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This

<Abstract>

study describes how tertiary ESL speakers having different vocabulary
proficiency and strategy use take strategic approaches to learn vocabulary when
they are engaged in L2 academic reading. Depending on their VLS use and
vocabulary size level, eight participants were divided into four groups. Based on
the data collected from the Vocabulary Size Test (VST), pre and post-task
interviews, observation notes, and think-aloud protocols, the key findings
revealed that the highly active strategy users having high vocabulary proficiency
tend to orchestrate multiple strategies in a combinatorial or sequential fashion.
This in turn depended on the task, needs, and prior knowledge of these users. On
the other hand, the less active strategy users were inclined to employ isolated
and non-sequential strategy in L2 reading. This implies that vocabulary
instructors should encourage users with less active strategy to broaden their
repertoire of strategies and use them in sequential ways to compensate for their
lower vocabulary knowledge in L2 academic reading.
★ Key words: ESL, Vocabulary learning strategy, reading,
skill-related VLS, vocabulary proficiency

I. Introduction

In many research studies, the description of a learning strategy is based on
Rubin’s (1975) portrayal of a good language learner. Language learning strategies
provide strategic tools that help language learners in learning languages; these
strategies have instructional material that is used for training language learners.
* This paper was a revised part of a larger dissertation written by the author.
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Traditionally, the focus of vocabulary learning strategy (VLS) has been on the
effectiveness of an individual strategy or generic strategy used for learning
vocabulary. However, recent studies on learning strategies have described how
learning strategy can be used for different purposes, depending on the given tasks
(Gu, 2003). Although scholars have elucidated the relationship between strategy
use and proficiency level, little attention has been paid to reading-related VLS.
ESL learners’ use of VLS can be validated by including specific L2 tasks not
only to elicit their actual use of VLS, but also to explore their skill-specific VLS
use in different tasks.
Many research studies have investigated the effectiveness of individual VLS.
These studies have also investigated the scope of VLS. But, they have not
described how VLS can be used in learning L2 skills. Little information is given
about how VLS is actually used in performing language tasks pertaining to
language skills. Thus, we need to encourage the use of VLS in learners by
including specific language skills that validate the actual usage of VLS in
learners. Instead of solely responding to broad, decontextualized statements in
questionnaires, learners must perform authentic language tasks to facilitate the
process of recalling what VLS they actually used (Nyikos & Fan, 2007). Thus,
this study aims to explore the actual VLS used by adult ESL learners to gain
vocabulary knowledge of unknown or partially known words while engaged in
reading an L2 academic text.
II. Literature review
1.

Vocabulary

learning strategies

In general, it is difficult to define vocabulary learning strategies without paying
explicit attention to the definition of language learning strategies. Although there
is no clear consensus on the definition of language learning strategies (LLS) in
the scholarly field of second-language acquisition (Gass & Selinker, 2008; Macaro,
2006; Sharwood, 1994; Taka, 2008; VanPatten & Benati, 2010), scholars have
recently recognized the significance of having a goal while carrying out a task.
This goal then focuses on choosing a specific strategy that can be used by a
learner (Cohen, 1998; Hsiao & Oxford, 2002; Macaro, 2006; Oxford, Cho, Leung, &
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Kim, 2004). Cohen (2003) expands his definition of LLS by stating that LLSs are
“the conscious or semi-conscious thoughts and behaviors of learners having an
explicit goal of improving their knowledge and understanding of a target
language” (p.280). Cohen’s definition assumes that the LLS chosen or used by a
learner is based on the learner’s explicit goal(s). Moreover, Hsiao and Oxford
(2002) state that learning strategies are “steps that learners take to manage their
learning and achieve their desired goals” (p. 369).
Generally, compared to less successful language learners, successful language
learners use more diverse learning strategies. However, as stated by Cohen
(1998), both the total number and the frequency of diverse strategies used by
learners are “not necessarily indicators of how successful they will be in a
language task” (p.8-9). Oxford, et al. (2004) have also stated that more successful
learners often use task-specific strategies, while less successful learners tend to
use strategies impulsively regardless of a given task. For vocabulary learning, Gu
(2003) especially suggests a ‘tetrahedral model’ of person, task, context, and
strategies. He concludes that “the choice, use, and effectiveness of vocabulary
learning strategies very much depend on the task” (p.18). Conceptually, learners
might use different VLSs while performing different L2 tasks. For instance, two
L2 learners might use different approaches to learn vocabulary; one learner may
read a chapter from a book, while the other learner may listen to news on the
radio. L2 tasks, such as reading an academic text to learn vocabulary, are
authentic language tasks that are performed by L2 learners; these tasks are
included in L2 learning practices. Thus, we need consider the inclusion of L2
tasks while determining the use of VLS by L2 learners.
2.

