups: a

clearly higher amount of respondents with the grade 10/9 or 8 agreed to some extent with the

statement compared to those with a lower grade. The results for statement 15 revealed slight

differences between groups, but were contradictory.

The comparison of the environmental control answers according to grade revealed some

interesting results. On average, the overall agreement level was very high in all groups, but the
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highest level was in the grade 6/5/4 group. The lowest level of agreement was in the grade 7

group. The grade 6/5/4 group had slightly more agreeing answers in statements 17 and 20

compared to the rest. However, it should be noted that the overall level of agreement with all the

statements was high in all groups and the differences extremely small.

The comparison of the commitment control answers according to grade show that a

slightly larger proportion of respondents with a higher grade agreed with the statements on

average compared to the groups with a lower grade. The same was true for statements 4, 10 and

13. However, statement 7 was an exception as the level of agreement was highest in the grade

6/5/4 group (88%), followed by the grade 10/9 group (74.1 %) and the grade 8 group (72 %).

The comparison of the metacognitive control statements according to grade showed that

the overall level of agreement with the statements was low in all groups (54.5–39 %), but highest

for the group with the grade 8. In statements 5 and 11, the differences in agreement between

groups are very small. The level of agreement with statement 11 was very low in all groups (37–

40 %). For statement 9, the grade 8 and 10/9 groups have slightly higher levels of agreement

with the statements compared to the lower grade groups. In statement 16, the grade 6/5/4 had a

notable lower level of agreement (28 %) than the other groups.

5.2.4 Help and guidance in studying and learning vocabulary

In  part  IV  of  the  questionnaire,  the  students  were  asked  to  evaluate  the  amount  of help

(guidance, advice, tips) that they had received from different sources, namely, a) friends, b)

family, c) teachers or d) other sources. They were to mark the amount of help received from each

source on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 ‘not at all’, 2 ‘little’, 3 ‘some’, 4 ‘much’, 5 ‘very much’). Students

were also asked to report which source or piece of advice they thought had been most useful and

why.

Table 8 Amount of help in vocabulary learning received from friends, family and teachers

Amount of Help Friends Family Teachers
5 (very much) 2.0 5.9 5.9
4 (much) 15.7 11.8 37.3
3 (some) 35.3 30.4 42.2
2 (little) 34.3 38.2 7.8
1 (not at all) 12.7 13.7 6.9
Total % 100 100 100

The majority of students reported having received either some help (35.3%) or little help

(34.3%) from friends. Likewise, approximately the same number of students reported having

received some help from their family (30.4%) and little help from their family (38.2 %). In both
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these categories, there were slightly more than 17 % of respondents that found they had received

very much help or much help. Approximately 13 % of respondents reported not having received

any help from friends or family. Compared to the amount of help received from friends and

family, on average, more help was perceived to have been received from teachers. According to

the results, over one third of the respondents (37.3 %) reported that they had received much help

from  teachers  and  42.2  %  reported  to  have  received  some  help  from  teachers.  14.7  %  of

respondents also reported having received little or no help from teachers. It should also be noted

that 28 respondents also mentioned other sources than the three discussed above. As many as 16

respondents felt that they had received help in learning vocabulary from some form of English

language media, especially the Internet, but also television, movies, video/computer games,

books and newspapers were mentioned. Others sources were auxiliary or special education

teachers, family friends/relatives and dictionaries.

Table 9 Most useful source of help
Most Useful Help Friends Family Teachers Other sources

Respondents 18 20 35 13

When asked what source or piece of advice students had found most useful and why, 78

out of 102 respondents gave their answer. Of these 78, eight respondents mentioned two sources

as most useful. Therefore, 86 responses were included in total (see table 9). 35 students reported

their teachers’ help to have been most useful. Teachers’ help was found to most useful, for

example, because teachers are “experienced” (R66), “experts” (R55), “professionals” (R17 and

R23) and “they know how to learn best” (R16). Teachers were also seen to know different study

techniques (R47, R51, R62, R85 R104), which respondents found useful. 20 respondents

reported family members’ help to have been most useful. The most common reason for this was,

for example, because their family members (parents, siblings, other relatives) had studied

languages themselves and knew good techniques (R96, R92, R83, R79, R65, R19, R13). Some

also found these techniques to be “practical” (R51) and “clear and simple” (R14). 18 respondents

reported their friends’ help to have been most useful. Help from friends was found to be useful,

because they had tried out their friends’ techniques and they had worked for them too (R102,

R86, R94). Respondents also commented that “friends are in the same situation” and that they

understand and know how to help (R63, R40, R35) and that “their study habits are similar”

(R50). 13 respondents mentioned other sources as having been most helpful, such as the Internet
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(2), dictionaries (2) and TV (2). Four respondents found their own exploration of different

techniques to have been most useful.

5.3 Discussion of results

Although questionnaires are a commonly used method in second language research to gather

data, they often contain certain weaknesses. Unfortunately, using questionnaires includes many

disadvantages: respondents might give simple and superficial answers; respondents can be

unreliable and unmotivated; respondents might have literacy problems; there is a lack of

opportunity to correct the respondents’ mistakes; respondents may give socially desirable

answers; self-deception can affect responses; the acquiescence bias can affect responses as

people have a tendency to agree with sentences when they are unsure or ambivalent; the halo

effect can cause respondents to overgeneralise; and fatigue effects can influence answers

(Dörnyie, 2003 10–14). Despite the fact that all of these disadvantages were known to the

researcher and were taken into account in the construction of the questionnaire and its

administration, it is impossible to avoid all these risks, especially factors such as respondent self-

deception or the acquiescence bias.

