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Abstract
Vocabulary learning strategies play an important role in vocabulary learning. Admittedly, lack of vocabulary
knowledge will have an effect over all four of language skills: listening, reading, writing, and speaking. In addition,
vocabulary learning and word retention are always the problems encountered by students at university. This study,
hence, investigates ESL students studying teaching English as a second language in Universiti Putra Malaysia. This
investigation attempts to understand the influence of informal language learning environment (parents and home
environment) on the vocabulary learning strategies. This paper describes how mediating agents interfere in
acquiring vocabulary learning strategies of ESL students or support them.
The present study adopts the qualitative method. The researcher gathered data through in depth interviews and used
open coding to code the data as well as constant comparative methods to analyze the data with ten students at the
Faculty of Educational Studies in UPM. In order to the significance of mediating agents, the data revealed that
parents' views of the importance of English are factors that elevate the process of learning vocabulary in all ten
interviews. However, the information collected from the interviews showed that their parents had different
perceptions on the learning of the English language due to their education level. Besides, language teachers have an
effect on the students' beliefs, behaviors, and their choice of VLSs. Other contributors are affecting the vocabulary
learning strategies were classroom and peers.
Keywords: Vocabulary learning strategies, Informal language learning environment, LLS, ESL
1. Introduction
In learning any language, vocabulary is the center focal point of acquisition. As put forward by McCarthy (1992)
"without words to express a wider range of meanings, communication in L2 just cannot happen in any meaningful
way (p.50)". Vocabulary has been gradually recognized as crucial to language use in which insufficient vocabulary
knowledge of the learners led to difficulties in second language learning.
One of the most important challenges that learners will face during the process of second language learning is
learning vocabulary. Chung and Nation (2004) mentioned that learners need to apply effective strategies to
mastering technical words which frame a considerable constituent in academic texts. In Malaysian context, tertiary
students studying science in English language (their second language) face the problem of understanding both the
technical terms and clarification of the knowledge (Maznah Ali and Zurida Ismail , 2006). In addition, knowing a
word for second language learners means to know hundreds and thousands of new words in order to be able to
communicate successfully by using the language.
Schmitt (2000) stated that "Unless a high percentage of words on a page are known; it is very difficult to guess the
meaning of any new words" (p.120). For that reason, second language learners should regularly learn to use their
newly acquired L2 words while learning strategies to guess the meaning of words from their contexts and their
derivation.
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2. Models for Vocabulary Learning Strategies
A model of L2 vocabulary acquisition strategies has been developed. First of all, it specifies the gap that the detailed
research of vocabulary learning strategies significantly lacks a complete taxonomy of lexically-focused strategies.
Second, an earlier research has favored to deal with individual or small number of strategies. Third, it outlines six
models of language/vocabulary learning strategies (Ahmed, 1989; Stoffer, 1995; Sanaoui, 1995; Gu and Johnson,
1996; Schmitt, 1997 and Nation 2001) by reviewing the necessary literatures.
From the observation of the six models, three rationales have been ascertained from the classification of language or
vocabulary learning strategies from the previous researchers. The first is to categorized groups of strategies with
their similar characteristics (Stoffer, 1995; Gu and Johnson, 1996). The second is to classify strategies used in
learning stages (Sanaoui, 1995 and Nation, 2001). And the last one is to attach clusters of strategies and learning
stages together (Schmitt, 1997).
Consequently, it is essential to obtain those strategies which influence learning vocabulary in classrooms, from the
society, given formal and informal instructions and by learners themselves. The present study is based on the third
rationale from Schmitt's model which has improved the previous model's limitations and combined with the findings
from the researcher's empirical experiment where learners' motivations of learning vocabulary is an important factor
which influence the use of their effective learners' strategies.
3. Vocabulary Learning Strategies Done in Asia
The emphases of cultural background are proved in many studies and it can influence the learners' choice of the
methods for them to learn new words. Reid (1995) found that Japanese EFL students preferred using more analytic
strategies aiming towards accuracy, work alone, and to look for small details. They lean more towards accuracy,
search for small details, studying alone, and they preferred predicting, guessing from the contexts, and working with
peers (rather than alone) whereas, EFL Hispanic students preferred predicting, working with peers and guessing
from the contexts (rather than alone) (Reid, 1995). Students from Korea, and Arabic-speaking countries, conversely,
are labeled to prefer learning words in some specified progression because, according to Reid (1995), their
respective cultural and educational backgrounds encouraged them to do so.
Kudo (1999) investigated the vocabulary learning strategies exploited by Japanese senior high school students. He
developed the research instrument based on Schmitt (1997)'s taxonomy to carry out study. The questionnaire
includes four categories: social, cognitive, memory and metacognitive strategies. However, the findings do not show
a distinction between discovering and consolidating strategies. The same questionnaire, in a modified form, is also
used during the main study. The results of the study demonstrated that the students are not very aware of the
different vocabulary learning strategies. The results also revealed that the students preferred 'shallower' vocabulary
learning strategies such as rote learning and the use of a bilingual dictionary compared to the strategies which
involve 'deeper' cognitive processing (e.g. the keyword method, semantic mapping). In addition, social strategies are
ranked the lowest which suggest that the students are not particularly willing to cooperate with anybody when
learning the vocabulary. Hence, the findings of Kudo's research, significantly, corroborated with the results obtained
by (Schmitt, 1997). Kudo (1999) also made an interesting remark by suggesting that strategies used may not be
culture specific: his Japanese subjects and the students investigated by Oxford (1990) in Alabama seemed to prefer
the same strategies.
Apart from that, the study carried out by O'Malley and Chamot (1990) approved that cultural background is one of the
important variable which affect learners' attribute when it comes to vocabulary learning. In their experimental
research, they divided participants of the study to the control and the experimental group, from the results they found
out that Hispanics who have the training strategy improved their vocabulary scores compared to the Hispanic control
group. Nonetheless, Asians in the strategy training group are performed much worse than the Asian control group.
This is why the Asian students in the training group resisted training.
Giridharan and Conlan (2003) conducted a study of employed vocabulary strategies by second language learners
among seventy students from foundation programmer at Curtin University of Technology. The purposes of her study
were to understand the different aspects of vocabulary learning among second language learners towards their
lexical expansion (Giridharan and Conlan, 2003). She considered the variety of linguistic and cultural surroundings
in her study. She divided her representative sample to three groups, two groups were from Foundation Engineering
and one group was from Foundation Commerce. All the students had studied English as a second language in their
schools. Her data collection methodologies were classroom observation, tests to assess their vocabulary standards,
questionnaires to obtain the strategies employed, and personal interviews.
Giridharan and Conlan (2003) found that generally second language learners were try to understand the word
meaning through reading. In addition, L2 learners attempt to guessing word meanings through contextual clues and
8

