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Abstract

There are varieties of vocabulary learning strategies that can be implemented by all students.
According to various past studies, vocabulary learning strategy is one of the learning methods
that benefit pupils’ learning style and method inside and outside of the classroom. The
findings of past studies indicate that vocabulary learning strategies improve students’
understanding in mastering a topic and this is also applied with learning vocabulary. Thus, the
aim of this study is to investigate the vocabulary learning strategies employed by 50 Form 6
students in Malaysian private schools. This study was carried out at a suburban Chinese
independent secondary school which is based in Klang, Selangor. The researchers utilized a
guantitative approach by using surveys as a data collection tool. The findings of this study
indicated that most of the students responded neutrally due to their limited knowledge of
vocabulary learning strategies. Nonetheless, the most preferred vocabulary learning
strategies were guessing and dictionary strategies whereas the least preferred strategy was
using word lists which fall under rehearsal strategy. Therefore, it is hoped that the findings of
this study would benefit the English teachers to identify the most preferred vocabulary
learning strategy implemented by most of the students in their learning and reflects their
implication on teaching strategies.
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Introduction

Students use a variety of learning strategies depending on their plan and suitability in order
to tackle the lesson or subject that they want to master, this also includes learning a language.
Learning vocabulary is one of the most important aspects of learning a language, hence, the
more vocabulary we know, the better we are able to comprehend what we read and hear.
Regardless of the usefulness of vocabulary and numerous methods for learning it, the
students need to come up with the most effective strategies for them to equip them with
vocabulary knowledge. According to Munawaroh (2017), learning won’t be compelling
without a learning strategy.

When it comes to deciding which learning strategies are the most compelling, there
will be no specific decision for this as different students will use different kinds of learning
strategies that are compatible and suit with their learning style. On the other hand, some of
the students might be having difficulties in finding the right method to be used in their
learning. Thus, there are some learning strategies suggested that can be used by the students
as a reference and a guidance for them in searching which learning strategies suit them the
best. As stated by Mariani (2002), there are no intrinsically “good” strategies because people
need to discover their own. Apart from this, although there are numerous numbers of
strategies that can be used by the students in their learning, they need to choose or apply
some of the strategies in order to discover which learning strategy would be suitable for their
learning style and for the topic or subject that they want to master. This is because, applying
learning strategies will not only help the students to learn systematically but it also
contributes in helping the student’s cognitive and affective process in their learning.
According to Kafadar and Tay (2014), learning strategies can be described as the whole of the
performed activities of the learner to give meaning to information in cognitive and affective
processes.

Learning strategies may be used to a broad range of contexts. The purpose of it is not
only to be used to learn a subject, but also it can be used in learning a language. Learning
vocabulary is one of these objectives. The importance and the value of equipping vocabulary
knowledge among the students play an important role in order for them to learn and master
a language. This is because vocabulary is one of the roots or elements in a language that need
to be considered especially in daily learning as every day, the students will learn a new
vocabulary item and it will be challenging for them as they need to understand and store new
information that they had learnt throughout the lesson. As stated by Laufer and Nation
(2013), earning vocabulary items plays a vital role in all language skills (i.e., listening, speaking,
reading, and writing). Therefore, equipping vocabulary would be a great assist for the
students not only in learning the target language, but also their development in language
skills.

In addition, in order to learn and equip vocabulary knowledge, the students need to
apply some of the vocabulary learning strategies (VLS) in their learning so that it will be easier
and systematic for them to learn the vocabulary with a proper guidance that is compelling
with their learning styles. According to Heng (2011), the vocabulary learning strategies
generally involve cognitive strategies, metacognitive strategies and social strategies. These
three elements play a vital role where each of these factors contribute as the main element
to be implemented in the vocabulary learning strategies in order to accommodate the
student’s learning style and their suitability in learning the target language hence this will also
to overcome the factor of insufficient vocabulary knowledge among the students.
Additionally, different students will face different difficulties in applying the VLS as the factors
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of learning styles, genders and their proficiency will affect the duration of their learning
process. Some may even find it difficult to employ the right strategies as they may not have
enough information about the strategies (Mahalingam & Yunus, 2016). They may not be
frequent users of strategies as good language learners and so, they may require more
guidance to regulate their learning.

