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Abstract 
Learning a new language entails various challenges, one of these is grasping the vocabulary of the language. A 
significant way to tackle the problem is to motivate students to become independent learners during the 
progression of second language (L2) vocabulary learning. Thus, this study intended to explore the use of 
different vocabulary learning strategies among adult English as foreign language learners and investigated the 
various vocabulary learning strategies and found the benefits and drawbacks associated with each strategy. It was 
able to select the most frequently and least frequently used VLSs by learners who have completed the language 
program and those who are continuing the course. Further, it found effective strategies that could be used in 
teaching vocabulary to students. The research used a quantitative method approach with 53 participants who 
were EFL learners took part in the questionnaire survey. The results of the present study reveal the common 
strategies that foreign language learners use in vocabulary learning. The VLSs from this study will not only 
benefit students of the English language but can easily to be used by learners of other second languages globally. 
Finally, the paper discusses different strategies at length, gives valuable recommendations in the discussion 
section and concludes with implications for future research. 
Keywords: vocabulary learning strategies, language learning strategies, second language acquisition, vocabulary 
learning beliefs, English as a foreign language (EFL) 
1. Introduction  
1.1 Engaging in Research on Vocabulary Learning Strategies 
The field of English as a foreign language (EFL) is enormous that comprises of various areas for example lexical 
components, phonetics, morphology, writing, speaking, and listening. Also, all the fields have been extensively 
researched to focus on different strategies which can suit the learners. Folse (2004) explains that ‘learning a 
language involves learning numerous aspects about that language, these include its pronunciation, pragmatics, 
writing system, syntax, rhetorical modes for reading and composition, culture, and spelling, however the topmost 
aspect is vocabulary’. On the contrary, even though there has been a lot of research in the past, as early as the 
1970’s on vocabulary learning strategies (VLSs), it has been challenging to conclude which strategy is the best to 
employ. As Wilkins (1972) lucidly puts it ‘without grammar, very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary, 
nothing can be conveyed’, this simply illustrates the essence of having adequate vocabulary nevertheless 
acquiring it can be very challenging; therefore, learners need to be equipped with strategies in-order to confront 
this major component. 
Vocabulary learning strategy is considered as a tool that learners use to acquire vocabulary. Learners may 
employ different learning strategies that they assume to be an effective way of acquiring vocabulary. Ellis (1997) 
states ‘successful learners use more strategies than unsuccessful learners. Further, the right and dynamic 
strategies the learners employ influence their satisfactory academic performance’. Huckin and Bloch (1993) have 
pointed out that ‘research has shown that second-language readers rely heavily on vocabulary knowledge and 
that a lack of vocabulary knowledge is the largest obstacle for second language readers to overcome’ (p. 154). 
Similarly, Haynes and Baker (1993) found the main obstacle for L2 readers ‘is not a lack of reading strategies 
but rather insufficient vocabulary knowledge in English’. 
To add on, Chamot and Kupper (1989, p. 9) define language learning strategies (LLSs) as ‘techniques that 
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students use to comprehend, store, and remember information and skills’. However, Oxford (2003, p. 8) provides 
a more recent definition LLSs as ‘specific actions taken by the learners to make learning easier, faster, more 
enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective and more transferable to new situations’ (p.8). Vocabulary learning 
strategies are one part of language learning strategies which in turn are part of general learning strategies (Nation, 
2001). According to Nation (2001, p. 217), it is essential that a strategy must firstly ‘involve choice, that is, there 