Research

into vocabulary learning strategy

Over the last few decades, a number of VLS scholars have contributed a great
deal to identifying the use of VLS in learners. These scholars have developed a
VLS inventory and taxonomy using various data collection methods, such as
think-aloud, interview, and survey (Ahmed, 1989; Fan, 2003; Gu & Johnson, 1996;
Lawson & Hogben, 1996; Schmitt & McCarthy, 1997). Among the VLS
researchers, Ahmed (1989) explored the vocabulary learning strategies of 300
Sudanese learners. The participants were asked to perform a decontextualized task
of vocabulary learning (i.e., word list). The findings revealed that good vocabulary
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learners not only used more learning strategies in a diverse way, but were also
clearly aware of what they could learn about new words. On the other hand,
underachieving learners used relatively fewer strategies. In addition, they were
neither aware of what to learn about new words instantaneously nor did they
apply their previous vocabulary knowledge to learn new words.
Gu and Johnson (1996) investigated the use of VLS in 850 Chinese students,
and they examined the relationship of VLS use with students’ proficiency,
vocabulary size, and learners’ beliefs about vocabulary learning. The findings
showed that students with higher English proficiency used more VLS than
students with lower English proficiency. In addition, by performing cluster
analysis on the strategy profiles and learning outcomes of the participants, Gu
and Johnson reported that the successful learners in terms of vocabulary size and
English proficiency learned English vocabulary mainly through reading, guessing,
and contextual encoding. In contrast, passive strategy users do not use various
strategies but rely on one specific strategy, such as visual repetition.
Adopting the previous researchers’ ideas on taxonomy of language learning strategy
(Cook & Mayer, 1983; Nation, 1990; Oxford, 1990), Schmitt (1997) investigated the use
of VLS by EFL learners in Japan. The findings indicated that the most frequently
used strategy for learning the meaning of words was the use of a bilingual dictionary.
These EFL students believed that the most helpful consolidation strategies involved
saying a new word aloud and writing it down repeatedly.
Notably, Fan (2003) conducted a research study on a relatively large scale to
investigate the use of VLS by 1,067 Chinese students in higher education. The
results indicated that the participants used VLS for reviewing and consolidating
their knowledge of known words. In addition, guessing of known words strategies
was the most often used strategy, whereas grouping, association, and management
were the least often used strategies. The high-scoring group used various VLSs,
such as management strategy, sources strategies, guessing strategies, dictionary
strategies, known words strategies, and analysis strategy. Interestingly, they did not
concede to using memory strategies frequently, such as repetition, grouping, and
association strategies; memory strategies were mostly used by middle-and
low-scoring groups.
Previous studies have put forth a noticeable step with regard to the
comprehensive use of VLS by learners. Nevertheless, as Fan (2003) pointed out
that it might be more plausible to study VLS in terms of individual learning
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tasks in which strategies must be applied. Verbal reports, including think-aloud
techniques and task-based retrospectives can effectively provide insights into the
use of skill-specific or task-specific strategy (Macaro, 2006). Therefore, this study
aims to understand the use of skill-specific VLS in reading an academic text. In
this study, we also elucidate the potential similarities or differences among the
learners who have different vocabulary size and VLS use. We address the
following questions in this study:(1) What are the strategic characteristics of the
actual use of VLS in L2 reading among ESL university students, who have
different levels of vocabulary proficiency and VLS use? (2) What strategies do
they use to derive meanings of unknown words in L2 academic reading?
III. Methods
1. Participants

Eight

students participated in this study. In an L2 academic context, they were
international students who spoke English as a second language. These participants
wanted to pursue undergraduate or graduate degrees at a Midwestern University
in the US, enrolling for the fall 2012 program. They were subsequently grouped
on the basis of their vocabulary proficiency and actual use of VLS, taking into
consideration of their average score in reading-related VLS questionnaire (Yang,
2014) and Vocabulary Size Test (VST) (Nguyen & Nation, 2011). Table 1
presents a brief summary of the background information of the participants.
<Table 1> Summary of demographic information.
N a m e
(Pseudonym)
Zhing