Even though the students have their own way in tackling and mastering a certain topic
or subject, somehow, they will use and apply some of the learning strategies throughout their
learning session to ease them to be more systematic by following strategies that they have
chosen according to the suitability of their learning style. As stated by Azmimurad and Osman
(2019), different strategies work differently on different individuals, thus the students will
decide and choose which VLS suit them the most. Therefore, the main purpose of this study
is to identify the vocabulary learning strategies utilized by the students in learning a language
element which is vocabulary. Other related past studies on the vocabulary learning strategies
are also included.

The research question for this study is:

e What are the vocabulary learning strategies employed by the senior three students in
Malaysian secondary school?

Literature Review
Language Learning Strategies (LLS)

Every learning process requires a strategy that needs to be adapted to attain the main
objectives of learning. Hardan (2013) mentioned one of the important things in the process
of learning is “what” to use for learning and “how” to use. Hence, human beings are involved
with different types of strategies while learning a language. According to the earlier
researchers, Rubin (1975) and Stern (1975) learning strategies are defined as devices or
techniques applied by learners to acquire the knowledge and information. O’Malley, Chamot,
Stewner-Manzares, Kupper and Russon (1985) and Politzer (1983) propounded that LLS are
forms of skills such as listening, speaking, reading, writing and thinking implemented in
obtaining information or content for language learning. To get to the point, LLS are specific
thoughts, behaviours and methods that learners utilize to develop new and enhance existing
knowledge in the learning of language. Since the study of LLS has become well known in the
field of education, since then various studies have been conducted on the topic discussing
different types of LLS applied by the learners. Kamalizad and Samuel (2018) and Amir (2018)
agreed that learners that employed a variety of LLS are more likely to succeed in learning the
language more effectively.

Apart from that, a study by Jayanthi and Munir (2016); Ong et al (2018) suggested that
external factors such as gender, age, motivation, self-confidence, learning activities, cultural
backgrounds and academic performance play a major role in influencing student’s application
of LLS. The factors mentioned can determine a learner's choice of LLS in acquiring the targeted
language as different people have different abilities and approaches. Generalizing one
strategy is for all is quite unfair for the learners as the factors mentioned should be taken into
account. Acknowledging the type of learner and how they feel about learning something can
help the education to steer the teaching approach in accordance with the external factors
involved. To support this statement, Noor (2000) stated that it is essential for the teacher to
understand their learners in terms of behaviors, expectation and preferred ways of learning
so that a proper method can be applied in teaching the language. As for language proficiency
and selection of LLS, researchers have also proven that learners who are skilled speakers of
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the language are inclined to embrace a variety of LLS as compared to the low proficient
learners (Fatin & Parilah, 2017; Green & Oxford, 1995). O’Malley and Chammot (1990) stated
in order for the learners to acquire the language better, the need to identify those unique
characteristics of the effective learners is vital as this effort is to discover the differences with
a view to improve the shortcomings of the less successful learners. In a nutshell, studies in
language learning aim at training the low-proficiency learners by using the techniques of the
advanced learners to improve the skill in language.

Vocabulary Learning Strategies (VLS)

Oxford Learners Dictionary (2021) defines vocabulary as “all the words that a person
knows or uses, all the words in a particular language, the words that people use when they
are talking about a particular subject or a list of words with their meanings especially in a book
for learning a foreign language”. As stated by Putra (2020), vocabulary knowledge is
considered as the most important factor in language proficiency and the more vocabulary the
learners have, the better they become in using the four skills of a language. The vocabulary
owned by the learners sets the borderline of their development in language learning and
shows the size of the limitation of using the language in the learners’ daily life. Thus, it is
evident that vocabulary has an important role in bridging the communication between people
in a language. Through numerous studies in identifying problems in learning a language, lack
of vocabulary knowledge is one of the obstacles for learners to overcome. Thus, it is important
to consider the learners’ vocabulary development as an important aspect in language
development.

Karadag (2016) as cited in Melanlioglu (2020) stated that one of the goals to develop
vocabulary practice is to pass on the abilities and routine of learning vocabulary skill to
learners since it is unfeasible for the learners to learn and the teachers to ground all the
vocabulary in a language during the lesson practice. Good language learners should work
independently to gain more words of a language so that they gain the ability to experience
coping with the new words as an effort to improve their vocabulary in a language. Thus, it is
necessary to inculcate the skills and knowledge in vocabulary learning to raise their awareness
towards the vocabulary learning process. One of the ways to facilitate vocabulary learning is
through Vocabulary Learning Strategies (VLS) which is actually a component of the Language
Learning Strategies (LLS) (Mokhtar et al., 2017). As stated by Melanlioglu (2020), VLS can be
described as the learners are taking over of and managing the process of vocabulary
development. In order to motivate the learners to use VLS, good language learners must have
the desire to express themselves in the target language. Learning strategies allow the learners
to create a self-supporting learning environment and teach them to take responsibility for
their individual learning activities, the same also pertaining to VLS. VLS has attracted
increasing attention in past years due to its importance in language learning. Due to the
increasing attention, many researchers attempt to develop a taxonomy of VLS.

