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Vocabulary Learning Strategy Use of Unknown Words
by Japanese Learners of English

Yukinari Shimoyama

1. Introduction

1.1. Background

In recent years there has been, in the field of EFL teaching, a growing awareness of the importance of
learning strategies for reading. Many researchers have proposed a variety of reading strategies such as
the strategies of inferring unknown words in context, recognizing the type of text and text structure, and
grasping the main idea of the paragraph.

One of the most difficulties learners have in reading is about vocabulary. But even if there are several
unknown words, they should infer their meaning from the context, continue reading, and try to grasp
the gist of a passage. “If learners try to infer the meaning of unknown words from the context, they could
continue to read easily because there are some cues in the context.” This is what the researcher usually

thinks while teaching.

1.2. Purpose of the research

The purpose of this research is to profile the participants based on their responses to the
questionnaire about reading comprehension in terms of Vocabulary Strategies (Mineishi, 1996, 1997 ),
the strategies used when learners encounter unknown words in reading texts, and compare the
tendencies toward the Vocabulary Strategy use of the learners with the learners’ English proficiency in
reading comprehension.

The aim of many other previous studies dealing with inferencing strategies of unknown words was to
describe learners’ strategies according to the answers of each questionnaire item, to divide learners into
a high-score group and a low-score group, and then compare the relationship of strategy use between
the groups. This research, however, aims to capture and classify the tendencies toward strategy use
first, and then ascertain whether the tendencies and the scores of the English proficiency test have a

statistically significant difference or not.
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2. Research questions

This study addresses the following five questions:
1) What strategies do Japanese university students of EFL use when they encounter unknown
words?
2 ) What strategies are effective for them to infer unknown words?
3) What strategies are not effective for them to infer unknown words?
4 ) What kind of cues are easily used to infer the meaning of unknown words?

5) Are there any differences in strategy use between high-score learners and low-score learners?

3. Method

In order to answer these questions, participants are instructed to fill out a questionnaire about

Vocébulary Strategies and to carry out a proficiency test.

3.1. Participants
The participants for this research were 68 university students who were enrolled in classes managed

by the researcher.

3.2. Proficiency Test

'The English proficiency test used in this research was the STEP test. STEP stands for “The Society for
Testing English Proficiency Incorporated.” This test is one of the most used English proficiency tests in
Japan.

The test consisted of two parts, listening and reading, but this time only the reading part was used. It
was made up of 50 questions. They included questions focusing on vocabulary, grammar, and reading
comprehension. The researcher chose the pre-second grade (jun-nikyu) test based on the participants’

daily performance.

3.3. Questionnaire on participants’ strategy use

In order to ascertain the research Question 1, “What strategies do Japanese university students of EFL
use when they encounter unknown words?,” the questionnaire in Japanese, which was identical to that of
Mineishi (1997), was conducted. It had 45 items and 25 of them were about Vocabulary Strategies. The
25 items are well organized in that they include the findings of the previous studies (Hosenfeld, 1984;
Block, 1986; Barnett, 1988; Huckin & Bloch, 1993; Brenna, 1995; McDonough, 1995; Akaike, 1995). It is

why the researcher decided to use Mineishi’s questionnaire.
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Table 1. The items of the questionnaire: Vocabulary strategies for unknown words based on Mineishi

Word-identification Strategy

Q01  Study word-form and generate a hypothesis on the word meaning (including recognition of cognates)

Guessing Strategies

Q02 Guess word meaning from context utilizing syntactic cues

Q03  Guess word meaning from morphological analysis

Q04 Guess word meaning from considering the part of speech of an unknown word

Q05 Guess word meaning from context utilizing semantic cues

Q06 Guess word meaning from background knowledge (including examination of the title or illustrations)

Q07 Guess word meaning from personal experience/world knowledge

Q08 Visualize image about the content

Monitoring and Repair Word-Identification Strategies

Q09 Reread the sentence including an unknown word

Q10 Question word meaning

Q11 Produce synonyms

Q12 Read aloud

Q13 Vary the reading rate

Q14 Have self-directed dialogue

Q15 Translate word for word

Q16 Comment on behavior or process

Q17 Monitor comprehension

Q18 Evaluate guesses

Q19 Note errors

Q20 Recover meaning through repair

Q21 Skip unimportant words

Q22 Detour unknown words

Q23 Continue reading if unsuccessful at decoding a word

Q24 Give up and stop reading

Q25 Use a glossary or a dictionary

The participants were asked to indicate to what extent they agreed or disagreed to the statement on
the questionnaire on a five point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The

questionnaire translated into English is listed in Table 1 (see Appendix for the original questionnaire).
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4. Results and Analyses

The mean scores and the standard deviations of each item of the questionnaire were shown in Table 2.
The mean score and the standard deviation of the proficiency test was 36.91 and 6.97 respectively.