Country

Gender

China

M

Ping

Taiwan

F

Lucy

China

F

Age Academic Level/ Vocabulary Proficiencyb,c
Major
Sizea
25 Graduate/
9200
87, iBT
Physics
29 Graduate/
8800
248, CBT
Health
21 Undergraduate/ 7500
62, iBT

Zune

Turkey

M

29

Journalism
Graduate/
Education

9000

74, iBT
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Jina

Korea

F

Chen

China

F

Cona

India

F

Feri

India

F

N ote: aVocabulary size

20 Undergraduate/
Business
26 Graduate/
Education
35 Graduate/
Journalism
20 Undergraduate/
Journalism

11100

114, iBT

10000

105, iBT

13400

120, iBT

11900

710 (W), 650
(R), SAT

ranges from 0 to 14,000. biBT TOEFL score ranges from
0 to 120. cCBT TOEFL score ranges from 0 to 300.
2. Data Collection

1)

Reading-related

VLS,

Vocabulary

Size

Test,

and

Vocabulary

Knowledge Scale

The

reading-related VLS questionnaire was used to measure the VLS use of
participants while reading. The questionnaire consisted of 15 items, all of which
were measured on a 5-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very
often). Cronbach's alpha was .80 for the 15 items of VLS (Author, 2014). In
addition, the Vocabulary Size Test (VST) (Nguyen & Nation, 2011) was used to
measure participants’ vocabulary knowledge of written receptive language. The
VST consists of a total of 140 multiple-choice items that measure vocabulary
knowledge up to the 14th 1000-word family levels. Each 1000 word-family level
includes 10 items. The vocabulary size is determined in a range of 0 to 14,000 by
multiplying a score value by 100. Beglar (2010) reported that the Rasch-reliability
measure of VST was 0.96. Finally, the initial measurement of the participants’
pre-existing vocabulary knowledge was assumed to be crucial as their choice of
VLS depended on whether they knew the target word. The measurement process
was conducted using the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) (Wesche &
Paribakht, 1996).
2)

Reading Task

Eight participants were involved in reading an academic text adapted from
TOEFL. This reading passage was based on geology and landscape. The text
was divided into small segments consisting of either one or two sentence(s).
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There was a mark at the end of each segment signaling the participants to pause
and verbalize their thinking processes (Cohen, 1998). Each participant was
individually trained to think-aloud. The native languages of all the participants
were different. All the participants felt comfortable enough to speak in the target
language. So, they verbalized their thoughts in English: the target language. As
this study aims to investigate the participants’ usual approaches to vocabulary
learning while reading, there was no limitation on time of task or access to
resources (e.g., dictionary, Internet). The task took approximately one hour,
including the think-aloud protocol. After finishing the tasks, we interviewed the
participants about their retrospective rationales for their choices of VLS. We also
asked them for general reflections on the difficulty of each task and their ways of
learning vocabulary. All the interviews and think-aloud sessions were
audio-recorded for subsequent verbatim transcription.
3. Data Analysis

The

primary goal of data analysis was to investigate the reading-related VLS
employed by ESL learners having different levels of vocabulary size and VLS
use. We also wanted to explore their decision-making process while choosing
VLS, which in turn depended on their knowledge of target words. Based on each
participant’s VLS survey responses, transcribed data, and task observation notes,
we coded each participant’s VLS. The participants used these VLS codes in the
reading task. After categorizing the initial list of VLS used in the tasks, the
researcher investigated the use of different VLS by the participants; the choice
and use of VLS actually depended on every participant’s vocabulary knowledge of
target words. Each participant’s strategic management and organization of VLS in
each task was based on their pre-existing vocabulary knowledge, which was
coded into two categories, namely, unknown words and partially known words.
The qualitative data from the participants was validated by member checking
(Merriam, 2009). Each participant was asked to review the completed transcript
with regard to the accuracy of content.
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IV.
1. Ping and

Zhing:

Low

Result

VP/Low

Active

VLS

As shown in Table 2, Ping and Zhing generally used a limited number of
strategies in reading, compared to the participants in other groups. Moreover, they
did not employ a wide range of strategies while reading and relied on a limited
number of strategies to get the meanings of target words. In particular, they
highly relied either on an English-Chinese bilingual dictionary or on contextual
guessing.