Gu & Johnson (1996) categorise VLS into four classes namely metacognitive, cognitive,
memory and activation. Metacognitive strategies involve the learners determining the words
that enable them to recognize the language and decide the suitable ways or skills to learn
these vocabs. Cognition strategies are by using dictionaries, guessing and taking notes.
Through guessing, the learners are expected to use their prior knowledge to act towards the
chosen language. Memory strategies aim to pass on the new vocabulary in distinction from
momentary memory to durable memory by taking into account both manner of speaking and
connotation. It is essential and compulsory to create lists of words, focus on speech
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production, using optical and aural cues and do revision. Activation strategies are where the
grasped word is utilised by the learners in different conditions. Schmitt and Schmitt (2020)
categorise VLS into two designs. The design that is functional for the beginning or new
discovery of a word’s meaning and design that is practical for recollection once the word has
been presented. In the first design which is the determination design, the learners discover
the definition of new vocabulary through both predicting and gaining help. The second design
known as consolidation design includes cognitive, metacognitive and memory strategies as
introduced in Gu and Johnson (1996). Vocabulary learning strategies are classified with their
key strategies. Bitchener (2007) categorised them as planning, resourcing and processing.
During the planning stage, the learners have the autonomy to decide on the ways to focus on
vocabulary. Resource strategies demand the need to gain data about the words by using the
indications given in the conditions, materials for resourcing such as dictionaries and may
associate them to the elements of their mother tongue. For the processing strategies,
Bitchener (2001) refers to raising the learners’ consciousness of the vocabulary learning
operations and building up the vocabulary in the chosen language by using various skills in
VLS.

Past Studies on VLS

There are a number of studies on Vocabulary Learning Strategies (VLS) over the past
years. In 2010, a study with 360 students was conducted by Ahmad Azman Mokhtar et al. on
“Vocabulary Learning Strategies of Adult ESL Learners”. Gu and Johnson’s (1996)
guestionnaire was used to gather the data. The results showed that guessing and dictionary
strategies are the most used strategies while metacognitive regulation, note-taking,
rehearsal, encoding and activation strategies were least used.

In 2017, Dwita Laksmita Rachmawati conducted a qualitative study on “Vocabulary
learning strategies used by first year EFL students”. The results were based on Schmitt’s
(2000) VLS categories. For the strategies for discovering meaning, using an English-Indonesia
dictionary, guessing meaning from context, and analysing pictures or gestures were highly
preferred. The less favourable from discovering meaning were checking for first language
cognates, analysing affixes and roots, and analysing part of speech. In terms of strategies for
consolidating meaning, most students chose studying and practicing meaning within a group,
imaging word form, and imaging words’ meaning.

In 2015, a study conducted by Julie Bytheway on “A Taxonomy of Vocabulary Learning
Strategies Used in Massively Multiplayer Online Role-playing Games”, introduces a new
perspective to vocabulary learning. The case study showed 15 vocabulary learning strategies
while playing online games. The strategies are noticing frequency, recognizing knowledge
gaps, selecting words for attention, equating images and actions to words, giving and
receiving explanations and feedback, observing players, using words to learn words, reading
in-game information, and using Google to learn vocabulary autonomously.

Based on the studies above, VLS is appropriate to be implemented in more schools
with different settings as the findings from previous studies have shown the improvement
and positive impact of the learner's vocabulary development.

Methodology

In this study, a survey research design was used to obtain data from a suburban private
secondary school in Klang, Selangor. 50 Senior Three (equivalent to Form Six in national
school) were randomly selected as the research participants. This study utilized a
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guestionnaire as an instrument to investigate the vocabulary learning strategies employed by
the Form Six students. The questionnaire, which contained 52 items, was constructed in a
Google form and was sent to the participants via WhatsApp by one of the researchers working
in the said school. Data from this questionnaire was analyzed using a descriptive approach.

