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Abstract

Background. Learning vocabulary is a vital component of language learning; without this integral component of
language communication becomes hardly meaningful. Thus, students are expected to have rich vocabulary power that
enables them to communicate successfully via listening, speaking, reading, and writing; it assists students in expressing
a range of meanings in various communicative situations for various purposes. This demands students to learn
vocabulary using diverse vocabulary learning strategies that assist them in learning (internalizing, storing, recalling,
and using) words properly. However, several students barely manage vocabulary learning tasks and/or use appropriate

and diverse vocabulary in English classes.

Objectives. This study attempted to assess students’ reported vocabulary learning strategy used at Haramaya

University, Ethiopia.

Materials and methods. The study adopted a descriptive case study design. The five-point Likert scale vocabulary
learning strategy questionnaire was administered to participants taking Communicative English skills I. To gather
relevant data, 155 participants were randomly selected. Out of the 155 students, 151 participants properly filled out the
questionnaire. The data were analyzed using SPSS version 24.
Results. The results indicated that determination, metacognitive, memory, cognitive, and social strategies were used,
respectively. The results further showed that the great majority of the students were aware that inadequate vocabulary
hinders students’ listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills.

Conclusions. Overall, determination and meta-cognitive strategies were most commonly used, while the social
strategies were least commonly used, and the participants were low-vocabulary learning strategy users.

Keywords: vocabulary, vocabulary learning strategy, freshman students.

Introduction

English is one of the most dominant languages all over
the world and it is widely used as a language of instruction,
trade, technology, politics, religion and communication all
over the world. In Ethiopia, it is predominantly used as a me-
dium of instruction at private and public high schools, tech-
nical and vocational institutions, colleges, and universities
where the students overall command over this vital language
plays a critical role in the learners’ academic success.

This necessitates students to develop their ability to use
English accurately and/or appropriately for different com-
municative functions in different communicative contexts
with appropriate level of accuracy and fluency. This requires
students to develop the skills of listening, speaking reading,
writing, and gain reasonable knowledge of grammar and
vocabulary. In developing these macro-skills, students are
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expected to have reasonable vocabulary power (knowledge
and depth) as all language skills in English heavily rely on
vocabulary learning in ESL and EFL contexts (Nation, 2001)
and knowledge of vocabulary is “fundamental to all language
use” (Schmitt, Cobb, Horst, & Schmitt, 2015).

Thus, vocabulary can be taken as the cornerstone of for-
eign language learning due to its indispensable role in devel-
oping students’ proficiency and ultimately improving their
communication skills. Besides, an effective formal communi-
cation is unthinkable without this vital language component.
Concerning its role in effective communication, McCarthy
points out that “without words to express a wider range of
meanings, communication in L2 just cannot happen in any
meaningful way” ((1990, p. VIII) and neither literature nor
language exists without vocabulary (1991). Consequently, a
wide range of vocabulary is important because without suffi-
cient vocabulary, individuals are not able to use the structures
and functions they have learned for comprehensible commu-
nication (Nunan, 1991).
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To gain a wide range of vocabulary knowledge, stu-
dents should recognize and use a wide range of vocabulary
learning strategies. The learning strategies refer to “any set
of techniques or learning behaviors, which language learn-
ers reported using to discover the meaning of a new word,
to retain the knowledge of newly-learned words, and to ex-
pand their knowledge of vocabulary” (Intaraprasert, 2004,
p.9) through which a large or rich vocabulary items can be
acquired (Nation, 2001), particularly in EFL contexts where
students lack exposure and/or learning opportunities for au-
thentic interactions.

The plethora of existing studies have demonstrated that
language learning strategies, most of which are used for vo-
cabulary learning (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990) play a consid-
erable role in learning a foreign language (Oxford, 2002; Co-
hen, 2007) resulting in better learning outcomes (Aziz, 2005;
Oxford, 1990). It is also suggested that such learning strate-
gies assist learners learn the target language effectively (His-
manoglu, 2000) and enable learners to take more responsibil-
ity in their language learning process (Nation 2001; Schmitt,
2000). The use of vocabulary learning strategies plays an es-
sential role learning language (Nation, 1990; Schmitt, 1997;
Williams, & Burden, 1997). This requires students to equip
themselves with diverse learning strategies that facilitate their
independent learning process as vocabulary learning strate-
gies is proven to be useful for students of different language
proficiency levels (Nation, 2001).