<Table 2> Summary of VLS use (Ping and Zhing)

Name

Number

of words

Ping

Unknown 10
Partially 4
known:

Zhing Unknown 6
Partially 5
known
N ote: Ratio

Strategy

items

L1 Resource
Contextual guessing
Lexical guessing
Skipping words
L1 Resource
Lexical guessing
Contextual guessing
Contextual guessing
L1 Resource
Contextual guessing
L1 Resource
Lexical guessing

indicates average rate of strategies per word.

Frequency
#
7
3
2
1
3
2
1
5
2
3
2
1

Total
13

Ratio

1:1.3

6

1:1.5

7
6

1:1.2
1:1.2

While reading out unknown words in the text, they both tried to guess their
meaning by searching for contextual and morphological clues in the adjacent text.
However, their guessing strategies were not always successful as both frequently
failed to come up with the correct meaning of the target word. For example, Ping
guessed that [epitome] meant “something new” and proceeded to read without
looking up the word in a dictionary to confirm her guessed meaning. Zhing also
failed to guess the correct meaning of the words from the context. For example,
he incorrectly guessed that [iceberg] meant “crack” but he did not use follow-up
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strategies to verify his guessed meaning.
Both the participants used the L1 resource strategy of looking up the unknown
word in an online bilingual dictionary (e.g., English-Chinese dictionary), which
was one of Yahoo’s web applications (http://tw.dictionary.yahoo.com). However,
they did not skillfully utilize the bilingual dictionary; rather, they focused solely
on fragmentary information as they preferred to look up only the Chinese
equivalents in the dictionary.
As shown in Figure 1, none of the participants chose sequential or clustered
strategies, but instead selected a single strategy, such as guessing or dictionary
look-up as a means to know the meaning of unknown words. Moreover, there no
distinctive difference was found when they used other vocabulary strategies as
they actually depended on their previous knowledge of target vocabulary in the
text. Although both the participants used their morphological knowledge to guess
the meaning of words, the frequency of using such strategies was low.
Guessing Strategy
(Semantic,
morphological guessing)
Noticing Words
Look-up strategy
(Bilingual dictionary)

[Figure 1] Sequential process of using VLS (Ping and Zhing)
2. Lucy and

Zune:

Low

VP/High

Active

VLS

Lucy and Zune employed VLS more frequently or actively while reading than
the participants with low VP and low active VLS use. In total, Lucy used 1.7
strategies per unknown word and 1.6 strategies per partially known word. On the
other hand, Zune used 1.9 strategies per unknown word and 1.3 strategies per
partially known word. They also used relatively wider range of strategies while
reading, compared to the participants with low VP and low active VLS use
(Table 3).
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<Table 3> Summary of VLS Use (Lucy and Zune)

Name Number
words
Lucy Unknown

of Strategy items
14
L1 Resource
Lexical guessing
Contextual guessing
Morphological guessing
Word usages
Visual aids
Making note
Partially 8
L1 Resource
Contextual guessing
known:
Lexical guessing
Extended look-up
Zune Unknown 7
L1 Resource
Contextual guessing
Visual aids
Making note
L2 Resource
Collocation usage
Lexical guessing
Partially 7
L1 Resource
Contextual guessing
known
Visual aids
Lexical guessing

N ote: Ratio

indicates average rate of strategies per word.