The results of the study show that most students in the group seem to consider vocabulary

knowledge as an important part of overall language skill. On average, studying vocabulary was

also seen as important. The fact that students consider both knowing and studying vocabulary

important is good news for English teachers. These results are also in line with Horwitz’s (1988,

288) finding that a significant number of student’s found vocabulary to be the most important

part of learning a foreign language. However, although students value knowing vocabulary, it

does not guarantee that they are willing to put the extra effort into studying it. Reminding them

of the benefits of a large vocabulary and focusing on vocabulary issues in class, can, however,

motivate students, give them opportunities to learn more vocabulary and help them become more

efficient vocabulary learners.

Schmitt’s taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies (1997) was used in order to classify

the ways used to study vocabulary reported by the respondents. Many new strategies were added

as various strategies mentioned by the respondents did not correspond to the existing ones in

Schmitt’s taxonomy. Almost all the ways reported were categorized as consolidation strategies,

which are used to remember words, opposed to discovery strategies, which are used to discover a

word’s meaning. All in all, respondents reported using four different discovery strategies and 22

different consolidation strategies. Metacognitive strategies (N=89/30) and cognitive strategies
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(N=88/19) were the most frequently mentioned consolidation strategies, followed by memory

strategies (N=29/7) and social strategies (N=13/10).

The most frequently mentioned metacognitive strategies were ‘Use English language

media’ (N=60/22) and ‘Read English texts’ (N=28/8). A reason for the frequency of these

strategies is perhaps the wide range of English language media available in Finland and its

popularity. There are a great deal of TV programs in English on Finnish television channels. In

Finland, the programs in a foreign language are subtitled, not dubbed, so Finns are used to

listening to English on TV or at the movies. Music sung in English is also very popular and

many Finnish artists also write their lyrics in English. Additionally, the internet offers many

opportunities to learn English through websites, different forums, blogs, and so forth. Computer

games are also often in English. All of the above mentioned media were present in the

respondents’ answers (TV, movies, Internet and computer games).

Another possible reason for the popularity of metacognitive strategies is the definition of

studying vocabulary, which was offered at the beginning of the questionnaire and read to

students  before  they  were  allowed  to  start  answering.  In  this  definition,  a  distinction  between

direct and indirect vocabulary studying was made (as in, using English language media), and

many respondents were perhaps keen to recognize ‘Use English language media’ as an indirect

way they use to study vocabulary. Nonetheless, the result seems to suggest that the respondents

recognized English language media as a way to learn English vocabulary; although we must note

that it might not always be the conscious goal of their media use. In her study, Fan (2003, 233)

found that the most proficient students reported reading a great deal of English stories,

newspapers, magazines, etc. outside class to increase their English knowledge. Although this

study did not seek to reinforce this finding, the fact that such a substantial number of respondents

in the present study reported reading English texts or using other English language media is a

sign that most students are engaging in activities that can improve their English also outside the

classroom, which is likely to have an effect on their proficiency.

In addition to metacognitive strategies, cognitive strategies were mentioned frequently by

the respondents. The most common was ‘Use the vocabulary section in your  course

book/Wordlists’ (N=56/2). Other cognitive strategies mentioned frequently were ‘Vocabulary

exercises (in book/in class)’ (N=10/12), ‘Practice through course book’ (N=8/1), ‘Verbal

repetition/Say a new word aloud when studying’ (N=7/1) and ‘Rote memorization’ (N=6/3). The

frequency of these strategies may suggest that students rely heavily on their course books as

sources of vocabulary to be learned and as tools for learning vocabulary. It may also imply that

the act of holding regular vocabulary tests on the vocabulary in the course book is also a
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common practice in upper secondary schools, which motivates students to study the vocabulary

section in their course books. Obviously, it is natural for students to rely on their course books –

one motivation behind studying the vocabulary in course books is doing well on tests and thus

passing English courses. Course books are, perhaps, also thought to contain the vocabulary one

needs, for example, passing the matriculation examination in English, which is the so-called final

exam of upper secondary school. However, too much reliance on one fountain of information, in

this  case,  the  course  book,  is  problematic.  In  order  to  develop  their  vocabulary  and  their

vocabulary learning skills, students should be exposed to other, more authentic material, and

different sources for discovering meanings of words, such as different types of dictionaries

(bilingual, monolingual, Internet-based, etc.).

Memory strategies were mentioned less frequently (N=29/7) than metacognitive or

cognitive strategies. Clearly, the two most frequently mentioned were ‘Write words down’

(N=10/1) and ‘Read chapters in course book (N=10/0). Again, the latter strategy reinforces the

claim that students rely heavily on their course books in their vocabulary study.

Comparing  the  results  on  strategy  use  with  those  of  Schmitt’s  study  (1997)  is  somewhat

troublesome, because the aims of the studies and design of the questionnaires were quite

different. Schmitt’s questionnaire asked respondents to mark the strategies that they use and also

to mark those that they perceived to be useful. Thus, the strategies were preconceived. On the

contrary, the present study asked students to report the ways they use to study vocabulary, and

there was no list of strategies given to choose from. This approach was chosen, because I wanted

to find out which strategies respondents most often used and I did not want to restrict their

thinking by giving predetermined options. Additionally, Schmitt’s study was conducted in a very

different cultural setting (Japan) and the sample was very large (600 participants). Despite these

differences, some comparisons are still attempted here.