Research confirmed that making effective use of di-
verse vocabulary learning strategies plays substantial roles
in language learning and development. However, experien-
tial knowledge indicates that several students joining higher
education institutions are observed to struggle with learning
vocabulary. This could be due to their failure to use vocabu-
lary learning strategies effectively.

In the newly reformed curriculum, freshman students
are expected to take communicative English Skills I which
is aimed at developing students’ receptive skills (reading and
listening skills) which necessitate the students to have rea-
sonable vocabulary knowledge for the reason that “no text
comprehension is possible, either in one’s native language
or in a foreign language, without understanding the text’s
vocabulary” (Laufer, 1997, p.20) and students inadequate vo-
cabulary knowledge could be is a serious source of difficulty
in learning a language in general and understanding texts in
particular.

The researchers’ observed that several students were
struggling with vocabulary learning activities, recognizing
the meanings of new words from listening and reading texts.
It was also observed that numerous students hardly conduct-
ed extemporaneous presentations making use of appropriate
language functions and/or expressions. This clearly reveals
students’ deficiency in their vocabulary power. This classroom
phenomenon inspired the researchers to assess students’ vo-
cabulary learning strategy which refers to their “knowledge
about the mechanisms (processes and strategies) used to learn
vocabulary as well as steps or actions taken by students to (a)
find out the meaning of unknown words, (b) to retain them
in long-term memory, (c) to recall them at will, and (d) to use
them in oral or written mode” (Catalan, 2003, p.56).

Moreover, recognizing students’ vocabulary learning
strategies will probably give instructors better opportuni-
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ties to assist students to apply vocabulary learning strategies
through vocabulary instruction as language learners have to
learn how to store, recall, and use new vocabulary items by
employing several vocabulary learning strategies (Nation,
1990) to be used in and outside the classroom independently.

In Ethiopia, local studies on university students’ vocabu-
lary learning strategy use in general and freshman students in
particular still remains limited. This study would likely pro-
vide important information on students reported vocabulary
learning strategy use. Thus, the current study was aimed at
answering the following research questions:

To what extent do the freshman EFL students use diverse
vocabulary learning strategies?

Which vocabulary learning strategies do the freshman
EFL students least and/or most commonly use?

Materials and methods

Research design

In this study, the descriptive research design is adopted.
This research design helps to collect data required to describe
an existing phenomenon, situation, in this case, students’ re-
ported vocabulary learning strategy use. This research design
focuses on gathering, organizing, and describing the data. In
this case, the researchers gathered, organized, and described
data on students’ vocabulary learning strategy use as reported
by the participants without intervening their learning strat-
egy use.

Participants of the Study

This study was conducted on freshman students who
joined Haramaya University in the academic year 2023/24.
All the participants were from the natural science stream.
They were assigned to different sections with a minimum
class size of forty students on average. The students join
higher education institutions with different command over
the English language in general and vocabulary power in
particular. Currently, all students joining higher education
institutions are expected to take Communication English
Skills I which predominantly focuses on the receptive skills
requiring students to have reasonable vocabulary power.

Sampling Technique

In this study, a simple random sampling technique was
used. This sampling technique helps researchers to avoid
sampling biases. Besides, all freshman students were assigned
to different sections without any predetermined criteria that
would likely affect the sample and sampling technique used
in this study. Thus, using simple random sampling is credibly
appropriate technique for this study.

Data Collection Instrument

To achieve the purpose of this study, quantitative data
were collected via a five-point Likert scale questionnaire. The
questionnaire was intended to identify the students’ reported
vocabulary learning strategy use. The tool was adapted from
Schmitt’s (1997) taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategy
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as this vocabulary learning strategy classification has been
widely available and proven to be valid and reliable (Catalan,
2003). Besides, several studies investigating ESL/EFL learn-
ers vocabulary learning strategies used this instrument (Lai,
2013). Regarding the overall reliability of the questionnaire,
the Cronbach alpha value was calculated using SPSS software
version 24 and it was found to be 0.874. This alpha value
showed that the items were highly reliable.

Data Analysis Technique

In this study, the quantitative data collected using the
vocabulary learning questionnaire was entered into the SPSS
24 version Statistical Package for Social Sciences to compute
the required descriptive statistics. The descriptive statistics,
overall mean and standard deviations were calculated. These
statistics were very important to get the required data to an-
swer the basic research questions.

Before collecting data, oral instructions were provided to
the participants on the purpose of the study and how to fill
the questionnaire. They were also informed that they do have
the right not to participate in the study but none of them re-
fused. After confirming their willingness to participate in this
study, the questionnaire was administered to one-hundred
fifty-five participants. The collected data were entered to the
computer software SPSS (Statistic Package for Social Science,
Version 24) and analyzed as presented in the result section.