Frequency
# Total
12 24
3
2
2
2
1
1
8 12
2
1
1
7 13
1
1
1
1
1
1
3
3

9

Ratio

1:1.7

1:1.6
1:1.9

1:1.3

2
1

Although they used diverse VLSs while reading, their favorite VLSs were the
use of a bilingual dictionary and contextual guessing. This group showed a
similar pattern while using L1 resource and guessing from the context, compared
to the previous group (Ping and Zhing). However, Lucy and Zune were more
skillful at using a bilingual dictionary and guessing the meaning of target word
from syntactic and morphological clues. For example, when encountering a
partially known word [uplift], Zune successfully guessed its meaning as
“increasing land” from the context by using syntactic clues, such as relative
pronoun clause that explained the target word. For an unknown word [epitome],
Zune guessed its meaning to be related to “medicine” or “surgery”. Although he
did not successfully guess the correct meaning of target word, he was aware of
using the morphological clue [-tome] and tried to associate it with the related
words he had known. After guessing, he looked up the word in an online
dictionary to confirm his guessed meaning. He first briefly used online bilingual
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dictionaries (www.zargan.com, http://www.seslisozluk.net/), which offered a list of
Turkish equivalents and etymological information. Finally, he corrected his
guessed meaning to “simge” (symbol) in Turkish.
Like Zune, Lucy also used morphological clues to guess the meaning of target
words. For example, when noticing an unknown word [immutable], Lucy first
tried to guess the meaning from the context, but she could not come up with the
meaning of the word. Instead, she said it meant “not something” because she was
aware of the negative prefix [im-] in the target word. Zune and Lucy tended to
use strategies sequentially to confirm their guessed meaning and to consolidate
their meaning. Lucy guessed the contextual meaning of a partially known word
[altering] as “gradually changing”. Then, she looked up the word in a bilingual
dictionary to confirm her guessed meaning. In addition, while looking up the word
[landscape], she looked through Chinese equivalents depending on the parts of
speeches and at the same time surmised the meaning by viewing an image
offered by the online dictionary.
When it comes to the sequential patterns of VLS use, both the participants
employed more strategies depending on their previous vocabulary knowledge.
Moreover, they applied more diverse strategies for unknown words than they did
for partially known words. For unknown words, both participants not only
explored L1 equivalents from a bilingual online dictionary, but also deduced the
meanings of target words by looking at dictionary images or by reading more
exemplar sentences or phrases. Moreover, for better retention, both the
participants tried to reinforce their memory by making notes (See Figure 2).

Noticing
Words

Guessing
Strategies
(Contextual,
syntactical,
morphological
guessing)

Look-up
strategy
(Bilingual
dictionary)

Consolidatio
n strategy

Retentio
n
strategy

[Figure 2] Sequential process of using VLS (Lucy and Zune)
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3.

Jina

and Chen:

High VP/High

Active

VLS

According

to the ratio of number of words to VLS frequency, Jina and Chen
used a refined repertoire of vocabulary learning strategies (Table 4). Moreover,
like Lucy and Zune (low VP and high active VLS), both used diverse strategies
for learning vocabulary while reading, compared to the participants with low VP
and low active VLS use.
<Table 4> Summary of VLS Use (Jina and Chen)

Name

Number

of words

Jina

Unknown

8

P artially 9
known

Chen Unknown

P artially
known

N ote: Ratio

3

5

Strategy

items

L2 Resource
Contextual guessing
Lexical guessing
Morphological guessing
External resource
Word usages
L1 Resource
Making note
Contextual guessing
L2 Resource
Lexical guessing
Morphological guessing
Contextual guessing
L2 Resource
L1 Resource
Word usages
Morphological guessing
Marking new words
Contextual guessing
Morphological guessing
Lexical guessing
Marking new words

indicates average rate of strategies per word.

Frequency
#
Total
4
19
4
3

2
2
2
1
1
8
5
2
1

Ratio

1:2.4

16

1:1.8

3

9

1:3

3

7

1:1.4

2
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
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Compared to the frequency and diversity of VLS used by the group of low VP
and high active VLS use (i.e., Lucy and Zune), Jina and Chen showed a similar
pattern of VLS use. However, the distinctive difference between these two groups
is the type of sources they used to find out the meaning of target words. For
example, Lucy and Zune mostly relied on a bilingual dictionary. On the other
hand, Jina and Chen mainly used a monolingual online dictionary to gain the
literal meaning or online references, such as Wikipedia to gain more specialized
content knowledge. Although both the participants used a bilingual dictionary once
for every unknown word, they used it as a means to supplement the meaning
after looking up the word in a monolingual dictionary.
Jina and Chen tended to use various resources to gain the meaning of target
words. Jina used a monolingual dictionary to find out the literal meaning of the
target word. However, when the target word was a content specialized word in
the reading passage, she searched for the word online to gain more detailed
information related to the topic of reading, that is, geology. Moreover, both
employed VLS flexibly and sequentially, depending on their needs and interests.
As shown in Table 4, they followed a different pattern of using VLS, depending
on their knowledge of the target word. Jina was inclined to use more strategies
(2.4 strategies per unknown word) for totally new words than for familiar words
(1.8 strategies per partially known word). The overall sequence of using strategies
indicated that both were inclined to sequentially use guessing strategies and
look-up strategies while performing the reading task. If needed, they used
additional strategies for word consolidation and retention (Figure 3).
Noticin
g Words