Vocabulary Learning Questionnaire

The questionnaire used in this current study was an adapted version of Vocabulary
Learning Questionnaire (VLQ) Version 6.4, updated and validated by Gu (2018). The VLQ was
first published in Gu and Johnson (1996) to be used among Chinese English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) learners at tertiary level. The questionnaire was designed in English, but was
later translated to Chinese and only the translated version was used as well as validated. Not
only that, the original version had 108 items which was deemed too long by other researchers
who adapted the questionnaire for learners in other parts of the world. Then, in 2003, another
version (VLQ 5) was published, but again, only the translated Chinese version was validated
and used (Gu & Hu 2003). The number of items was reduced to 90, yet it was considered to
be too long. Thus, in 2018, an updated version of VLQ (Version 6.4), that too in English, was
validated and the number of items was reduced to 62 items only, while maintaining similar
content coverage (Gu, 2018).

The VLQ was designed to find out learners’ beliefs about vocabulary learning and their
self-reported vocabulary learning strategies. Moreover, the VLQ Version 6.4 made use of a 7-
point Likert scale and an online slider-bar with 0 at one end and 100 at the other end.
However, in the adapted version of VLQ Version 6.4 used in this current study, only the items
designed to elicit learners’ self-reported vocabulary learning strategies were included, and a
3-point Likert scale (Untrue of me, Neutral and True of me) was used to help obtain more
accurate responses from the participants and also to prevent them from getting confused.

Reliability and Validity

The VLQ Version 6.4 was successfully validated for its content (vocabulary, grammar
and sentence structure) and construct (factor structure and factor correlations) using various
methods and tools. Furthermore, Cronbach’s alpha for each strategy was obtained to check
the internal consistency reliability of the questionnaire. As a result, the VLQ Version 6.4 was
found to be a largely reliable instrument.

Findings and Discussion
The data was analysed using a descriptive approach through frequency count. Findings of this
research were presented in Table 1 as shown below to identify the vocabulary learning
strategies employed by the senior three students in a Malaysian Chinese independent school.
Discussion of strategies that were most and least preferred by students would be further
explained in this section.
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Table 1
Strategies in Learning Vocabulary among Form 6 Students

Percentage (n=50)

No. Categories and strategies Untrue to me (%)  Neutral (%) True to me
(%)
1. Metacognitive strategies
Selective attention 9 48 43
Self-initiation 30.5 44 25.5
2. Inferencing
Guessing strategies 5 42 53
3.  Usingdictionaries
Dictionary strategies 7 43 50
4.  Taking notes
Choosing which word to put 22 35 43
into notebook
Deciding what information 19 40 41
goes into notes
5. Rehearsal
Use of word lists 46 35 19
Oral repetition 14 41 45
Visual repetition 27 43 30
6. Encoding
Visual encoding 25 45 30
Auditory encoding 29 41 30
Use of word structure 24 48 28
Contextual encoding 20 52 28
7.  Activation
Activation strategies 16 49 35

Based on the above table, it was found that neutral responses from the students
encompassed 35% to 52%, which was deliberately high. Therefore, it could be deduced that
many of the students were unsure of the vocabulary strategies that they employed as well as
having limited knowledge on vocabulary learning strategies. This is in congruent with findings
from Mokhtar et al (2017) as the respondents in the study had also utilized limited strategies
in learning vocabulary. According to Gu and Johnson (1996), these students would be
classified as passive strategy users as they showed inadequacy in the usage of multiple
strategies while acquiring the knowledge of vocabulary. Thus, making them poor learners
since good learners would always employ a range of techniques and strategies, study and
practice the target words and be aware of the language’s linguistic components (Sanaaoi,
1995). Therefore, it is important to make students understand the various types of vocabulary
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learning strategies so that they can apply them concurrently for an effective learning process
to take place.

Although many students were neutral about the vocabulary strategies employed, it
was found that there were two strategies which were most used by the Senior Three students.
More than half of the students (53%) agreed that they used guessing strategies which derived
from an inference approach to learn vocabulary. In this strategy, many of them agreed upon
the method of applying common sense, background knowledge, knowledge of the word and
contextual clues when guessing the meaning of a word. A study from Ahmad et al. (2018) has
proven that guessing strategies through contextual clues serve as an effective cognitive
strategy in learning vocabulary. The participants from the study were found to be self-
sufficient in their guessing of word meaning by making deliberate choices, as well as having
little regard for the teacher while attempting to apply the techniques taught.