Results and Discussions

Table 1. Comparisons of the self-reported vocabulary
learning strategy use

Vocabulary Learnin;

Strategi}:zs Used ’ Mean  Rank " SD
Determination strategies 2.7408 1 151 0.74931
Memory strategy use 2.0698 4 151 0.83377
Social strategies 1.8288 5 151 1.21095
Cognitive Strategies 2.2472 3 151  0.82862
Metacognitive Strategies 2.4114 2 151  1.07127

In response to the research first question, the results of
this study demonstrated that determination strategies were
reported as the most commonly used vocabulary learning
strategy (mean=2.7408, and St. Deviation=0.74931) fol-
lowed by the metacognitive strategies (mean=2.4114, St. De-
viations=1.07127) and Cognitive Strategies (mean=2.2472,
St. Deviation=0.82862). The cognitive and memory strat-
egies were reported as the fourth (mean= 2.2472, St. De-
viations=0.82862) and fifth (mean= 1.8288, St. Devia-
tion=1.21095) categories respectively.

In this study, the determination strategies and metacog-
nitive strategies were the top-rated (first and second) vocabu-
lary learning strategies. The results of this study were simi-
lar to Manuel’s study (2017) which showed determination
strategies are the first top-rated and/or most commonly used
vocabulary learning strategies. In contrast to this, Wharton’s
(2000) study revealed that memory strategies were most fre-
quently used followed by determination and social strate-
gies whereas the cognitive and metacognitive strategies were
reported as the least frequently used vocabulary learning
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strategies. These incongruencies could be due to contextual
factors affecting students’ preferences to use different learn-
ing strategies.

Determination strategies are strongly linked with the
discovery of a new word, notably, its meaning: these are the
strategies learners apply when they are faced with new words
(Schmitt, 1997). The determination strategies are used when
“learners are faced with discovering a new word’s meaning
without recourse to another person’s experience” (p. 205).
Under this category, guessing the meaning of words from
textual context and using dictionaries (English-L1 and Eng-
lish-English or bilingual and monolingual dictionaries) were
the highly preferred vocabulary learning strategies. The re-
sults are similar to other studies that guessing the meaning of
words from context is a highly preferred vocabulary learning
strategy and some local studies also showed that students use
guessing strategy from context using contextual clues to infer
the meanings of new words (Gu & Johnson, 1996; Schmitt,
1997). This technique, guessing from textual context may be a
“major way” to learn new vocabulary (Schmitt, 2000, p.209),
without others’ assistance.

The metacognitive strategies were the second most com-
monly reported learning strategies, but this is the first most
commonly used vocabulary learning strategy in other studies
conducted in EFL contexts (Behbahani, 2016). These strat-
egies involve monitoring, decision- making and assessing
one’s progress and they help students to specify appropri-
ate vocabulary learning strategies for learning new words
(Schmitt, 2000). As to O’Malley and Chamot, (1990, p.44),
metacognitive strategies are the “higher order executive
skills,” that involves prioritizing, self-management, setting
goals, planning, and objectives. The results of this study were
congruent with other studies that showed the metacogni-
tive vocabulary learning strategies were the most preferred
learning strategies among the study participants (Cengizhan,
2011; Behbehani, 2016). Similarly, Tajedin’s (2001) study also
revealed that metacognitive strategies were more frequently
used by Iranian EFL students. Under this category, continu-
ing to study the word over time, using the important words
inside and/or outside the classrooms, and making practices
in doing vocabulary exercises were the most commonly used
metacognitive vocabulary learning strategies.

The results showed that the cognitive and memory strat-
egies were ranked as third and the memory strategies were
ranked fourth, reflecting that they the strategies were less fre-
quently used. The memory strategies involve mental techniques
like imagining the situation in which the word might be used
like grouping them into parts of speech as nouns and verbs,
and into synonyms and antonyms (Oxford, 1990) whereas
cognitive strategies involve analyzing, writing, or summariz-
ing (Oxford, 1990) and “enable learners to understand and
produce new language by many different means (p.37).