are several strategies to choose from’. Secondly, it must ‘be complex, that is, there are several steps to learn’. 
Thirdly, it ought to ‘require knowledge and benefit from training’ and finally, it should ‘increase the efficiency of 
vocabulary learning and vocabulary use’.  
Schmitt (1997) makes a valuable point on previous studies and claims ‘research has shown that many learners do 
use more strategies to learn vocabulary especially when compared to such integrated tasks such as listening and 
speaking’. But they are mostly inclined to use basic vocabulary learning strategies. Thus, Ghazal (2007) 
concludes that ‘strategy instruction an essential part of any foreign or second language program’.  
Recent years has seen a growth in the recognition of the role played by vocabulary in language learning. 
According to Noor and Amir (2009) attest that ‘this area of learning was previously neglected due to certain 
dominant teaching approaches in the 1940s until the 1960s’. The ‘theories underlying these approaches such as 
structural linguistics (Fries, 1945) and generative transformational linguistics (Chomsky, 1957) focused on 
teaching grammatical and phonological structures as well as emphasized on grammatical rules respectively’. In 
addition, ‘learners were assumed that once they have learned the structural frames and the grammatical rules, 
they will then be able to fill in the lexical items as needed’ (Noor & Amir, 2009). 
Riankamol (2008) explains that ‘vocabulary are the building blocks of a language since they label objects, 
actions, ideas without which people cannot convey the intended meaning’. An example of this point is, when 
someone is thirsty in a foreign country and needs to drink water, one just has to ask someone or gesture to 
someone the way to drink water and just say ‘water’. The receiver would immediately understand and interpret 
that one is thirsty. Thus, there is not an essential need for a complete sentence to be said but just one word which 
in this example is ‘water’.  
Literature indicates (Naiman et al., 1986) that ‘there is no absolute advantage in using a strategy, that not all 
strategies have the same effect on all learners, and that choice of strategies is related to factors like attitude’. 
Thus, arises a need for research which seeks answers to questions of such nature that relate to what strategies can 
prove to be helpful to learn vocabulary of English as a foreign language.  
1.2 Background and Context of the Study 
Teaching English as a foreign/second language (TEFL/TESL) has been a field which has existed for decades. 
However, this field has been new to Fiji and it was not known until a language institute in Nadi began operations 
in 2006, which teaches students from Asian countries as well as another UK based organization, Projects Abroad 
Fiji which teaches students from Europe. The opening of these two English language institutes has seen more 
English teachers becoming interested in this field. The TEFL field has various components which need to be 
understood by both learners and teachers of EFL in order to provide comprehensive and meaningful learning. 
Nielsen (2002) states, ‘second language vocabulary acquisition is a field of investigation that has seen an 
explosion of experimental research in the past 25 years’. This statement made by Nielsen is vital to gather how 
much interest has been shown to this field of study.  
Further, Li (2010) highlights that vocabulary learning beliefs (VLBs), another learner variable that influences 
vocabulary learning (Moir & Nation, 2002; Gu, 2005), is an under-researched area. This in turn, generates a 
greater need for further research in this field to address this phenomenon. The research aims at providing new 
strategies of learning vocabulary which can be used by learners and it will be a great asset to teachers in 
designing appropriate materials for EFL/ESL classrooms in Fiji. Furthermore, since it is a study of VLSs for 
English as a foreign language, the findings of this research can be easily adopted in international classrooms or 
by foreign learners and it is not limited to Fiji. 
1.3 Aim of the Study  
The principal aims and objectives of this paper are to: 
1) Explore the use of different vocabulary learning strategies among adult English as foreign language 
learners  
2) Select the most frequently and least frequently used VLSs by learners who have completed the language 
program and those who are continuing the course 



elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 12, No. 5; 2019 

179 
 

3) Find effective strategies that could be used in teaching vocabulary to students 
1.4 Vocabulary Learning Strategies 
Language learning strategies are methods that students employ to ‘enhance their own learning’. Strategies are 
pivotal for language learning as they are a device for active, self-responsible learning. Learners who use 
appropriate language learning strategies yielded greater proficiency and self-confidence (Oxford, 1990). Most of 
the literature which has been studied provides a similar point of view and highlights the importance of having 
VLSs. Gaining knowledge about the different types of choices in VLSs will help teachers, researchers and 
curriculum developers to design appropriate materials for classroom purposes. 
1.4.1 Brief Outline of Major Studies on Vocabulary Learning Strategies  
Some major researches have been carried out since 1995 which include: ‘Sanaoui (1995), Stoffer (1995), Moir 
(1996), Gu and Johnson (1996), Lawson and Hogben (1996), Schmitt (1997), Porte (1988), Kudo (1999), 
Kojic-Sabo and Lightbown (1999), Lin (2001), Catalan (2003), Fan (2003)’. The researches have provided 
insights into the process of vocabulary learning and the strategies which have been used by individuals.  
Sanaoui (1995) outlined ‘two distinctive approaches to vocabulary learning of adult learners: those who 
structured their vocabulary learning and those who did not. Structured learners engaged in independent study, 
did self-initiated learning activities and recorded the lexical items they were learning, reviewed such records, and 
practiced using vocabulary items outside the classroom’. Furthermore, Gu and Johnson (1996) discussed ‘six 
types of strategy - guessing, dictionary, note-taking, rehearsal, encoding, and activation - together with two other 
factors: beliefs about vocabulary learning and metacognitive regulation. Metacognitive regulation consists of 
strategies for selective attention and self-initiation. The latter make the meaning of vocabulary items clear 
through the use of a variety of means. Guessing strategies, skillful use of dictionaries and note-taking strategies 
are labeled as cognitive strategies. Rehearsal and encoding categories are classified under memory strategies’. 
Also, ‘word lists and repetition are instances of rehearsal strategies. Encoding strategies include strategies such 
as association, imagery, visual, auditory, semantic, and contextual encoding as well as word-structure. Activation 
strategies include those strategies through which learners actually use new words in different contexts’ (Gu & 
Johnson, 1996). 
In response to the lack of a comprehensive list of vocabulary, Schmitt (1997) devised his taxonomy, 
self-reportedly by organizing 58 strategies ‘under five types: determination, social, memory, cognitive and 
metacognitive’. These categories were inspired by Oxford (1990); however, some modifications were made to it. 
The modification included a ‘distinction between discovery and consolidation strategies’. According to Schmitt 
(1997) ‘determination strategies are used when learners are faced with discovering a new word's meaning 
without recourse to another person's experience’. For instance, ‘learners try to discover the meaning of a new 
word by guessing it with the help of context, structural knowledge of language, and reference materials. It is also 
possible to discover the meaning of a word through asking someone for help’ (Bastanfar & Hashemi, 2010). 
1.4.2 Categorization of the Strategies 
In all research conducted on vocabulary learning strategies, four important categories are highlighted which are 
metacognitive strategies, cognitive, memory and activation strategies. It is very important to understand these 
concepts as it forms the basis of the any study being conducted in this field. Gu and Johnson (1996) lists L2 
‘vocabulary learning strategies as metacognitive, cognitive, memory and activation strategies’. The 
‘metacognitive strategies’ comprises of ‘selective attention and self-initiation strategies’. L1 and L2 learners who 
‘employ selective attention strategies know which words are important for them to learn and are essential for 
adequate comprehension of a passage’.  
Gu and Johnson (1996) point out ‘cognitive strategies in taxonomy as guessing strategies, skillful use of 
dictionaries and note-taking strategies’. They further give details on this; ‘that learners using guessing strategies 
draw upon their background knowledge and use linguistic clues like grammatical structures of a sentence to 
guess the meaning of a word. Memory strategies are classified into two distinct categories; rehearsal and 
encoding categories. Word lists and repetition are instances of rehearsal strategies. Encoding strategies 
encompass such strategies as association, imagery, visual, auditory, semantic, and contextual encoding as well as 
word structure which includes; analyzing a word in terms of prefixes, stems, and suffixes’ (Gu & Johnson, 
1996). 
Finally, ‘the activation strategies include those strategies through which the learners actually use new words in 
different contexts. For instance, learners may set sentences using the words they have just learned’ (Ghazal, 
2007). 
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Figure 1. Illustration of the categorization of the strategies 

