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ABSTRACT

This study explored the relationship between vocabulary ability and vocabulary learning
strategies (VLS) among ESL learners at Negros Oriental State University, Dumaguete
City. A vocabulary ability test and a 30-item Likert-scale questionnaire were used, with
data analyzed through descriptive statistics and Pearson Product Moment Correlation.
Results indicate that cognitive strategies, such as note-taking (50%) and engaging with
English media (33.33%), were the most preferred. Discovery strategies, including
dictionary use (56.66%) and contextual guessing (46.66%), were also widely employed.
Memory strategies, such as repetition (36.66%) and word-formation mnemonics, were
frequently used. Despite these preferences, statistical analysis showed no significant
correlation between students’ vocabulary ability and VLS (p > 0.05). This suggests that
external factors, such as language exposure and motivation, influence vocabulary
competence more than specific strategies. The study further underscores the need for an
integrative approach to vocabulary instruction and further research on additional
influences on ESL learners’ lexical development.

Keywords: Vocabulary ability, Vocabulary learning strategies, Cognitive strategies,
Language proficiency



INTRODUCTION

Students’ lexical skills are a crucial component of language comprehension and
production, making lexical acquisition one of the major factors in language learning and
teaching. Vocabulary learning is essential to English language education because,
without sufficient vocabulary, students cannot understand others or express their ideas
effectively. Algahtani (2015) emphasized that vocabulary is central to language teaching
and learning, highlighting its paramount importance to learners’ ability to communicate.
This sentiment reflects teachers’ experiences, as learners often manage to communicate
with useful words and expressions, even without a strong grasp of grammar.

Lexis, being the heart of language, underscores the need for students to develop greater
fluency and expression in English by acquiring a more extensive and productive
vocabulary. To achieve this, students must also cultivate personal vocabulary learning
strategies. Schmitt (2010) highlighted the importance of vocabulary by noting that
“‘learners carry around dictionaries and not grammar books.” Teaching vocabulary equips
students with the tools to understand and communicate effectively in English. As Voltaire
purportedly said, “Language is very difficult to put into words.” While English learners may
agree, mastering vocabulary is essential for achieving their linguistic goals.

One of the greatest challenges learners face during second language acquisition is
vocabulary. Insufficient vocabulary knowledge often leads to difficulties in language use,
making it critical for teachers to adopt pedagogically sound approaches to vocabulary
instruction. Teachers must expose students to wide-ranging vocabulary learning
strategies to build their lexical competence.

Ma (2015) proposed a structured model for vocabulary acquisition, emphasizing four key
stages: perceiving the word form, accessing its meaning, mapping the form with meaning,
and actively using the word. This process-focused approach builds on earlier frameworks,
reinforcing the importance of systematic vocabulary learning strategies in enhancing
learners’ lexical competence. Fan (2003) similarly emphasized that vocabulary learning
strategies should align with these stages to support effective lexical development.
Empirical validation with over 300 Chinese university students demonstrated the model’s
effectiveness in improving vocabulary retention and application.

Asgari (2011) suggested that effective vocabulary instruction integrates varied strategies,
such as learning words through reading, using monolingual dictionaries, engaging with
English media, applying new words in daily conversation, and interacting with native
speakers. These strategies, including memory, determination, and metacognitive
approaches, are popular and effective for holistic vocabulary acquisition.

Vocabulary skills contribute to improved discourse abilities, communicative competence,
and overall language proficiency. Teachers must expose students to implicit and explicit
learning processes, as both incidental learning environments and intentional learner
efforts significantly influence second language vocabulary acquisition. These processes
help learners build a solid foundation for successful L2 learning.
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Despite advancements in language pedagogy, the role of vocabulary strategies in lexical
development has not been extensively researched or empirically validated, as noted by
Jae Jeon (2007). With modern instructional materials and holistic learning environments
now more accessible, language teachers must remain resourceful, outcome-based, and
language-oriented to ensure productive learning outcomes.

In conclusion, lexical knowledge and its assessment are deeply intertwined with the
developmental aspects of second language acquisition. It is crucial for L2 teachers to
consider the relationship between word knowledge and vocabulary learning strategies.
Doing so will not only enhance learners’ vocabulary skills but also support meaningful
language use and discourse proficiency, making language courses a springboard for their
linguistic success.