In Schmitt (1997, 220) study, the most popular discovery strategy was ‘Use bilingual

dictionary’, which he found to indicate that there is a strong preference to use bilingual

dictionaries in Japan. In the present study, only four of the ways reported by respondents were

classified as discovery strategies and, of these, the strategy ‘Dictionary’ was the most frequently

mentioned, although its use was only reported 9/8 times. However, the strategy ‘Use vocabulary

section in course book/Wordlists’, classified as a consolidation strategy, was the second most

common strategy mentioned (N=56/2), and it is very likely that the vocabulary sections in

textbooks  are  also  used  to  discover  the  meanings  of  words,  because  they  are  more  readily

available to students than dictionaries and contain the vocabulary to be studied in their English

courses.
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Concerning consolidation strategies, Schmitt (1997, 220) found that there was a preference

to use strategies focusing on the form of the word, which he argued to be partially due to the

Japanese school system, where students are expected to memorize grammar and vocabulary

through repetition. In the present study, respondents also reported using many cognitive

strategies based on memorization through repetition, such as ‘Use vocabulary section in

textbook/Wordlists’ (N=56/2), ‘Verbal repetition/Say a new word aloud when studying’ (N=7/1)

and ‘Rote memorization’ (N=6/3). The high frequency of these strategies seems to indicate that

memorizing words through repetition is a familiar method for Finnish students as well.

What is interesting about the results on strategy use is the fact that cognitive and met

cognitive strategies such as ‘Use English language media’ (MET) and ‘Use vocabulary section in

course book/Wordlists’ (COG), which are very different from each other, are also the most

commonly used strategies. It seems that many students rely heavily on their course books, and

use techniques based on rote memorization and repetition to learn vocabulary, but at the same

time, students also employ more indirect, metacognitive strategies to improve their English as

well.

The fact that memory strategies were far less commonly used than cognitive strategies was

not surprising. In his study, Barcroft (2009, 83–84) found that few respondents reported using

memory strategies as their most frequent strategy in a target word learning test, despite the fact

that these strategies were found to be most effective. On the contrary, L2–L1 translation and

repetition strategies were much more popular, although not nearly as effective. Based on

previous research, Schmitt (1997, 201) also concluded that memorization is still used to a large

degree to learn vocabulary despite evidence that a deep level of processing promotes learning.

Barcroft (2009, 86) argued that students might benefit from awareness-raising of the strategies

they use to learn and which strategies research has actually found to be effective. It seems that

Finnish students could also benefit from this type of awareness-raising, as the results of the

present study suggest that memory strategies are perhaps not well known and neither is their

effectiveness.

As to how often respondents studied vocabulary, the results of the group show that nearly

half of the students (49 %) reported studying vocabulary quite frequently, that is, two to three

times a week or more. There also seemed to be a connection between high reported frequency of

vocabulary study and a good English grade and vice versa in this group. It should be noted,

however, that this did apply to all individuals in the group. Likewise, it was not specified in the

questionnaire whether respondents were to mark the frequency of all vocabulary study (both

direct and indirect) or only direct study. If I were to revise the questionnaire, I would specify and
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ask both how often they study directly and how often indirectly. Furthermore, it would have also

been interesting to know how long these vocabulary study sessions last – one might study less

frequently,  but the sessions might be longer.  Nonetheless,  this result  gives support  to the claim

that frequent vocabulary study can lead to better proficiency, which should be emphasized to

students.

One  of  the  aims  of  the  present  study  was  to  find  out  the  extent  to  which  students  self-

regulate their vocabulary learning, and whether there are any differences in self-regulation

between the different dimensions. The results of the whole group revealed differences between

the dimensions. Environmental control statements were the most agreed on by respondents: 82.4

% of respondents agreed to some extent with the statements on average, and of these, over 50 %

either strongly agreed or agreed. The level of agreement with all the statements was high (78 %–

88.2 %). This result suggests that the majority of students feel they are able to control

environmental factors effecting vocabulary learning; whether this means sorting out the problem,

when the environment becomes unsuitable, arranging the environment to make learning more

efficient, being aware of the fact that the environment matters or searching for a good learning

environment.

Metacognitive control statements received the lowest amount of agreement on average

(47.7 %), as well as the least strongly agreeing and agreeing answers on average (21.4 %).

However, the level of agreement varied between individual statements (37.3 %–61.8 %).

Metacognitive control strategies are concerned with monitoring and controlling concentration

and stopping procrastination. The statement “When it comes to learning vocabulary, I have

special techniques to prevent procrastination” was agreed on by the least amount of respondents

(37.3 %), whereas 61.8 % agreed to some extent with the statement “When learning vocabulary,

I think my methods of controlling my concentration are effective”. As to the other statements,

45.5 % agreed to some extent that they have special techniques to keep their concentration

focused and 46.1 % agreed to some extent that their methods of controlling procrastination were

effective. The results also revealed that over one third of respondents disagreed to having special

techniques to prevent procrastination (36.3 %) or to control their concentration (39.6 %).

Satiation control statements were agreed on to some extent by 58.7 % on average. Satiation

control is concerned with adding extra attraction to a task, which might have become routine or

boring. Three out of the four statements had a 60 % or higher level of agreement, which suggests

that majority of respondents felt satisfied to some extent with the ways they eliminate boredom

(63.7 %), believe they can overcome feelings of boredom (60.4 %) and know how to regulate

their mood in order to invigorate the learning process (74.5 %). However, as many as 63.7 % of
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respondents agreed with the statement “Once the novelty of vocabulary learning is gone, I easily

become impatient with it”, which was negatively worded unlike the other statements.

Emotion control strategies help us manage our emotional states, and create emotions,

which are conducive to carrying out our intentions. The overall level of agreement with emotion

control statements in the group was 65 % on average. 77.5 % agreed to some extent with the

statement “When I feel stressed about vocabulary learning, I know how to reduce this stress” and

81.4 % with “I feel satisfied with the methods I use to reduce the stress of vocabulary learning”.