 
Apart from discovering new words, Ghazal (2007) states ‘learners need to employ a variety of strategies to 
practice and retain vocabulary. In order to accommodate this, learners thus, use a variety of social, memory, 
cognitive and metacognitive strategies to consolidate their vocabulary knowledge’.  
1.4.3 Concept of Good and Poor Learners 
Each learner employs different strategies to assist in learning new vocabulary. According to Peter (2003) ‘a 
learning strategy is a series of actions a learner takes to facilitate the completion of a learning task. The most 
widely reported learner factors include age, sex, language aptitude, intelligence, prior knowledge, motivation, 
self-concept/image, personality, and cognitive and learning style’. This brings forth the concept of good learners 
and poor learners; those learners who are highly motivated feel a genuine need to practice the vocabulary and 
use this strategy to maintain the vocabulary. Scafaru and Tofan (2006) clarify that ‘good learners not only use 
more strategies, but they also rely more heavily on different strategies than the ones poor learners use’. In a study 
carried out by Ahmed (1989) it was found that ‘good learners were more aware of what they could learn about 
words, they paid more attention to collation and spelling and at the same time they were more conscious of 
contextual learning’. Learners are able to comprehend more new vocabulary once they use a number of strategies 
and do not simply stick to one which is the case for poor learners who concentrate on one method simply. On the 
contrary, the article by Scafaru and Tofan (2006) is very contradictory of this statement as it further mentions 
that statements like ‘the good learners practice are not really helpful. What we need are more specific findings 
which tell us what the learner actually does when he practices’. In fact, it is through practice that learners commit 
words to memory and thus use it as confirmed by Peter (2003).  
2. Method 
A number of studies were resorted to before choosing the appropriate method for this research. Li (2010) 
explains ‘the methodological design should be based on the purpose of the study, the research questions, and the 
resources and time available’. In addition, Greene (2001, p. 252) aptly puts it ‘social phenomena are so complex 
and social problems are so intractable, all of our methodological tools are needed for understanding and for 
action’. Therefore, ‘due to the complexity’ of Second Language learning a quantitative method design was 
adopted to make this study more authentic. Quantitative research ‘is based on positivist epistemology assuming 
an objective social reality that is relatively constant across time and setting’ (Gall et al., 2005, p. 15). It can be 
therefore implied that ‘quantitative research is strong in description of the SLA behaviors of a population as 
quantification represents a reality for that group’ (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989, p. 115). Research has shown that, 
studies on Vocabulary Learning Beliefs (VLB) and Vocabulary Learning Strategies (VLS) have been ‘dominated 
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by questionnaires (a quantitative method), and have generated somewhat diversified profiles of VLB and VLS as 
well as mixed results on the correlations between VLB/ VLS and learning outcomes’. Thus, the data collection 
method in the present study was achieved by the employment of quantitative methods (the questionnaire survey). 
2.1 Research Instruments/tools Justification  
The data collection instruments’ in this study is comprised of a vocabulary learning questionnaire. The 
questionnaires are adequate for quantifying data (Victoria, 1999b). Therefore, the questionnaire is suitable for 
data collection as the present research focuses on the Vocabulary Learning Strategies of 53 EFL pupils. The 
questionnaire has been written in English which comprises of one major component; it consists of 48 statements 
grouped under 9 different categories, these are “beliefs about vocabulary learning, metacognitive regulation, 
guessing strategies, dictionary strategies, note-taking, memory strategies, activation, sources, and anxiety and 
motivation”. 
Participants responded using a 3-point Likert scale to indicate the frequency of the usage of each strategy, 
ranging from Agree (1) to disagree (3). 
2.2 Participants  
The sample of this study has been divided into various areas but following a simple random sampling method in 
order to have equal participation from the subjects. The first 25 questionnaires were given to students doing the 
EFL course at Projects Abroad (Nadi) Fiji; where classes range from beginner level to business class. The 
questionnaires were given to the head of school, of the institute who distributed it according to every fifth person 
on the attendance list in each class. Finally, 28 questionnaires were distributed to those students who have 
completed the English course at the institute. Furthermore, the 28 learners received this questionnaire without 
any preferences to level of English ability to keep into account all levels regardless of their individual intellectual 
ability.  
2.3 Recording and Data Analysis  
The data of this study has been analyzed using descriptive statistics where frequency counts would be tabulated 
and converted to percentages. 
Quantitative: The method of carrying out the study, was adopted from quantitative approach, is the questionnaire. 
Therefore, this study will use ‘an adapted version of the vocabulary strategy questionnaire proposed by Gu and 
Johnson (1996)’ and similar to the study conducted by Noor and Amir (2009). 
The data is recorded accordingly in descriptive statistics format which forms the basis of the paper and is 
highlighted in the conclusion of the research. The questionnaire was distributed to 53 students randomly selected 
between August 1th and August 16th, 2013 and collected until August 23rd. The students were from Projects 
Abroad (Nadi) Fiji, and those who had completed the English language studies from the institution.  
3. Results 
The research used an adapted version of the Vocabulary Strategy questionnaire that was proposed by Gu and 
Johnson (1996) and similar to the study conducted by Noor and Amir (2009). The data is recorded accordingly in 
descriptive statistics format where ‘frequency counts were tabulated and converted to percentages’.  
3.1 Beliefs about Vocabulary Learning 
 