Another strategy which was widely used by the students was dictionary strategies. Half
of the students (50%) have employed dictionary strategies in learning vocabulary. Among the
various items in dictionary strategies, many of them agreed upon using dictionaries to search
for unfamiliar words, words that are important to the understanding of a sentence or
paragraph and words which are related similarly or differently rather than wanting to have
deeper knowledge and know the usage of the vocabularies. This result is in par with many of
the past studies on students’ vocabulary learning strategies in Malaysia context (Asgari &
Mustapha, 2011; Mokhtar et al., 2017). It is believed that in Malaysian classrooms, the
teachers would always encourage and train the students to refer to the dictionary to search
for unfamiliar words, thus this strategy would often be employed by most of the students.
Goundar (2019) also stated that the dictionary is a powerful tool in enhancing students’
vocabulary repertoire as it allows them to not only check the meaning of the words but also
learn the pronunciation and usage of the words.

On the other hand, the least strategy employed was the use of word lists which
derived from the rehearsal approach in learning vocabulary. It is shown that 46% of the
students agreed that was the least favourite strategy among them. The students are not in
favour of learning vocabulary using word lists such as making vocabulary cards, going through
the vocabulary lists and making regular reviews of new words they have memorised. Instead
of that, they would prefer more on oral repetition in this rehearsal approach. The data
portrayed that 45% of them agreed on the strategy by saying aloud, repeating the sound and
pronunciation of new words to remember the vocabulary. The findings are parallel with the
studies by Samat and Hashim (2019), where the greatest number of pupils preferred not to
write the new word on a card. Meanwhile, more than half of them chose to say the words
many times until they could say it correctly. Pupils claimed that writing was a tedious process
which took a lot of time and effort, thus resulting in them avoiding using this strategy.

Apart from that, the encoding strategies are the most neutral responses among all the
strategies. Gu and Johnson (1996) listed that encoding strategies encompass such strategies
as association, imagery, visual, auditory, semantic, and contextual encoding as well as word
structure (such as analyzing a word in terms of prefixes, stems, and suffixes). In this strategy,
many students opted for being neutral especially contextual encoding with 52% of them. The
reason being might be this learning strategy was less incorporated with their learning task.
Wenden (1987) as cited in Ranalli (2003) stated that learning strategy practice should be
integrated with regular language learning tasks, thus students could see it as relevant and not
time taken away from normal learning. Therefore, it is vital that students should practise a
wide range of vocabulary learning strategies and be trained in strategies they lack.
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Conclusion

This study has explored and identified students’ viewpoints on the most compelling
vocabulary learning strategies that suit their learning method to be used particularly in the
classroom. It has shown that there are a variety of strategies implemented by the students in
learning and understanding vocabulary. Besides, in view of the findings of this study, it has
also identified the most common sufficient vocabulary learning strategies preferred by some
groups of the students in learning and tackling the topic or lesson of vocabulary. As in general,
it has shown that most of the students preferred to implement any vocabulary learning
strategy that suits their learning style in order to understand better about vocabulary instead
of having no strategy to be employed in their learning.

Numerous studies have been conducted on vocabulary learning strategies which have
identified how learners of a language employ the said strategies, with some degree of
similarities and differences. Similarly, the findings of this study are parallel to the findings of
previous studies, thus further reiterating the studies on vocabulary learning strategies. As
such, this could provide a guide to all learners of different levels and institutions as they could
identify strategies that suit their classroom context and help them in enhancing their learning
process, particularly in understanding the lesson for vocabulary. Moreover, some of the
students might struggle in finding the suitable strategy to be used in their learning and they
might not know how to learn vocabulary in the first place. Thus, the findings of this study
could be used to assist the language teachers in identifying vocabulary learning strategies in
their own classroom in order to enhance the students’ understanding of vocabulary lessons.
As stated by Kistner et al. (2015), teachers are required to provide students with
understanding about how to learn in their classes. Therefore, this study could benefit both
language learners and teachers in learning more about the use of vocabulary learning
strategies.

Furthermore, it is also hoped that this study could change the students’ perception
and awareness in the use of vocabulary learning strategies in their lessons. With profound
perception and awareness, students are expected to obtain a better understanding of the
context of a lesson, and also be confident in applying vocabulary learning strategies in their
classroom. Therefore, it is recommended that further research regarding vocabulary learning
strategies should be carried out in order to identify the strategies that might be effective and
most preferred used by the students in learning vocabulary so that it could be used as a
reference for the educators and learners of different levels and institutions.
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