The social strategies are found to be the least frequently
used vocabulary learning strategy. This indicates students’
failure to learn vocabulary through social strategies that in-
volve asking questions, asking for correction of mistakes,
studying with classmates, and learning while helping class-
mates, which all help learners to communicate and cooperate
in the target language (Oxford, 1990; Schmitt, 1997). The
social strategies are found to be the least reported vocabu-
lary learning strategy. This indicates students’ failure to learn
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vocabulary through various forms of interactions, including
asking questions, asking for correction of mistakes, study-
ing with classmates, and learning while helping classmates,
which all help learners to communicate and cooperate in the
target language (Oxford, 1990; Schmitt, 1997). This finding
is congruent with other studies that revealed that the social
strategies were not widely used and least reported learning
strategies in different EFL contexts (Arjomand & Sharififar,
2011; Behbahani, 2016; Kafipour, 2006). This could be be-
cause students get minimal exposure to the language outside
the classroom in different communicative situations. Stu-
dents making minimal use of social learning strategies in-
volving diverse interactions in diverse interactive situations
likely miss practical language learning opportunities, not de-
contextualized learning.

Table 2. Overall mean score for self-reported strategy use
(total mean)

.. the reported level
participants (n) mean SD i
151 24114  1.07127 Low

In attempting to find out whether the participants’ learn-
ing strategy use is high, average, or low, Oxford’s (1990)
scoring system was used. Referring to this scoring system,
3.5 - 5.0 shows high, 2.5 - 3.49 medium (moderate) and 1.0
- 2.49 low strategy use respectively. Based on this scoring
system, the data presented in Table 2, confirmed that the par-
ticipants reported learning strategy use was approximately
2.4. This figure indicates that the students were low-strategy
users. This implies that participants hardly used diversified
vocabulary learning strategies may be due to a lack of clear
awareness about the learning strategies. This can be one of
the underlying reasons why several students were observed
struggling to deal with classroom tasks or activities related
to vocabulary.

However, the results of this study were in contrast with
other studies conducted in EFL contexts (Asgari and Ghazali,
2011; Haryati et al., 2016; Hendrawaty, 2015; Suborn, 2013)
whose findings showed that the participants were moder-
ate vocabulary learning strategy users. Nation (1990) sug-
gests that language learners have to learn, store, and use new
vocabulary via different vocabulary learning strategies, but
the participants’ low vocabulary learning strategy use reveals
that the students are less familiar with the wide range of vo-
cabulary learning strategies that promote independent learn-
ing while promoting better learning outcomes. The findings
may further show that the participants’ low level of language
learning strategy use could be one of the underlying reasons
for students struggling with their learning language in gen-
eral and vocabulary learning in particular. This might have
also hindered students’ language learning process as vocabu-
lary learning strategies students use noticeably affect their
vocabulary learning outcomes (Oxford, 1990; Nation, 1990;
Schmitt, 1997).

In response to the students’ awareness about the role of
vocabulary in developing students listening, speaking, read-
ing, and writing skills, the great majority of the respondents
reported that vocabulary is essential in using language and
inadequate vocabulary does affect students’ language learn-
ing outcomes. This is in agreement with the contemporary
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literature. Results from open-ended items revealed that using
vocabulary is inescapable in communicating via listening,
speaking, reading, and writing despite the students’ low strat-
egy use. The study further showed several students expressed
their agreement that they do struggle in learning English in
general and learning vocabulary in particular and these stu-
dents much preferred using a dictionary.

Conclusion

The current study was aimed at assessing EFL students’
vocabulary learning strategy use and to what extent students
use diverse vocabulary learning strategies. The study focused
on freshman students at Haramaya University, Ethiopia. The
results showed that determination strategies and metacog-
nitive strategies were top-rated and most commonly used
vocabulary learning strategies followed by memory strategies
whereas the social strategies, preceded by cognitive strate-
gies, were the least frequently used strategies. Overall, the
study concluded that the students were low vocabulary learn-
ing strategy users. This might likely hinder students’ language
learning skills due to the noticeable role that vocabulary plays
in learning a foreign language.

The study suggested that students should be given vocab-
ulary learning strategies to enable them to become autono-
mous users of learning strategies that promote their language
learning processes. This study focused only on freshman stu-
dents, so future comparative studies could be conducted with
different participants from different fields of study. This likely
provides a more comprehensive research outcome. Using a
single data gathering instrument might not be adequate to
reveal unforeseen constraints, so future studies may use dif-
ferent data gathering tools.
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OuiHKa cTpaTerii CaMOCTiNHOro BUKOPUCTaHHA
C/IOBHMKOBOIO 3anacy cTyAeHTamu

Ipranem I'ipma'ABCPE, Epmiac Mynaty Tecema'4B°PE, €Enene BybGery Bepxany'AP<PE
"VuiBepcurer Xapamaiia, E¢ionia

ABTOpCHKNMIT BKIAJ: A — Iu3aiiH gocnipkenHs; B — 36ip ganux; C - cratananis; D - migroToska pykomcy; E — 36ip kowrtis

Pedepar. Crarts: 6 c., 2 Tabn., 31 mxepero.