Table 1. Words should be memorized 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
The best way to remember words is to memorize word lists 11 (21%) 23 (43%) 19 (36%) 
Repetition is the best way to remember words 47 (89%) 5 (9%) 1 (2%) 
It is only necessary to remember one dictionary definition 3 (6%) 14 (26%) 36 (68%) 
I can acquire a large vocabulary by memory of individual words 9 (17%) 24 (45%) 20 (38%) 
 
The data revealed that 89% of learners believed that repetition was the best way to remember words. On the 
other hand, only 21% of learners agreed that memorization of words list was the best way to remember words. 
Furthermore, it was highlighted that 68% of the respondents did not agree that it was only necessary to 
remember one dictionary definition. 
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Table 2. Words should be acquired in context (bottom-up) 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I can identify the meaning of most words through reading 23 (43%) 20 (38%) 10 (19%) 
I can expand my vocabulary through reading a lot 48 (91%) 5 (9%) 0 (0%) 
Guessing words in context is one of the best ways to learn vocabulary 38 (72%) 11 (20%) 4 (8%) 
  
The research revealed that 91% of the learners stated that through reading they were able to expand their 
vocabulary. Moreover, 72% of the participants highlighted that “guessing words in context” was one of the best 
strategies to use in learning vocabulary. Also, 43% showed that they could identify most words through reading.  
 
Table 3. Words should be studied and put to use (top down) 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree
I revise the new words I have learned  36 (68%) 13 (24%) 4 (8%) 
I use the words that I have learned  47 (89%) 6 (11%) 0 (0%) 
When I learned the word I pay close attention to its new usage and new 
meaning  

35 (66%) 14 (26%) 4 (8%) 

When I have learned the word, I will recall the meaning to help me 
understand the context  

43 (81%) 7 (13%) 3 (6%) 

 
In the study, 89% of the subjects stated that they used the words they learnt. In addition, 81% stated that once 
they had learnt the words, they recalled the meaning in order to help in understanding the context. Also, it was 
revealed that 66% of the respondents paid close attention to the usage and meaning of the new words.  
 
3.2 Metacognition Regulation 
 
Table 4. Self initiation strategies 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I think about my progress in vocabulary learning 34 (64%) 13 (25%) 6 (11%) 
I try to find out all I can about the new words I learn 21 (40%) 21 (40%) 11 (20%) 
I only focus on things that are related to examinations 9 (17%)  8 (15%) 36 (68%) 
 
It was discovered that learners do self-reflective practices, thus it was revealed that 64% of the learners think 
about the progress in vocabulary learning. Furthermore, 40% of the respondents try to find out all that they can 
about the new word which includes; its meaning, usage, other definitions and pronunciation. The belief that 
learners only focus on the things that relate to examination was proved invalid as 68% of the subjects were 
against this concept. 
 
Table 5. Selective attention 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I know which words are important for me to learn 27 (51%) 21 (40%) 5 (9%) 
I look up words that I’m interested in 44 (83%) 4 (8%) 5 (9%) 
I make a note of words that seem important to me 35 (66%) 6 (11%) 12 (23%)
I know what cues I should use in guessing the meaning of a particular word 17 (32%) 28 (53%) 8 (15%) 
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The data revealed that 83% learners took own initiative to look up words that they were interested in. Also, 51% 
of the respondents know the words that are important for them to learn. To assist in achieving the latter, they 
make notes of words which seem important and a total of 66% learners attested to this. On the contrary, 53% of 
the learners stated that they were unsure about what cues to use in guessing the meaning of a particular word. 
3.3 Guessing Strategies 
 
Table 6. Use background knowledge 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I skip words I don’t understand 19 (36%) 21 (40%) 13 (24 %)
I use my experience and common sense to guess 51 (96%) 2 (4%) 0 (0%) 
I guess the meaning and then look at the dictionary (when I meet 
new words in reading) 

45 (85%) 8 (15%) 0 (0%) 

 
It was revealed in the study that majority of the respondents used their prior knowledge (96%) such as 
experience and common sense “in guessing the meaning of the words”. One of the strategies that 85% of the 
respondents use after guessing the meaning is to look at the dictionary for its meaning and compare the answers. 
 