Guessing
Strategies
(Contextual,
syntactical,
morphologic
al guessing)

Look-up
strategy
(Monolingual,
bilingual
dictionary,
online sources)

Consolidati
on strategy

Retention
strategy

[Figure 3]Sequential process of using VLS (Jina and Chen)
4. Cona and Feri:

Both

High VP/

Low Active

VLS

Cona and Feri had the highest VST scores. Cona scored 13,400 while Feri

264 학습자중심교과교육연구 15(5)

scored 11,900in the VST tests. This is because they had a relatively fewer
number of unknown or partially known words in the text. Moreover, compared to
the total number of strategies used by other groups, Cona and Feri used the least
overall number of strategies while reading. However, when it comes to the VLS
use per word, they used relatively larger number of strategies per unknown or
partially known word. Cona used 2.5 strategies per partially known word. Feri
used 2.5 strategies per unknown word and 1.7 strategies per partially known word
(Table 5). Nevertheless, when it came to diversity of VLS use, they did not use
a wide variety of strategies, compared to the participants of the two groups that
used VLS actively. Cona used three VLSs for partially known words. Feri used
three VLSs for unknown words and three VLSs for partially known words while
reading. Compared to the diverse use of VLS by Ping and Zhing, which was the
group of low VP and low active VLS use, Cona and Feri showed a similar
pattern of VLS use.
<Table 5> Summary of VLS Use (Cona and Feri)

Name

Number

Cona

Unknown

-

Partially
known

2

Feri

of words

Unknown

2

Partially 3
known

N ote: Ratio

Strategy

items

L2 Resource
Contextual guessing
Morphological guessing
Contextual guessing
L2 Resource
External resource
Contextual guessing
L2 Resource
Lexical guessing

Frequency
# Total
-

Ratio

2
2
1
2
2
1

5

1:2.5

5

1:2.5

5

1:1.7

3

1
1

-

indicates average rate of strategies per word. Cona’s VLS use was
not presented because she did not report any unknown words.
However, they used VLS in frequent and clustered ways. For example, noticing
a partially known word [immutable], Cona first tried to figure out its meaning
from her prior knowledge about morphological clues, such as affixes (e.g., im-,
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-able) and content word. She also tried to use contextual clues to supplement her
guessed meaning. Then, she looked up the word in a monolingual dictionary
(www.dictionary.com) and finally confirmed the meaning of the target word.
There was no difference in VLS use with respect to their previous knowledge of
target vocabulary. Instead, they tended to use the same VLS regardless of their
extensive vocabulary knowledge. When guessing, they tried to fully utilize the
contextual and morphological clues available in the text. Before looking up the
word in the monolingual online dictionary, they paid selective attention to certain
information about the target word, which was based on the characteristics of the
target word.
Both the participants used relatively few VLSs in reading but employed these
strategies sequentially (Figure 4). In the post-reading interview, they reported that
they did not use many VLSs while reading because they knew most of the
vocabulary. However, Cona and Feri reported that they had used many other
strategies while learning the vocabulary to read. At that point of time, they had
lower vocabulary proficiency. Cona reported that she had used diverse look-up
strategies utilizing a monolingual dictionary or thesaurus to understand new
words while reading but currently she does not frequently use these strategies
due to her high vocabulary proficiency.
Guessing Strategies
(Contextual,
syntactical,
morphological
guessing)

Noticing
Words

Look-up strategy
(Monolingual dictionary,
online sources)