The analyses had two phases. The first analysis was conducted using cluster analysis (Ward method
with squared Euclidean distance technique) to profile the participants based on their responses to the
questionnaire. The result suggested that the students should be categorized into 4 groups. The 4 groups
were named Cluster 1 (n=20), Cluster 2 (n=14), Cluster 3 (n=13), and Cluster 4 (n=21) respectively.
To confirm the validity of the grouping, the researcher conducted one-way ANOVAs for all variables. To
determine the significant differences, Tukey’s multiple comparison techniques were carried out as the
post hoc test. The results indicated that the group difference was significant at the .05 level in the
Questions 2,4, 5,6,7,8,9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 17,18, 19,23, and 24 (see Table 3 and Figure 1).

The learners in Cluster 1 didn’t use syntactic cues compared to the other three groups (Q02: avg.
3.10), didn’t consider the part of speech of unknown words much (Q04: avg. 2.20), or didn’t evaluate
guesses very much (Q18: avg. 2.75). They had tendency not to notice their errors (Q19: avg. 2.50), and
not to continue reading after they are unsuccessful at decoding a word (Q23: avg. 2.60). Therefore, the
learners in Cluster 1 were considered to be short of grammatical knowledge and be poor at monitoring.

The learners in Cluster 2 didn’t use syntactic cues compared to the other three groups (Q02: avg.
2.71), or didn’t consider the part of speech of unknown words much (Q04: avg. 2.71). Besides, they
didn’t question their inferred word meaning (Q10: avg. 1.50), didn’t have self-directed dialogue (Q14:
avg. 1.00), didn’t comment on behavior or process (Q16: avg. 1.64), or didn’t check their
comprehension (Q17: avg. 1.57). But they tried to use semantic cues in context (QO5: avg. 4.86),
background knowledge including title and/or illustrations (QO06: avg. 4.64), and personal
experience/world knowledge (Q07: avg. 4.43) , and had strong tendency not to give up and stop reading

(Q24: avg. 1.21). For these reasons, the learners in Cluster 2 were considered to be short of

Table 2. Mean scores and standard deviations of each item of the questionnaire
Q01 Q02 Q03 Q04 Q05 QU6 Q07 Q08 Q09 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14 Q1i5
M 353 344 343 290 435 397 3.65 362 396 254 253 188 191 1.79 287
SD 109 121 132 132 079 096 109 107 087 127 117 113 109 120 132

Q6 Q17 Q18 Q19 Q20 Q21 Q22 Q23 Q24 Q25
M 218 215 338 309 357 381 340 334 193 441
SD 095 097 111 105 095 120 1.13 097 104 080
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Table 3. Results of mean scores of each item in each cluster and the significant difference between clusters

Cluster Q01 Q02 QO3 Q04 QOS5 Q06 QO7 QU8 QU9 QIO QI Q12 QI3 Q4 QI
1(n=20) 340 210 315 220 390 370 385 350 320 280 250 170 170 165 3¢
2(n=14) 3 271 307 27

QI8 Q19 Q20 Q21 Q22 Q23 Q24 Q25
245 225 275 250 325 365 315 260 235 4.65
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4(n=21) 986 424 362 333 452 3.62 286 309 400 224 210 129 129 133 243 190 200 338 329 395 419 381 371 195 414
all(n=68)  3.53 344 343 290 435 397 365 362 396 254 253 188 191 179 287 2 18 215 338 3.09 357 381 340 334 193 441
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Figure 1. Means of 25 items of each cluster

grammatical knowledge and be poor at monitoring but to use guessing strategies actively.

The learners in Cluster 3 considered the part of speech of unknown words compared to the other
three groups (QO04: avg. 3.46), questioned their inferred word meaning more than any other group
(Q10: avg. 3.77), and produced synonyms (Q11: avg. 3.38). In addition, they read aloud (Q12:
avg.3.08), varied the reading rate more often than any other group (Q13: avg.2.92), and had self-
directed dialogue more often than any other group (Q14: avg. 3.62). These results suggested that they
were the group having considerable grammatical knowledge and strong self-monitoring.