Table 7. Using linguistic clues 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree
I make use of my knowledge of the topic to guess the meaning of word 46 (87%) 6 (11%) 1 (2%) 
Guess word’s meaning from word classes, such as nouns, verbs, 
adjectives, adverbs, to discover the meaning of new vocabulary items 

35 (66%) 13 (25%) 5 (9%) 

I analyze the word structure (prefix, root and suffix) when guessing the 
meaning of the word) 

25 (47%) 17 (32%) 11(21%)

 
In terms of linguistic cues, 66% of the learners use the word classes, such as parts of speech to guess and 
discover the meaning of new vocabulary items. Furthermore, 87% of the respondents highlighted that they used 
topical knowledge to guess the meaning of a word. It was also revealed that 47% of the learners analyze the 
word structure (prefix, root and suffix) in order to guess the meaning of the word.  
 
Table 8. Dictionary strategies 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I use an English dictionary 35 (66%) 10 (19%) 8 (15%) 
I use a bilingual dictionary 41 (77%)  4 (8%) 8 (15%) 
I use the dictionary to find out the pronunciation of the word 43 (81%) 3 (6%) 7 (13%) 
I use the dictionary to find only the meaning of the word 17 (32%) 10 (19%) 26 (49%) 
I look in the dictionary for the grammatical patterns of the word 32 (60%) 12 (23%) 9 (17%) 
I look in the dictionary for collocation patterns 33 (62%) 13 (25%) 7 (13%) 
I use the dictionary to find the appropriate usage (example sentence) 
of the word. 

48 (90%) 4 (8%) 1 (2%) 

 
One of the methods to learn new vocabulary is through dictionaries. It was revealed that 66% respondents used 
an English dictionary. In addition, a higher data revealed that 77% learners used bilingual dictionaries. Also, it 
was found that a common use of the dictionary by the 81% EFL learners is to check the pronunciation of the 
vocabulary. On the contrary, only 32% use the dictionary to find the meaning of words. It was interesting to note 
that 60% of the respondents’ recourse to the dictionary for the grammatical patterns of the word. Furthermore, 
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90% of the learners made use of the dictionary in locating the appropriate usage of a word which includes 
example sentences. 
 
Table 9. Note taking strategies 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I have a vocabulary note book to list down new word 25 (47%) 6 (11%) 22 (42%) 
I write down the English word and translation of the word in my 
language  

33 (62%) 10 (19%) 10 (19%) 

I only take note the meaning of the word 4 (8%) 12 (23%) 37 (69%) 
I take note of the usages of the word (example sentences, part of 
speech, etc.) 

31 (58%) 10 (19%) 12 (23%) 

I take note of the synonym or antonym of the word 17 (32%) 16 (30%) 20 (38%) 
 
A common practice in EFL classroom where learners use vocabulary was also highlighted in the research. The 
data showed that 47% of learners list down new words in a vocabulary note book. It was impressive to see the 
role played by translation as 66% of the respondents stated that they write down words and then translate the 
words into their own language. Furthermore, 69% of the learners disagreed that they only took note of the 
meaning of the word. As 58% of the learners stated they took note of the usage of the word and example 
sentences as well. Interesting to note through the data, 32% take note of the synonym or antonym of the words 
whereas; 38% do not.  
 
Table 10. Activation strategies 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I make use of the words I learned in speaking and writing 46 (86%) 4 (8%) 3 (6%) 
I make use of the words I learned in everyday situations 24 (45%) 20 (38%) 9 (17%) 
 
The data revealed that 86% of the learners make use of the words that they have learned in speaking and writing. 
In addition, 45% of the respondents stated that they make use of words learned in everyday situations. This 
means that learners are confident in using words in everyday situation in either spoken or written English.  
 