[Figure 4] Sequential process of using VLS (Cona and Feri)
V.
1. Lexical and

Previous

Discussion and Implications

Broadened

Comprehension Strategies

studies have often reported that while reading, the use of dictionary or
references to know the meaning of unknown words must not be encouraged, but
this strategy may be used as a last resort (Gonzalez & Gonzales, 1999; Nation,
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1990). In contrast, other studies argue that the use of a dictionary while reading
leads to a positive influence on gaining vocabulary knowledge (Knight, 1994;
Luppescu & Day, 1993). In particular, Luppescu and Day (1993) reported that the
use of dictionaries is useful in explicating and focusing the meaning of target
words while reading, because the text itself is not always sufficient for students
to rely on guessed meaning of most unknown words. The findings in this study
show that dictionary look-up strategies are commonly used as a primary resource
to access the meaning of words while reading, regardless of one’s vocabulary
size.
The difference, however, lies in one’s skillfulness in using different types of
dictionaries for applying look-up strategies. For example, the groups with low VP
preferred using a bilingual dictionary, mainly focusing on L1 translation or
equivalents of L2 words, without being attentive to other lexical information about
target words. In contrast, the groups with high VP tended to rely mostly on a
monolingual dictionary to understand the meaning of a target word. Besides the
definitions given in the dictionary, high VP groups also preferred to gather
diverse information related to the meaning and usage of target words. High VP
groups referred to collocational usages, examples, origins, and synonyms,
depending on their goals and needs. Moreover, while using the dictionary, high
VP learners were also quite aware of meta-linguistic features, such as formality
and contextually appropriate usage of new words.
Comparing the two low VP groups, the participants in both the groups mainly
relied on a bilingual dictionary to gain quick access to an immediate translation
and to avoid disturbances in the flow of reading. However, the highly active VLS
groups used a monolingual dictionary frequently, especially if they needed to get a
clearer meaning of words with subtle nuances. Since they were aware of the fact
that the same word can either be used with different meanings or be collocated
with different words, depending on different contexts, they used multiple
strategies to gain more broadened lexical knowledge about actual usage and
examples; they also referred to the L2 definition in a monolingual dictionary.
During the post-reading interviews, all the four low VP participants conceded that
a monolingual dictionary can be more effectively used for learning English
compared to a bilingual dictionary. However, they actually chose bilingual
dictionaries while reading, because they believed that such strategies would not
interfere with the flow and speed of reading. The discordance between the
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learners’ perspectives on dictionaries and actual preference in this study reflects
the findings of previous research (Atkins & Knowles, 1990; Atkins & Varantola,
1997; Nuccorini, 1992). Although ESL readers may benefit from a monolingual
dictionary that is used for learning and understanding unknown words, it might
be cognitively demanding or distracting for learners with low vocabulary
proficiency. Furthermore, in this study, as the groups with high VP reported that
they had mostly used a bilingual dictionary in the past before they reached a
higher level of vocabulary proficiency, the groups with low VP may gradually
reduce their high degree of reliance on bilingual dictionaries. These groups would
gradually progress to using monolingual dictionaries as their vocabulary
proficiency would increase in the future.
2. Cognition-mediated Strategies

Except

for the participants with low VP and low active VLS use, all the
participants tried to guess the meaning of unknown or partially known words first
by using lexical inferencing strategies; then, they referred to dictionaries or other
resources to confirm the meaning of these words. Previous studies have reported
that learners, especially those who do not have a high verbal ability, are often not
able to guess the meaning of unknown words successfully while reading
(Bensoussan & Laufer, 1984; Haastrup, 1991; Haynes, 1993). As L2 contexts do
not always provide readers with enough information to guess correctly, the
readers frequently make incorrect guesses about the meaning of unknown words
(Hulstijn, 1992; Hulstijn, Hollander, & Greidanus, 1996). While reading, lexical
guessing strategy is usually suggested to compensate for readers’ lack of
vocabulary knowledge. However, successful guessing depends on readers’
familiarity with the words of the context, indicating that one must understand at
least 95% of the lexical text (Coady & Huckin, 1997; Hirsh & Nation, 1992;
Nation, 2007). Learners who extensively read in L2 improve their vocabulary
through incidental learning (Waring & Nation, 2004). But, such improvement in
vocabulary of L2 readers can be achieved only when they understand the majority
of the vocabulary on a page (Cirocki, 2009; Mikulecky, 2007).
In this sense, contextual guessing strategy might help the general reading
process, but it may not necessarily help vocabulary learning of readers (Huckin &
Bloch, 1993). Likewise, this study found that the groups with low VP were not
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always successful in guessing meaning of words from the given contexts in the
text or from their prior vocabulary knowledge. In other words, they were less
confident of their guessed meanings. However, the two active VLS use groups
used both inferencing and look-up strategies in a clustered way to comprehend
and build their vocabulary while reading. Learners with low VP must be
encouraged to use lexical guessing strategies based on contextual or linguistic
clues in the text. At the same time, they should also compensate for poor
vocabulary knowledge by confirming their guessed meaning using dictionaries
under the guidance of teachers.
3. Implications for