This suggests that most students feel they know how to reduce stress caused by vocabulary

learning and have methods for it. However, 50 % of the respondents agreed to some extent that

when they felt stressed about vocabulary learning they simply wanted to give up and only 51 %

agreed to some extent that they coped with stress caused by vocabulary learning immediately.

Commitment control strategies help to preserve or enhance a learner’s original goal

commitment. On average, 71.3 % of respondents agreed to some extent with the statements

measuring commitment control, that is, believe they can achieve their goals more quickly than

expected (72.6 %), persist until they reach the goals they have made for themselves (71.3 %) and

believe they can overcome all difficulties related to vocabulary learning (78.4 %). However, only

62.7 % agreed to some extent that they have special techniques to achieve their vocabulary

learning goals.

One possible explanation for the high level of agreement with the environmental control

statements  may  be  that  out  of  all  the  dimensions  it  is  the  most  familiar,  having  to  do  with

controlling the physical environment. It is more easy to imaging concrete ways of controlling

your environment (such as, going to a quiet place to study) than imagining more abstract and

covert strategies that have to do with controlling your concentration (metacognitive control) or

regulating your mood in order to invigorate the learning process (satiation control). The fairly

low amount  of  agreement  with  some statements  can  be  a  result  of  this.  Discussing  these  more

covert  or  simply  unfamiliar  dimensions  of  self-regulation  (satiation,  emotion,  commitment  and

metacognitive control) could help students recognize them and their importance for effective

learning. Self-regulatory strategy training could offer students chances to practice strategies and

find suitable ones for them.

I estimated that there would be differences in the self-regulatory capacity of students

according to their language proficiency level, so that respondents with a higher English grade

(10/9 or 8) would also have stronger self-regulatory capacity than students with a lower English

grade (7 or 6/5/4). I found some support for the claim in the results, but also contradictory

evidence. A slightly higher number of students with the grade 8 and 10/9 agreed to some extent
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with satiation, emotion and commitment control statements compared to students with the grade

7 or 6/5/4, but the differences between groups were very small. The comparison of the answers

to individual statements for these dimensions revealed contradictory evidence: although the level

of agreement was highest in the grade 8 group for all satiation control statements, the subsequent

order of the other three grade groups varied; for emotion control statements, either the grade 8 or

10/9 group had the highest level of agreement for each statement, but they were not consistently

the  groups  with  the  highest  level  of  agreement;  for  three  out  of  four  commitment  control

statements, the grade 10/9  and 8 groups had the highest numbers of students that agreed to some

extent, but for one statement the grade 6/5/4 had the highest level of agreement.

An interesting finding in the results for emotion control was a significant difference in

level of agreement between students with a higher grade and students with a lower grade for the

statement “When I feel stressed about vocabulary learning, I simply want to give up”. 72 % of

students with the grade 8 disagreed to some extent with the statement, of which 52 % strongly

disagreed or disagreed. Also 59.3 % of students with the grade 10/9 disagreed to some extent.

However, only 32 % of the grade 7 group and 36 % of the grade 6/5/4 group disagreed to some

extent with the statement.

The overall agreement with the environmental control statements was high in all groups,

and surprisingly respondents with the grade 6/5/4 agreed most to some extent with the

statements. Due to these reasons, the results for environmental control did not offer support for

the claim that students with a higher grade have stronger self-regulatory capacity. The level of

agreement for the metacognitive control statements was fairly low in all groups. The comparison

between groups revealed the highest level of agreement on average for the grade 8 group and the

lowest for the grade 6/5/4 group with the grade 10/9 and 7 groups falling in between.  However,

the order varied for each statement.

Based  on  the  results,  some  support  for  the  claim  that  students  with  a  higher  English

proficiency level have a stronger self-regulatory capacity can be seen, for instance, in the fact

that the grade 8 group had the highest level of agreement on average for satiation, emotion,

commitment and metacognitive control. However, conflicting evidence was also found –

especially, in the case of environmental control. The groups compared were small (25

respondents) and therefore, the results can only be seen to reflect this particular group. Including

a significantly larger sample in the study would make generalizations possible. The contradictory

results of study can also be seen as evidence that the capacity to self-regulate is only one of the

factors that lead to language proficiency. For instance, it might be that language learning aptitude

or a strong intrinsic motivation play a greater role in success for some students than self-
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regulation. This could possibly explain why the results suggest that on average, students with the

grade 10/9 seem to have a slightly weaker self-regulatory capacity overall compared to students

with the grade 8.

Including  Tseng  et  al.’s  scale  (2006)  in  the  study  made  it  possible  to  test  how  it  would

function in a different cultural setting. The fact that the development of the tool had been done in

Taiwan with Taiwanese university students and senior high school students could mean that it is

not suitable as such for Finnish upper secondary school students. It is difficult to evaluate, how

well  the  scale  actually  functioned  in  the  present  study.  As  the  scale  was  translated  by  the

researcher into Finnish, it is always possible that something was “lost in translation”, because

some concepts and terms are difficult  to translate from one language to another.  This risk was

especially heightened, because of the fact that the researcher is not a professional translator.

Additionally, I wanted to keep the wording of items as close to the English version as possible,

but it is possible that a “looser” translation could have ensured that cultural aspects were taken

into account better.

Some of the statements measuring self-regulatory capacity received a great number of

partly agreeing (value 4) or slightly disagreeing (value 3) answers. These responses could have

resulted to some extent by the fact that respondents were unable to reflect on their own

behaviour or that they were unsure as to what the statement referred to. As Pavi  notes (2008,

133), a weakness of using questionnaires is also that students are not always aware of the

strategies they actually use, and therefore might give random answers based on their impression

rather than their real use. As a consequence, the true strategic profile of these students might be

concealed (Pavi  2008, 133). Therefore, many researchers use additional methods, e.g. think

aloud protocols, to increase data (Pavi  2008, 133).