Table 11. Memory/ Repetition Strategies 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
To remember a word, I repeat it aloud to myself 41 (77%) 5 (9%) 7 (14 %) 
To remember a word, I write it repeatedly 28 (53%) 9 (17%) 16 (30%) 
I create a mental image of the new word to help me remember the 
word 

33 (62%) 12 (23%) 8 (15%) 

To remember a word, I analyze the word by breaking it into different 
parts (prefix, root, suffix) 

15 (28%) 16 (30%) 22 (42%) 

 
In terms of memory strategies, it was highlighted that 77% leaners repeat words aloud to themselves in order to 
remember a word whereas, 53% of the respondents also choose to write words repeatedly, in order to remember 
a word. Furthermore, it was interesting to note that 62% of the respondents “create a mental image of a new 
word” in order to remember a new word. However, only 28% of the participants analyze the words by breaking 
it into different parts in order to remember words. 
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Table 12. Sources 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I learn new words only in my class from my teacher 2 (4%) 6 (12%) 45 (84%) 
I learn new words from reading English materials (e.g. newspaper, 
novels, etc.) 

45 (84%) 4 (8%) 4 (8%) 

 
The data revealed that only 4% of the respondents learned new words from their teacher. In addition, it was 
highlighted that the major source of new vocabulary for the 84% respondents from reading English materials 
includes newspapers, novels, magazines to name a few.  
 
Table 13. Anxiety 
Statement Agree Unsure Disagree 
I feel anxious about reading in English 28 (53%) 10 (19%) 15 (28%) 
I skip words I don’t understand when I read in English 20 (38%) 21 (40%) 12 (22%) 
I do not know how to learn vocabulary 4 (8%) 10 (19%) 39 (73%) 
 
In terms of anxiety of learning English, it was found that 53% of the learners felt anxious about reading in 
English. It was interesting to note that only 8% of the respondents do not know how to learn vocabulary. 
4. Discussion 
The findings and analysis of this study are presented using the questionnaire which is the ‘adapted version of the 
vocabulary strategy questionnaire proposed by Gu and Johnson (1996)’ and similar to the study conducted by 
Noor and Amir (2009). The findings of the data illustrated that the strategies most frequently used by EFL 
learners in this research were repetition, memorization, dictionary strategies, use of translation and using 
background knowledge and experience in order to increase their vocabulary. 
4.1 Common Strategies  
 
Table 14. Most common strategies used by English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners 
Strategy Statistics in Percentages (%)  
Repetition  89% 
Reading 91% 
Guessing (through experience and common sense) 96% 
Dictionary 90% 
Translation 62% 
Note taking 58% 
 

 
Figure 2. Common strategies in percentages (%) 
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Teachers of English as a foreign/second language have always encountered that learners find it very difficult to 
acquire vocabulary. When learners sometimes question teachers how vocabulary can be acquired then teachers 
are not equipped with a variety of strategies to explain to the learners but simply two or three. The learners need 
proper guidance when acquiring vocabulary as it is the basis of the whole language which they want to learn. 
Therefore, Figure 3 will give a clear indication on the most popular strategies that learners are using. These can 
be applied to EFL classrooms in order assist learners in acquiring vocabulary.  
4.2 Sources  
 
Table 15. Sources of new vocabulary 
Sources Statistics in Percentages (%) 
Teachers 4% 
English Materials (e.g. newspaper, novels) 84% 
 

 
Figure 3. Graph showing the sources of new vocabulary 

 
In the research, it was revealed that only 4% of the learners relied on the teachers to provide new vocabulary. On 
the contrary, 84% of the respondents’ revealed that the major source of new vocabulary was through reading 
materials such as newspapers, novels and magazines. This implies the kind of materials which should be exposed 
in EFL classrooms. It also provides value insight that students rely more on reading materials then the teachers 
as source of new words. Therefore, EFL teachers need to review the kind of materials used in classrooms and 
provide a variety of reading materials so that learners can increase and enhance their vocabulary. 
4.3 Use of Dictionaries  
The various uses of dictionaries have been revealed in this study. Different learners make use of the dictionary in 
their own way. The statistics show the common type of dictionaries used as well as the purposes the learners use 
the dictionary for. 
 