Vocabulary

Learning Strategy Instruction

Based on the evidences from the qualitative data on reading, this study raises
several pedagogical implications that can be used to foster strategic vocabulary
learning in both learners and teachers, particularly those involved in tertiary level
ESL courses.
Teachers should be advised to take into account the diversity of learners. This
would enable them to offer differentiated teaching approaches to students with
different learner profiles. In particular, as shown in this study, the students with
different vocabulary size and activeness of using VLS tend to choose and use
vocabulary learning strategies in different ways. It may be a good idea to assess
the learners’ current use of vocabulary learning strategies related to reading.
Furthermore, teachers must be advised to be aware of learners’ current profiles
regarding vocabulary knowledge and repertoire of VLS. As for encouraging
learning of vocabulary while reading, presently very little guidance is provided in
teacher education courses. Therefore, it is suggested that learners with low VP
should be given guidance on how to effectively use a range of vocabulary sources
that are appropriate to a language task. This can be done through in-class
activities that encourage gaining lexical information from bilingual dictionaries.
These activities can be further extended to include more diverse resources, such
as monolingual dictionaries, thesaurus, or collocation dictionaries. While providing
guidance to develop dictionary look-up strategies, teachers must choose
appropriate types of dictionaries based on learners’ levels of vocabulary size.
While reading, the judicious use of dictionaries is recommended to ESL readers
who wish to know the exact meaning of uncertain words. As seen in the
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participants with low VP but high active VLS use, much attention was not paid
to diverse information offered in the dictionary or other resources. In fact, they
sometimes spent too much time on irrelevant information as they haphazardly
focused on the target word and flow of reading. Therefore, ESL readers need to
learn to use VLS in a focused and attentive way to gather relevant lexical
information from resources. Students with low VP also need to be encouraged to
use informed lexical guessing strategies based on contextual or linguistic clues in
the text. At the same time, they should compensate for failed guesswork by
learning how to confirm their guessed meaning correctly using dictionaries. Hence,
it is suggested that readers must not only be encouraged to guess from the
context, but they should also be coaxed to check the correctness of guessed
meaning by referring to a dictionary. Finally, this research study identified
distinctive approach for ESL college-level students to gain and consolidate the
form and meaning of vocabulary in L2 academic reading. Therefore, further
research on their VLS use in other skills such as speaking and listening is
needed for the comparative analysis among other skill areas.
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<국문초록>
ESL 학습자의 학문적

읽기에서

나타난 어휘학습전략의

비교연구

양재석(경남대학교)

이 연구는 ESL 학습자들을 대상으로 L2 학문적 읽기 과정에서 나타나는 어휘학습전략
을 비교 연구하였다. 총 8명의 참여자는 어휘규모수준과 전략사용 빈도의 결과를 바탕으
로 네 개의 집단으로 구성하였으며, 각각 학업적 읽기를 실시하여 전략사용양상을 질적분
석하였다. 어휘수준 시험(Vocabulary Size Test), 사전-사후 심층 면접, 관찰노트, 사고구
술법 (think-aloud protocol)에서 수집된 자료를 바탕으로 분석한 주요 결과, 전략사용이
높고 상위수준의 어휘실력을 가진 학습자들의 경우 다수의 전략을 순차적이고 조합적인
방식으로 사용할 뿐만 아니라 학습자 개개인의 사전지식과 필요 및 과업의 특징에 따라
전략을 사용하는 것으로 나타났다. 반면에 전략사용이 낮은 학습자들의 경우 단편적이며
비순차적으로 어휘전략을 사용하였다. 학업적 읽기에서 어휘학습자의 전략적 학습행동 양
상 및 특징에 대한 연구결과를 바탕으로 ESL 읽기교육에 적용할 수 있는 방안을 모색하
였다.
★ 주제어: ESL, 어휘학습전략, 읽기, 기술별 어휘학습전략, 어휘능숙도