The majority of students (85.3 %) felt that they had received at least some help or guidance

from their teachers in vocabulary learning, although 14.7 % reported either receiving little or no

help. A greater number of students also reported receiving help from teachers than from friends,

family  or  other  sources.  As  to  the  most  useful  help,  teachers  advice  was  considered  the  most

useful by the most respondents (N=35), but the rest of the respondents (N=51) considered some

other source most useful (friends, family or other sources). The result suggests that many

students value the expertise of their teacher. Thus, it is likely that guidance from teachers in

vocabulary learning is appreciated. The fact that help from friends was considered most useful

by many respondents (N=18), suggests that sharing vocabulary learning experiences and

personal study techniques in class, would be seen as beneficial by students.
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6. Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to explore the strategic vocabulary learning of a group of upper

secondary school students in Finland. The study was designed taking into account previous

studies on vocabulary learning strategies and recent developments in research, which have

criticized the concept of learning strategy and traditional approaches to assessing strategic

(vocabulary) learning. The method used to gather information was a questionnaire. The results of

the questionnaire study were analyzed using both qualitative and quantitative methods. The

results were also discussed and compared with previous studies.

Some recent studies argue for a fundamental change in the way strategic (vocabulary)

learning should be viewed. In many studies the focus has previously been on the individual

strategies used by learners and the amount of different strategies used, whereas now, researchers,

such as Tseng et al. (2006) argue that the focus should be on the quality of use rather than on the

quantity. In their view, this means observing the broader phenomenon of self-regulation in

vocabulary acquisition. However, the appropriate use of vocabulary learning strategies

(appropriateness can only be defined according to the individual and the situation at hand) are an

important part of strategic vocabulary learning, and therefore, looking at the individual strategies

used can help create a better picture of the overall vocabulary learning process.

Hopefully,  this  study  will  influence  English  language  teaching  in  a  positive  way,

promoting more attention to strategic vocabulary learning and to the different factors that affect

the process of vocabulary learning. As Tseng et al. (2006, 95) conclude, their model based on the

concept of self-regulation “can help teachers to understand that the most important aspect of

strategic learning is not the exact nature of the specific techniques that students employ, but

rather the fact that they exert creative effort in trying to improve their own learning”. This wish

goes hand in hand with the idea of promoting learner autonomy in language learning. It is

important that learners of English take charge of their own learning process, because learning a

language is a life-long journey and it is important for learners to be able to continuously maintain

and update their language skills, such as their vocabulary knowledge.



85

Works cited

Anderson, Neil J. 2005. “L2 Learning Strategies”. In Handbook of Research in Second Language
Teaching and Learning, ed. Eli Hinkel. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Baddeley, Alan. 1997. Human Memory: Theory and Practice. Hove: Psychology Press.

Barcroft, Joe. 2009. “Strategies and performance in intentional L2 vocabulary learning”.
Language Awareness 18, 1: 74–89.

Bloomfield, Leonard. 1935. Language. London: Allen & Unwin.

Bogaards, Paul and Batia Laufer, ed. 2004. Vocabulary in a Second Language: Selection,
Acquisition, and Testing. Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub.

Carter, Ronald. 1998. Vocabulary: Applied Linguistic Perspectives. London: Routledge.

Carter, Ronald and McCarty, Michael. 1988. Vocabulary and Language Teaching. London:
Longman.

Carter, Ronald and Michael McCarthy, ed. 2006. Cambridge Grammar of English: a
comprehensive guide: spoken and written English: grammar and usage. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Chamot, Anna Uhl. 1987. “The Learning Strategies of ESL Students”. In Learner Strategies in
Language Learning, ed. Anita Wenden & Joan Rubin, 71–83. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall International.

Corno, Lyn. 2001. “Volitional Aspects of Self-regulated Learning.”In Self-regulated Learning
and Academic Achievement: Theoretical Perspectives, ed. Barry. J. Zimmerman and Dale
H. Schunk. Mahvah, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Corno, Lyn and Ruth Kanfer. 1993. “The Role of Volition in Learning and Performance”.
Review of Research in Education 19: 301–41.

Council of Europe. 2001. The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages:
Learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Dörnyei, Zoltán. 2001. Motivational Strategies in the Language Classroom. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Dörnyei, Zoltán. 2003.

Dörnyei, Zoltán. 2006. “Individual differences in second language acquisition.”AILA 19: 42–68.

Ellis, Nick C. 1997. “Vocabulary acquisition: word structure, collocation, word-class, and
meaning”. In Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy, ed. Norbert Schmitt and
Michael McCarty, 122-139. Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.



86

Fan, May Y. 2003. “Frequency of Use, Perceived Usefulness, and Actual Usefulness of Second
Language Vocabulary Strategies: A Study of Hong Kong Learners”. The Modern
Language Journal 87, 2: 222–241.

Finnish National Board of Education. 2004. National Core Curriculum for Basic Education
2004. Vammala: Vammalan Kirjapaino Oy.

Finnish National Board of Education. 2003. National Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary
Schools 2003.Vammala: Vammalan Kirjapaino Oy.

Horwitz, Elaine K. 1988. “The Beliefs about Language Learning of Beginning University
Foreign Language Students”. The Modern Language Journal 72: 283– 94.

Hulstijn, Jan. 1993. “When Do Foreign-Language Readers Look Up the Meaning of Unfamiliar
Words? The Influence of Task and Learner Variables”. The Modern Language Journal 77:
139–47.

Ijaz, Helene. 1986. “Linguistic and Cognitive Determinants of Lexical Acquisition in a Second
Language”. Language Learning 36, 4: 401–451.