The learners in Cluster 4 used syntactic cues compared to the other three groups (Q02: avg. 4.24).
But they didn’t use personal experience/ world knowledge very much (QO07: avg. 2.86), or didn’t
visualize the context compared to those in the other groups (QO8: avg. 3.19). In spite of little use of the
knowledge or visualization, they recovered meaning through repair (Q20: avg. 3.95), skipped
unimportant words (Q21: avg. 4.19), and detoured unimportant words (Q22: avg. 3.81). Therefore,
they were the group who often used grammatical knowledge, and were able to skip unimportant words

and detour unknown words, but didin’t use their own background knowledge very much.
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The second analysis was to compare the four groups on the score of the proficiency test. The one-way
ANOVA indicated that there was a statistically significant difference among the 4 groups’ score (p=
.04). A post hoc multiple comparison was conducted with Tukey’s Method. The results showed that
there was a significant difference between Clusters 1 and 4 (p=.02). The mean scores and the standard

deviations of each group were shown in Table 4.
5. Discussion

1) What strategies do Japanese university students of EFL use when they encounter unknown words?
First, almost all of the participants didn’t consider the part of speech of unknown words as much as I
had expected (see Table 3, Q04, all). The first step Nation (1990), and Nation & Coady (1988)

recommended about guessing strategies for unknown words is as follows:

Look at the unknown words and decide its part of speech. Is it a noun, a verb, an adjective, or an

adverb?

As deciding the part of speech is one of the most important strategies for inferring unknown words, the
students should pay more attention to this strategy.

Second, all of the participants tended to use semantic context in guessing unknown word meaning
(see Table 3, Q05, all). This tendency seems to lead misunderstandings of the content, if students use
abusively.

All of the participants also tended to use background knowledge including the title or illustrations
(see Table '3, QO6, all). This is because it is easy to use with no regard to their vocabulary size.

Finally, all of the participants tended not to give up and stop reading, but to use a dictionary. This is
because of their small vocabulary and active participétion in class (see Table 3, Q24 & Q25, all).

2) What strategies are effective for them to infer unknown words?
Judging from the proficiency level of the participants in this research, it seems that they could infer
unknown words better if they used more grammatical knowledge (see Table 3, Q02 & Q04, each

cluster).

Table 4. Mean scores and standard deviations of each cluster in the proficiency test

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4
M 33.63 36.86 37.31 39.81
SD 8.26 5.72 6.52 5.61
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3) What strategies are not effective for them to infer unknown words?
Even though learners use some guessing strategies, or the title and illustrations, almost all of them

seem to be ineffective if they don’t use grammatical knowledge and don’t monitor their comprehension

(see Table 3, Q05 & Q06, Q02 & Q04, Q16 & Q17, each cluster).

4) What kind of cues are easily used to infer the meaning of unknown words?

As far as the participants are concerned, they seem to use semantic cues, the title, and illustrations

easily (see Table 3, Q05 & Q06, each cluster).

5) Are there any differences in strategy use between high-score learners and low-score learners?
In the levels ranging from upper intermediate to middle elementary, it might be considered that the

more grammatical knowledge learners get and use, the more their proficiency level improves (see

Table 3, Q02 & Q04, each cluster).
6. Conclusion

6.1. Summary

The learners who are considered to be short of grammatical knowledge and be poor at monitoring in
encountering unknown words seem to have low English proficiency in reading. The learners who are
considered to be short of grammatical knowledge and be poor at monitoring but to use guessing
strategies actively in encountering unknown words also seem to have relatively low English proficiency
in reading. The learners who are considered to use considerable grammatical knowledge and have
strong self-monitoring in encountering unknown words seem to have relatively high English proficiency
in reading. The learners who are considered to use enough grammatical knowledge in encountering
unknown words and be able to skip unimportant words and detour unknown words seem to have high

English proficiency in reading.

6.2. Limitations and further research

This research was limited in terms of the learners’ English proficiency level, and the English
proficiency test level. As for the former, discussions hereafter would be necessary as to considering
various English proficiency levels. As for the latter, the test used in this research was not categorized. It
would be much better to divide the test into three categories: lexical knowledge, grammatical
knowledge, and contextual knowledge as Kochiyama (2000) did.

Finally, this research was based on the questionnaire only, so it didn’t show learners’ actual use of

strategies. Further research would be necessary to investigate what kind of hints are easily used and
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which of them are effective for inferring unknown words in actual reading.

6.3. Suggestion

In Japan, to the university students at the levels ranging from elementary to intermediate as to English
proficiency, instructors should try to devise better methods for learners having and using grammatical
knowledge. It would be good for instructors to use natural contexts and attract students’ attention to
communication in class, but in addition, it would be much better to draw their attention to grammatical
inferencing strategies to help them infer the meaning of unknown words.

Instructors should also try to devise better methods for learners using effective strategies in reading

comprehension. Knowing the knowledge is not enough and it is important to use it.
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Appendix The original questionnaire of Mineishi’s (1997)

Ql
Q2
Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q3

Q9

Q10
Q11
Q12
Q13
Ql4
Q15
Qlo
Q17
Q18
Q19
Q20
Q21
Q22
Q23
Q24
Q25

I TREOTRMERA S ZDOFEOBERE HE§ 5,
FOERECXOLEEEIEE L TEOFEOERT IR T 5,
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