Research Questions

This study aimed to investigate the relationship between vocabulary ability and
vocabulary learning strategies among ESL learners at Negros Oriental State University,
Dumaguete City. To further investigate the relationship between vocabulary ability and
vocabulary Learning Strategies of NORSU ESL learners, the following questions were
asked:

1. What vocabulary learning strategies are favored by NORSU ESL learners?
2. Is there a significant relationship between students’ vocabulary ability level and
vocabulary learning strategy use?

METHODOLOGY
Research Design

Descriptive statistics was performed in this study in analyzing the data elicited from the
two research instruments. For data analysis in Likert-type item, frequency counts on each
of the item was given a percentage. Also, to be more efficient, the Likert-type items were
given a score in numbers (i.e. strongly agree=5, agree=4, neutral=3, disagree=2, and
strongly disagree=1). Besides, to answer the question whether a significant relationship
between vocabulary ability and vocabulary learning strategies exists, Pearson Product
Moment Correlation was employed through the Statistical Package for Social Science
(SPSS) tool.

Research Locale

The study was carried out at Negros Oriental State University (NORSU), Main Campus |,
located on Kagawasan Avenue in the Capitol Area of Dumaguete City, Negros Oriental.
Renowned as a leading academic institution in the region, NORSU offers a wide array of
programs and serves as a center for research and development. Its prime location in
Dumaguete City, known as a university town, provides a dynamic academic and cultural
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atmosphere that fosters learning, creativity, and innovation for students and researchers
alike.

Research Participants

The study involved 40 sophomore education students enrolled in the English
Specialization class, specifically in Language Curriculum Development, during the first
semester of Academic Year 2024-2025 at Negros Oriental State University (NORSU).
Out of the 60 students enrolled in the course, the sample size of 40 respondents was
selected using the fishbowl method, ensuring a random and unbiased selection process.

Research Instrument

This study utilized two research instruments. The first was a vocabulary ability test
designed to assess students' vocabulary proficiency, focusing on word association test
models and word cognition. The second instrument was a 30-item Likert-scale vocabulary
learning questionnaire, developed to identify the students' vocabulary learning strategies.
The questionnaire was divided into three categories: discovery strategies (items 1-10),
memory strategies (items 11-20), and cognitive strategies (items 21-30).

Data Gathering Procedure

Two survey questionnaires were employed in this study. The first was the vocabulary
ability test, which required respondents to select the word or phrase that most closely
matched the underlined portion of a sentence by encircling the corresponding letter. The
second was a 30-item Likert-scale vocabulary learning questionnaire. Respondents were
instructed to shade the box that best reflected their opinion, using the following scale: SA
(Strongly Agree), A (Agree), N (Neutral), D (Disagree), and SD (Strongly Disagree).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1. Students’ Perceived Use of Discovery Strategies (N=40)

Questionnaire SA A N D SD
Items f % f % f % f % f %
1 17 | 56.66 6 20 51| 16.66 2| 6.66 0 0
2 1| 3.33 14 | 46.66 8 | 26.66 6 20 1 0
3 0 0 6 20 20 | 66.66 41 13.33 0 0
4 3 10 12 40 10| 33.33 5| 16.66 0 0
5 7| 23.33 7| 23.33 10 | 33.33 1| 3.33 0 0
6 7| 23.33 18 60 51| 16.66 0 0 0| 3.33
7 2| 6.66 16 | 53.33 10 | 33.33 1| 3.33 0 0
8 6 20 10 | 33.33 8| 26.66 6 20 0 0
9 51| 16.66 13| 43.33 11| 36.66 1| 3.33 0 0
10 4| 13.33 3 10 7| 23.33 11| 36.66 0 0
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Table 1 presents the summary of the use of discovery strategies among the respondents.
On the most favored discovery strategies, the majority of students responded using the
dictionaries (56.66%), guessing the meaning of a word from its word structure (23.33%),
and guessing the meaning of a word from the sentence structure (23.33%).

Table 2. Students’ Perceived Use of Memory Strategies (N=40)

Questionnaire SA A N D SD
ltems f % f % f % f % f %
11 11 | 36.66 15 50 3 10 1] 3.33 0 0
12 5| 16.66 15 50 4| 13.33 6 20 0 0
13 6 20 11 | 36.66 13| 43.33 0 0 0 0
14 5| 16.66 9 30 11| 36.66 4| 13.33 1| 3.33
15 2| 6.66 18 60 6 20 3 10 1| 3.33
16 3 10 16 60 4] 13.33 1] 3.33 1| 3.33
17 5| 16.66 15 60 7| 23.33 2| 6.66 1| 3.33
18 3 10 19 | 63.33 10 | 33.33 0 0 1| 3.33
19 0 0 7| 23.33 14 | 46.66 2| 6.66 2| 6.66
20 3 10 13| 43.33 12 40 1] 3.33 1| 3.33

Table 2 presents the summary of the use of memory strategies among the respondents.