Jackson, Howard. 1988. Words and Their Meaning. London: Longman.

Jiménez Catalán, Rosa María. 2003. “Sex differences in L2 vocabulary learning strategies”.
International Journal of Applied Linguistics 13, 1: 54:77.

Kuhl, J. 1987. “Action Control: The Maintenance of Motivational States.” In Motivation,
Intention, and Volition, ed. F. Halish and J. Kuhl. Berlin: Springer.

Laufer, Batia. 1997. “What’s in a word that makes it hard or easy: some intralexical factors that
affect the learning of words”. In Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy, ed.
Norbert Schmitt and Michael McCarty, 140-155. Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.

Laufer, Batia. 2005. “Focus on Form in Second Language Vocabulary Learning”. EUROSLA
yearbook, 5: 223-250.

Lewis, Michael. 1997. Implementing the Lexical Approach: Putting Theory into Practice. Hove
(England): Language Teaching Publications.

McDonough, Sharon K. 2001. “Promoting Self-Regulation in Foreign Language Learners”. The
Clearing House 74, 6: 323–326.

Meara, Paul. 2002. “The rediscovery of vocabulary”. Second Language Research 18, 4: 393–
407.

Melka, Francine. 1997. “Receptive vs. productive aspects of vocabulary”. In Vocabulary:
Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy ed. Norbert Schmitt and Michael McCarty, 84–
102. Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.

Mizumoto, Atsushi and Osamu Takeuchi. 2009. “Examining the effectiveness of explicit
instruction of vocabulary learning strategies with Japanese EFL university students”.
Language Teaching Research 13, 4: 425–449.



87

Moon, Rosamund. 1997. “Vocabulary connections: multi-word items in English”. In
Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy, ed. N. Schmitt and M. McCarty, 40–
64. Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.

Nagy, William. 1997. “On the role of context in first- and second-language vocabulary learning”.
In Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy, ed. Norbert Schmitt and Michael
McCarty, 64–83. Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.

Nation, I. S. P. 1990. Teaching and Learning Vocabulary. Boston: Heinle and Heinle Publishers.

Nation, I. S. P. 2005. “Teaching and Learning Vocabulary”. Handbook of Research in Second
Language Teaching and Learning,  ed.  Eli  Hinkel,  581–595.  Mahwah  (N.J.):  Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates (LEA).

O’Malley, J. Michael and Anna Uhl Chamot. 1990. Learning Strategies in Second Language
Acquisition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Oxford, Rebecca L. 1990. Language learning strategies: what every teacher should know. New
York: Newbury House.

Pavi , Višnja. 2008. Vocabulary Learning Strategies and Foreign Language Acquisition.
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd.

Rivera-Mills, Susana V. and Luke Plonsky. 2007. “Empowering Students With Language
Learning Strategies: A Critical Review of Current Issues. Foreign Language Annals 40:3,
535–548.

Rubin, Joan. 1987. “Learner Strategies: Theoretical assumptions, Research History and
Typology.” In Learner Strategies in Language Learning, ed. Anita Wenden and Joan
Rubin, 15–30. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall International.

Schmitt, Norbert. 1997. “Vocabulary learning strategies.” In Vocabulary: Description,
Acquisition and Pedagogy, ed. Norbert Schmitt and Michael McCarty, 199–227.
Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.

Schmitt, Norbert. 2008. “Instructed second language vocabulary learning.”Language Teaching
Research 12:3, 329–363.

Swan, Michael. 1997. “The influence of the mother tongue on second language vocabulary
acquisition and use.”In Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy, ed. Norbert
Schmitt and Michael McCarty, 156–180. Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.

Sökmen, Anita J. 1997. “Current trends in teaching second language vocabulary.” In
Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy, ed. Norbert Schmitt and Michael
McCarty, 237-257. Cambridge: Cambridge U. P.

Tseng,  Wen-Ta,  Zoltán  Dörnyei  and  Norbert  Schmitt.   2006.  “A  New  Approach  to  Assessing
Strategic Learning: The Case of Self-Regulation in Vocabulary Acquisition.” Applied
Linguistics 27, 78–102.



88

Tseng, Wen-Ta and Norbert Schmitt. 2008. “Toward a Model of Motivated Vocabulary
Learning: A Structural Equation Modeling Approach.”Language Learning 58:2, 357–400.

Weinstein, Claire Ellen, Jenefer Husman and Douglas R. Dierking. 2000. “Self-Regulation
Interventions  with  a  Focus  on  Learning  Strategies.” In Handbook of Self-Regulation, ed.
Monique Boekaerts, Paul R. Pintrich, and Moshe Zeidner, 727–747.San Diego: Academic
Press.

Wenden, A and J. Rubin, ed. 1987. Learner Strategies in Language Learning. Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice-Hall International.

Winne, Philip H. and Nancy E. Perry.  2000. “Measuring Self-Regulated Learning.” In
Handbook of Self-Regulation, ed. Monique Boekaerts, Paul R. Pintrich, and Moshe
Zeidner, 531–566. San Diego: Academic Press.

Yule, George. 1985. The Study of Language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Zimmerman, Barry J. 1989. “A Social Cognitive View of Self-Regulated Academic Learning”.
Journal of Educational Psychology 81, 3: 329–339.