Icropisa nuTaHHA. BUBYeHHs CIOBHMKOBOTO 3aIacy, 6€3yMOBHO, € >KUTTEBO BaXK/IMBUM KOMIIOHEHTOM BMBYEHHS MOBM i 6e3
IIbOTO HEBi/)EMHOTO KOMIIOHEHTa MOBHE CIIIKyBaHH:A CTa€ HAaBPAJ 4M 3HAYYLIMM. TaKUM YMHOM, Bifj yYHIB O4iKyeTbCs GaraTuit
CTIOBHUKOBIII 3a11ac, AKMIA JO3BOJAE M YCIIIIHO CIIIIKYBAaTUCA 3a JOIOMOTIOI0 ay/il0BaHHS, TOBOPiHHSA, YNTAHHA Ta MUCbMa; Bin
JOIIOMarae y4HsAM BUPa)KaTy Jlialla30H 3HA4€Hb y Pi3HMX KOMYHIKaTMBHMX CUTYallifix A pisHux uineit. Ile Bumarae Bix y4HiB
BJMBYEHHS CJIOBHMKOBOTO 3aI1aCy, BMKOPMCTOBYIOUM Pi3HOMAHITHI cTpaTeril BMBYEHH C/IOBHMKA, SIKi JOIIOMAraoTh iM IPaBUIbHO
BUBYATH (3aCBOIOBATH, 30epiraty, srafyBaTy Ta BUKOPUCTOBYBaTH) coBa. OfHAK JledKi Y4YHi JIefiBe CIPaB/IAIOTLCA i3 3aBIaHHAMU
3 BMBYEHHsI JIEKCUKY Ta/ab0 BUKOPUCTOBYIOTH BiIIIOBiHY Ta PISHOMAHITHY JIEKCHKY Ha ypOKaX aHIJIi}ICbKOI MOBH.

Merta gocmimkeHHs. Y 1IbOMY JOCTiPKeHH] 6y/1a 3po6ieHa cipo6a OIHUTY CTpaTerilo BYBYEHH: CTIOBHMKOBOTO 3aIacy CTy-
IeHTIB, sIKa BUKOPUCTOBYETHCA B YHiBepcuteti Xapamaiis, Ediomis.

Marepianu i MeTogu. Y focmipkeHHi OYB MPUITHATUI OMUCOBMIT AM3aiTH Kelic-cTafil. ONUTYBaIbHUK CTpATeTril BUBYCHHS
CTIOBHMKOBOTO 3aI1aCy 3a IDSITNOAIBHOIO IIKajI010 JIaiikepTa OyB IIpOBefeHIII /IS yIaCHUKIB, sIKi BYBYa/IVI KOMYHIKaTUBHI HABUYKY
aHriicbkoi MoBu 1. [Iy1s1 360py akTyanpHMX faHMX 155 yuacHKKIB 6ymu 06paHi BumagkoBuM 4nHoOM. 3i 155 crymenTis 151 yqacHuk
IpaBWIbHO 3aIIOBHUB aHKeTy. [lani 6ynu mpoananisoBaHi 3a foromororo Bepcii SPSS 24.

Pesynbratin. PesynbpraTy nokasany, 1[0 BUKOPUCTOBYBaINCA JeTepMiHallisd, METAKOTHITUBHI, IaM>SITHi, KOTHITUBHI Ta cO-
IianbHi cTparerii BifmoBifHO. Pesymbraty TakoX MoKasany, 10 MepeBakHa OiNbIIICTh YYHIB yCBIZOMIIIOBaA, 110 HETOCTATHI
C/IOBHMKOBMII 3aI1ac IepelIKo/yKae HaBMYKaM ayIil0BaHHsA, TOBOPiHHSA, YNTAHHA Ta MICbMA CTYHEHTIB.

Bucnosku. B njinomy, gerepMiHalis i METaKOTHITMBHI CTpaTerii BUKOPMCTOBYBa/INCsA YacTillle, B TOI Yac SIK collia/IbHi CTpa-
Teril BUKOPUCTOBYBA/INCS HalIpifjlile, @ y9aCHMUKY Oy/IM KOPUCTYBadyaM CTparerii HABYaHHs 3 HM3bKUM CIOBHUKOBMM 3aIIacOM.
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