In terms of memory strategies, to remember by reading or writing repeatedly (36.66%),
to remember by creating the word’s mental image, to memorize the spelling of a word
letter by letter, and to remember a word by word-formation rules were the frequently used
strategies.

Table 3. Students’ Perceived Use of Cognitive Strategies (N=40)

Questionnaire SA A N D SD
Items f % f % f % f % f %
21 15 50 12 40 3 10 0 0 0 0
22 6 20 15 50 6 20 3 10 0 0
23 51| 16.66 13| 43.33 11 | 36.66 1| 3.33 0 0
24 10 | 33.33 10 | 33.33 7| 23.33 1| 3.33 1] 3.33
25 10 | 33.33 11 | 36.66 3 10 0 0 1| 3.33
26 3 10 12 40 12 40 3 10 0 0
27 8| 26.66 10 | 33.33 11 | 36.66 1| 3.33 0 0
28 8| 26.66 16 | 53.33 5 13 1| 3.33 0 0
29 5| 16.66 16 | 53.33 7| 23.33 2| 6.66 0 0
30 9 30 16 | 53.33 4| 13.33 1| 3.33 0 0

Table 3 presents the summary of the use of cognitive strategies among the respondents.

On the other hand, the most actively preferred cognitive strategies were making a note
when seeing a useful expression or phrase (50%), using English language media such
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as songs or movies (33.33%), and analyzing words in terms of prefixes, stems, and
suffixes (33.33%). The study of Jeon (2007) on the relationship between Korean EFL
learners’ vocabulary ability and vocabulary learning strategies where he found out that
Korean students most favored meaning discovery with a good combination of some
memory vocabulary learning strategies does not run parallel to the findings of this present
study.

On the other note, the results imply that most Filipino ESL learners most favor the
cognitive vocabulary approach to word learning. In this case, learners have developed
independent word learning strategies that will serve them well in subsequent encounters
with unfamiliar words and eventually comprehend texts. Using cognitive vocabulary
learning strategies, learners enjoy taking notes in class as they create their own personal
structure for newly learned words, using English language medias such as songs or
movies, and analyzing words in terms of prefixes, stems, and suffixes, to mention only a
few. The activities mentioned help them build their growing understanding of word
meanings and to move them toward applying the word meanings in generative ways as
they take may meaningful encounters with word meanings in a variety of contexts to
internalize word knowledge.

According to O’Malley and Rasekh (2003), cognitive (e.g., translating, analyzing) and
metacognitive (e.g., planning, organizing) strategies are often used together, supporting
each other. It was also mentioned that using a combination of strategies often has more
impact than single strategies. Arafat (2013) in his study cited Graham (1997) that the
distinctions between cognitive and metacognitive strategies are important, partly because
they help us to indicate which strategies are the most important in determining the
effectiveness of learning. He furthered that Graham believes that metacognitive
strategies, that allow students to plan, control, and evaluate their learning, have the most
central role to play in improvement of learning. Meanwhile, Anderson (2002) in Namaghi
(2013) believes that “Developing metacognitive awareness may also lead to the
development of stronger cognitive skills.”

Table 4. Relationship between Vocabulary Ability and Vocabulary Learning
Strategies

Vocabulary Ability | Vocabulary
Learning
Strategies
Vocabulary Ability | Pearson Correlation 1 -.107
Sig. (2-tailed) 574
N 30 30
Vocabulary Pearson Correlation -.107 1
Learning Strategies | Sig. (2-tailed) 574
N 30 30

This study examined the L2 learners’ use of beneficial VLS in accordance with their
vocabulary ability levels specifically applicable to vocabulary learning. Most researchers
tried to identify a variety of strategies, but for the efficacy of discussion of this present
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study, the identified VLS were categorized into three major types including discovery,
memory, and cognitive strategies, ruling out the review of any other VLS taxonomies.