Zimmerman, Barry J. 2001. “Theories of Self-regulated Learning and Academic Achievement:
An Overview and Analysis.” In Self-regulated Learning and Academic Achievement:
Theoretical Perspectives, ed. Barry J. Zimmerman and Dale H. Schunk, 1–37. Mahvah,
N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Internet sources

MTV3. “Kevään 2009 lukiokohtaiset yo-tulokset”. Available at http://www.mtv3.fi/lukiot/
[Accessed 22nd of February 2010]

Tampereen kaupunki. Available at http://www.tampere.fi/ [Accessed 22nd of February 2010]

http://www.mtv3.fi/lukiot/
http://www.tampere.fi/


Appendix 1 ‘Self-regulating capacity in vocabulary learning scale’(Tseng et al., 2006, pgs. 98–
99)

Item Learning experience Strongly
agree

Agree Partly
agree

Slightly
disagree

Disagree Strongly
disagree

1. Once the novelty of learning
vocabulary is gone, I easily
become impatient with it.

2. When I feel stressed about
vocabulary learning, I know
how to reduce this stress.

3. When I am studying vocabulary
and the learning environment
becomes unsuitable, I try to sort
out the problem.

4. When learning vocabulary, I
have special techniques to
achieve my learning goals.

5. When learning vocabulary, I
have special techniques to keep
my concentration focused.

6. I feel satisfied with the methods
I use to reduce the stress of
vocabulary learning.

7. When learning vocabulary, I
believe I can achieve my goals
more quickly than expected.

8. During the process of learning
vocabulary, I feel satisfied with
the ways I eliminate boredom.

9. When learning vocabulary, I
think my methods of controlling
procrastination are effective.

10. When learning vocabulary, I
persist until I reach the goals
that I make for myself.

11. When it comes to learning
vocabulary, I have special
techniques to prevent
procrastination.

12. When I feel stressed about
vocabulary learning, I simply
want to give up.



Item Learning experience Strongly
agree

Agree Partly
agree

Slightly
disagree

Disagree Strongly
disagree

13. I believe I can overcome all the
difficulties related to achieving
my vocabulary learning goals.

14. When learning vocabulary, I
know how to arrange the
environment to make learning
more effective.

15. When I feel stressed about my
vocabulary learning, I cope with
this problem immediately.

16. When it comes to learning
vocabulary, I think my methods
of controlling procrastination
are effective.

17. When learning vocabulary, I am
aware that the learning
environment matters

18. During the process of learning
vocabulary, I am confident that I
can overcome any sense of
boredom.

19. When feeling bored with
learning vocabulary, I know
how to regulate my mood in
order to invigorate the learning
process.

20. When I study vocabulary, I look
for a good learning
environment.

Note: Commitment control: items 4, 7, 10, 13; metacognitive control: items 5, 9, 11, 16; satiation control: items 1, 8,
18, 19; emotion control: items 2, 6, 12, 15; environmental control: items 3, 14, 17, 20



Appendix 2 The questionnaire in Finnish

Englannin sanaston opiskelu ja oppiminen

Pro gradu -työ, Tampereen yliopisto, Englantilainen filologia
Selina Warjus, 2009 (selina.warjus@uta.fi)
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Kysely, johon olet juuri vastaamassa, käsittelee englannin sanaston opiskelua ja oppimista. Vastauksesi
ovat tärkeitä, koska niiden avulla on mahdollista saada lisää tietoa englannin sanaston opiskelusta ja
oppimisesta, mikä hyödyttää sekä englannin kieltä opiskelevia, että englannin opettajia.

Haluan painottaa, että kyselyyn ei voi vastata ”oikein” tai ”väärin” – kyse on omasta henkilökohtaisesta
näkemyksestäsi ja kokemuksestasi. Korostan myös, että käsittelen kyselyvastauksiasi luottamuksellisesti
ja tietoja käytetään vain minun tutkimuksessani.

Kiitokset vastauksistasi!
_____________________________________________________________________________

HUOM! Ennen kuin alat vastata, lue mitä termillä sanaston opiskelu tarkoitetaan:

Pidä tämä määritelmä mielessä, kun vastaat kysymyksiin!

I. Englannin sanaston opiskelun ja oppimisen merkitys

1. Jatka seuraavia lauseita (laita, mitä ensimmäisenä tulee mieleen!):

a) Englannin sanaston opiskelu on _____________________________________________________

b) Englannin sanaston oppiminen on ___________________________________________________

c) Opiskelen englannin sanastoa ______________________________________________________

d) En opiskele englannin sanastoa _____________________________________________________

2. Ympyröi sopivin väittämä:

a) Miten tärkeä osa kielitaitoa on mielestäsi englannin sanaston osaaminen?

(1 =Ei tärkeä) 1 2 3 4 5 (5 =Erittäin tärkeä)

Miksi?

_________________________________________________________________________________

b) Miten tärkeää on englannin sanaston opiskelu?

(1 =Ei tärkeä) 1 2 3 4 5 (5 =Erittäin tärkeä)

Miksi?

_________________________________________________________________________________

Sanaston opiskelu voi olla sekä suoraa että epäsuoraa. Suorassa sanaston opiskelussa on
tavoitteena nimenomaan sanaston oppiminen (esim. oppikirjan sanastotehtävien tekeminen,
sanalistojen lukeminen tai sanojen toistaminen ääneen, jotta ne muistaisi paremmin).
Epäsuorassa sanaston opiskelussa tavoitteena on taas ymmärtää jonkin viestin sisältö, ja
sanastoa opitaan ns. sivutuotteena (esim. kun luet tai kuuntelet englantia, niin pystyt
päättelemään tuntemattomien sanojen merkityksiä).
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II. Englannin sanaston opiskelutottumukset

a) Mitkä ovat yleisimmät tavat, joilla opiskelet sanastoa (suorat ja epäsuorat tavat)?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

b) Käytätkö muita kuin edellä mainitsemiasi tapoja (suoria tai epäsuoria tapoja)? Millaisia?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

c) Kuinka usein opiskelet sanastoa? Rastita (X) sopivin vaihtoehto.

joka päivä tai lähes joka päivä 2-3 krt kuukaudessa

4-5 krt viikossa 1-2 krt kuukaudessa

2-3 krt viikossa vähemmän kuin kerran kuukaudessa

1 krt viikossa

III. Englannin sanaston opiskelun ja oppimisen itsesäätely

Merkitse rastilla (X) missä määrin väittämä pitää paikkansa sinun kohdallasi.