Table 16. Types and usage of dictionaries 
Dictionary Types and Usage Statistics in Percentages (%) 
English Dictionary 66% 
Bilingual Dictionary  77% 
Pronunciation use  81% 
Grammatical use 60% 
Appropriate usage (example sentences) 90% 
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Figure 4. Dictionary type and usage 

 
The data on dictionaries is interesting to note as shown in Figure 4. More EFL learners prefer to use bilingual 
dictionaries (77%) than English dictionaries (66%). Furthermore, learners have indicated the different uses of the 
dictionary. Some of the most common uses of dictionaries highlighted in the research show that 81% of learners 
use dictionaries to check the pronunciation of a word. In addition, 60% of the learners’ use the dictionary for 
grammatical purposes and 90% of the learners use it to find the appropriate usage of a word which includes the 
example sentences. This implies the importance a dictionary has as a strategy to an EFL learner in acquiring 
vocabulary. Therefore, learners must be encouraged to make essential use of the dictionary in order to facilitate 
vocabulary learning.  
To sum up, vocabulary learning is an integral process of English as a foreign Language; Ediger (1999) embraces 
the ‘idea that developing students’ vocabulary knowledge should be a major goal in each academic discipline’. In 
addition, it has been suggested by Anderson (1999) that ‘there should be a steady study of vocabulary within a 
reading improvement program’. As highlighted in Table 13, the data revealed that 91% of the learners acquired 
their vocabulary through reading a variety of English materials. It is therefore recommended that educators 
introduce a variety of English reading materials in the class. 
Furthermore, the dictionary is a power tool to use as highlighted earlier, the learners prefer English and bilingual 
dictionaries for a variety of purposes. These include checking of pronunciation, learning the grammatical usage 
of a word as well as checking the appropriate usage of a word such as the example sentences. In addition, Folse 
(2004) states ‘research shows that learners who use a dictionary learn more vocabulary than those who rely on 
guessing from context and that learners who use a bilingual dictionary actually remember vocabulary better than 
those using a monolingual dictionary’. Finally, Ghazal (2007) sums up eloquently by stating that ‘learning new 
vocabulary is a challenge to foreign language students but they can overcome by having access to a variety of 
vocabulary learning strategies’.  
5. Conclusion 
This study investigated the most frequently employed VLSs by adult English as foreign language learners. The 
various aspects of the study and the methods that were used in order to achieve the objectives will be significant 
to a larger audience of language learning. Guessing strategy showed as the most frequent VLS employed by EFL 
students. Further, the study revealed that EFL students commonly used repetition, memorization, dictionary 
strategies, use of translation and using background knowledge and experience in order to increase their 
vocabulary. Folse (2004) claims ‘perhaps the recent interest in second language vocabulary research will also 
mean a rethinking of the way we approach the teaching of vocabulary including the necessity to teach 
vocabulary extensively to our students’. Further, ‘for too long, second language teaching has been dominated by 
an emphasis on communication, but accurate communication depends largely on an extensive knowledge of 
vocabulary’ (Folse, 2004). Despite the fact that there has been much research in finding the best strategies 
learners can use in order to acquire new vocabulary, the papers reviewed show that there is still great potential in 
this area. In fact, it is very difficult to conclude which strategy is best to be employed by learners; the research 
shows that if learners use a variety of strategies then only they will be able to learn more vocabulary. Gu (2003) 
explains that Vocabulary Learning Strategies are an indispensable tool in ‘describing and explaining the 
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vocabulary development of a foreign language’. Also, VLS are tools for empowering students to make better 
decisions in terms of what to learn and how to learn. 
The focus of attention should be on how actually vocabulary acquisition takes place in order to understand the 
strategies that can be applied to make significant benefits to English as Foreign Language learners. One of the 
first question’s that is asked a large number of times in EFL/ESL classes is how to learn new vocabulary of the 
English language, and from the research note taking and making effective use of a dictionary proves to be a good 
strategy. The ‘change in the status of vocabulary in language learning has affected teaching and learning 
practices’ together with ‘materials writing which has become more selective about what vocabulary to include’ 
(O’Dell, 1997). Therefore, the analysis of various strategies highlighted in this research is worth employing and 
introducing to EFL learners. There is also potential for future research in this field and researchers can use the 
data from this study as future framework or as a starting point. Implication could include looking at VLSs of 
other languages apart from English or how these strategies affect the academic performance of the learners.  
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