With regard to the relationship between students’ vocabulary ability level and vocabulary
learning strategy use, it was hypothesized that there is significant correlation between the
two. Using the Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient, data analysis revealed
that the computed value 0.574 is greater than the tabled value of 0.05 level of significance.
Although there is a positive relationship between the respondents’ vocabulary ability level
and vocabulary learning strategies, it is not significant. Hence, Ho cannot be rejected
because the value is greater than 0.05. Statistical analysis showed that there was no
significant relationship between students’ vocabulary ability level and vocabulary
learning strategy use. This partially suggests that students’ vocabulary competence has
nothing to do with vocabulary learning strategies teachers employ in the classroom
setting. Waldovogel (2013) cited Swain and Carroll (1987) discussed that some
characteristics that distinguish vocabulary learning from other language skills include the
fact that vocabulary learning is incremental, potentially limitless, and heavily constrained
by the learners’ experience.

In this study, the participants were English major students who considerably speak the
language and even push forward the use of English as a communication medium that is
not phonologically, lexically, semantically, morphologically, and syntactically distinctive
from the standard English. They consider the use of English as a language of literacy that
will help them get access to international relations, trade, and business. This basically
explains why there was no relationship between the students’ vocabulary ability level and
vocabulary learning strategy use, for they have more positive attitude towards English
language learning and acquisition that with or without any vocabulary learning strategies,
they are able to improve their vocabulary ability given the demands on their time and few
opportunities to practice their English and at the same time encounter vocabulary on a
daily basis.

Yet another plausible explanation is related to other learner-dependent and external
factors influencing their learning. The SLA literature informs that there are many factors
that can influence L2 learning other than target language proficiency and learning
strategies, particularly at the beginning stages of L2 acquisition and development (Gass
& Selinker, 2008).

Conclusions

This study examined the relationship between vocabulary ability and vocabulary learning
strategies (VLS) among ESL learners at Negros Oriental State University. Findings
indicate that cognitive strategies, such as note-taking (50%) and engaging with English
media (33.33%), were the most preferred, followed by discovery and memory strategies.
However, statistical analysis revealed no significant correlation between students’
vocabulary ability and their VLS (p > 0.05), suggesting that vocabulary competence is
influenced more by external factors, such as language exposure and motivation, rather
than specific learning strategies.
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These results highlight the complexity of vocabulary acquisition, underscoring the need
for a more integrative instructional approach that goes beyond traditional strategy-based
learning. Educators should consider fostering immersive language experiences and
metacognitive awareness to enhance vocabulary development. Further research is
recommended to examine additional factors, such as sociocultural influences and learner
autonomy, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of ESL vocabulary
acquisition.

Recommendations

Drawing from the results of this study, the following recommendations are suggested:

1.

Emphasize Cognitive Strategies in Vocabulary Instruction: As students
showed a preference for cognitive strategies, it is recommended that language
teachers integrate more activities that focus on analyzing word parts, using context
clues, and creating word associations. By doing so, learners can strengthen their
ability to retain and understand vocabulary through cognitive engagement.
Incorporate More Interactive Vocabulary Activities: To further enhance
vocabulary learning, language teachers should incorporate interactive vocabulary
exercises such as games, peer discussions, and group activities. These exercises
will provide opportunities for students to practice vocabulary in social settings,
encouraging both engagement and retention.

Integrate Real-World Contexts into Vocabulary Learning: Given the students’
proficiency in English and their strong vocabulary acquisition, it is recommended
that teachers connect vocabulary learning to real-world contexts. Activities such
as role-playing, debates, and discussions of current events can help students use
new words meaningfully in various situations, thus improving both their vocabulary
and communicative competence.

Foster Inquiry-Based Learning Approaches: While the study found no
significant relationship between vocabulary ability and learning strategies, it is
suggested that teachers encourage inquiry-based learning methods. By allowing
students to explore vocabulary through research, self-directed discovery, and
reading, they can develop a deeper understanding of words and how to use them
effectively.

Provide Consistent Feedback and Motivation: Given that students’ attitudes
towards language learning play a key role, teachers should focus on providing
constructive feedback and fostering a supportive learning environment.
Recognizing students’ progress, offering motivational support, and demonstrating
the real-world applications of vocabulary will help sustain learners’ enthusiasm and
commitment to vocabulary development.

These recommendations aim to optimize vocabulary acquisition and enhance the overall
language proficiency of students by integrating strategies that align with their learning
preferences and the study's findings.
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