Nro. Opiskelukokemus
Täysin
samaa
mieltä

Samaa
mieltä

Osittain
samaa
mieltä

Osittain
eri
mieltä

Eri
mieltä

Täysin
eri
mieltä

1. Kun sanaston opiskelun
uutuudenviehätys on kadonnut,
tulen helposti kärsimättömäksi.

2. Kun tunnen oloni stressaantuneeksi
sanaston opiskelusta, osaan lievittää
tätä stressiä.

3. Kun opiskelen sanastoa ja
opiskeluympäristö muuttuu tähän
tarkoitukseen epäsopivaksi, yritän
korjata ongelman.

Miten yrität korjata ongelman?_______________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________

4. Kun opiskelen sanastoa, minulla on
erityisiä tekniikoita, joita käytän
saavuttaakseni oppimistavoitteeni.

Millaisia tekniikoita?_______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________



Nro. Opiskelukokemus Täysin
samaa
mieltä

Samaa
mieltä

Osittain
samaa
mieltä

Osittain
eri
mieltä

Eri
mieltä

Täysin
eri
mieltä

5. Kun opiskelen sanastoa, minulla on
erityisiä tekniikoita, joilla pidän
yllä keskittymistäni.

Millaisia tekniikoita?_______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

6. Olen tyytyväinen keinoihini, joilla
yritän vähentää sanaston
opiskelusta aiheutuvaa stressiä.

7. Kun opiskelen sanastoa, uskon että
pystyn saavuttamaan tavoitteeni
nopeammin kuin olisin odottanut.

8. Kun olen opiskelemassa sanastoa,
olen tyytyväinen tapoihini, joilla
poistan tylsyyden tunteen.

9. Kun opiskelen sanastoa, uskon että
keinoni hallita keskittymiskykyäni
ovat tehokkaita.

10. Kun opiskelen sanastoa, jatkan
kunnes saavutan itselleni
asettamani tavoitteet.

11. Minulla on erityisiä keinoja, joilla
estän itseäni lykkäämästä sanaston
opiskelua.

Millaisia keinoja?_________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

12. Kun olen stressaantunut sanaston
opiskelusta, haluan vain luovuttaa.

13. Uskon, että pystyn voittamaan
kaikki vaikeudet, jotka liittyvät
sanaston oppimistavoitteideni
saavuttamiseen.

14. Kun opiskelen sanastoa, tiedän
miten järjestää ympäristöni siten,
että opiskelu on entistä
tehokkaampaa.



Nro. Opiskelukokemus Täysin
samaa
mieltä

Samaa
mieltä

Osittain
samaa
mieltä

Osittain
eri
mieltä

Eri
mieltä

Täysin
eri
mieltä

15. Kun tunnen oloni stressaantuneeksi
sanaston opiskelusta, käsittelen
tämän ongelman välittömästi.

16. Mitä tulee sanaston opiskeluun,
uskon että keinoni hallita opiskelun
lykkäämistä ovat tehokkaita.

17. Kun opiskelen sanastoa, olen
tietoinen siitä, että
opiskeluympäristöllä on merkitystä.

18. Sanaston opiskeluprosessin aikana
luotan siihen, että kykenen
voittamaan kaikenlaiset tylsyyden
tunteet.

19. Kun olen kyllästynyt sanaston
opiskeluun, tiedän miten säädellä
mielialaani virkistääkseni
opiskeluprosessia.

Millä tavoin säätelet
mielialaasi?_____________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

20. Kun opiskelen sanastoa, etsin
hyvän opiskeluympäristön.

IV. Englannin sanaston opiskeluun ja oppimiseen saatu ohjaus

1. Merkitse numerolla 1-5 kuinka paljon olet saanut apua (ohjausta, neuvoja, vinkkejä) sanaston opiskeluun ja
oppimiseen seuraavista lähteistä.
(1 ei lainkaan, 2 vähän, 3 jonkin verran, 4 paljon, 5 erittäin paljon)

a) kaverit _____ b) perhe _____  c) opettajat _____

d) joku muu henkilö tai lähde______, Mikä/mitkä? ________________________________________

2. Kenen/mistä ohjeista on ollut mielestäsi eniten hyötyä ja miksi?

________________________________________________________________________________________



V. Taustatiedot

1. Ikäsi: _________vuotta ja syntymävuotesi: _________
2. Sukupuolesi: nainen mies
3. Äidinkielesi: _________________________________

4. Monesko vuosi sinulla on lukiossa: __________
5. Lukiosi nimi: ____________________________________________________
6. Englannin kurssi, jota käyt tällä hetkellä: 5. kurssi   6. kurssi

7. Viimeisin arvosanasi englannin kurssista (4–10): ________

8. Oma arvio tämän hetken englannin kielen taidosta (1–6): ________
(1 heikko, 2 välttävä, 3 tyydyttävä, 4 hyvä, 5 kiitettävä, 6 erinomainen)

9. a) Millä luokalla aloitit englannin opiskelun Suomessa? ____________
    b) Jos olet opiskellut englantia koulussa myös muualla kuin Suomessa, niin kerro milloin/millä luokilla ja

missä maassa/maissa?_______________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

10. a) Oletko käynyt peruskoulun (luokat 1–9) Suomessa? _____________
      b) Jos olet käynyt koulua muualla kuin Suomessa, niin kerro milloin/mitkä luokat ja missä maassa/maissa?

________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________