ISSN 1925-4768

E- ISSN 1925-4776

www.ccsenet.org/ells

English Language and Literature Studies

Vol. 1, No. 1; June 2011

determining word meanings through dictionary reference. The low level students were lean to memories the word
with the assistance of bilingual dictionaries. In contrast, the high proficiency level learners expand their vocabulary
knowledge increasingly through reading and listening activities as they encountered them in context (reference).
Giridharan and Conlan (2003)'s study can be seen as a considerable study that have done in Malaysia regarding to
acquiring vocabulary. But she did not focused on diverse vocabulary learning strategies that, mentioned by other
researchers (Schmitt, 1997 and Gu and Johnson, 1996). On the contrary, she explains the process of acquiring word
meaning through reading and using dictionary.
Noor and Amir (2009) used a survey to evaluate the various vocabulary learning strategies among thirty five post
graduate students in University Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM). Her aim of this research is to explore the type of
vocabulary learning strategy used by respondents participated in the study. The instrument of the study is
distributing questionnaires which had been adopted from Gu and Johnson (1996)'s questionnaire. The result showed
that most frequently used VLSs by the subjects were memorization (in terms of mental images), dictionary strategies
and linguistic clues.
4. The Effects of Different Variables on the Choice of Vocabulary Learning Strategies
Vocabulary learning strategies play an important role in vocabulary learning. The significance of vocabulary learning
strategies is reflected practically in all the factors. The strategies activate understandable language which leads to
many aspects, such as selective attending, making conscious efforts to notice new lexical items, context-based
inference and storing in to long-term memory (Ellis, 1994). However, the influence of other factors which are the
descriptions of individual learner differences, such as effective language learning aptitude or (motivation, attitudes
towards vocabulary learning strategies, fear of failure) should not be ignored. However, Ellis (1994) makes a
distinction between the following two broad categories of factors:
1).Individual learner differences, including age, motivation, learning style, personality type;
2).Situational and social factors, such as the learning setting, the type of the task, and sex (pp. 540-545).
In the following part only the most important factors will be dealt with which include certain variables such as,
mediating agents and informal language learning environment.
5. Sociocultural Perspectives on Learner Autonomy: Focus on Mediated Learning
This Sociocultural perspective was established by (Vygotsky, 1978). This theory of human learning, expresses the
learning as a social process and the initiation of human brains in society or culture (Lysaght, 2007). The major
theme of Vygotsky's theoretical outline is that social interaction plays an essential role in the expansion of cognition
(Lysaght, 2007). Vygotsky (1978) considered learning second language process in two stages:
1). Learning through interaction with others;
2). Learning is integrated into the individual's mental structure (Oxford, 2003).
A recent study by Oxford (2003) states that in reference to Vygotsky's sociocultural perspective in acquisition of L2.
She modified the cognitive process as interaction between social relations and mental functions through mediated
learning which this mediation agent helps the learner move throughout the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).
Oxford (2003) explains "the zone of proximal development as difference between a) the learner's performance
without assistance and b) the learner's performance with assistance (p, 86)".
The current study has been conducted based on Oxford (2003)'s model which explains the concepts of 'more capable
other' as process that parents, peers, and teachers develop the self-regulatory abilities of learners to act intentionally
and independently. Capable other (resource of knowledge) helps the learner move through the ZPD (Oxford, 2003).
However, one of the major concepts which are involved in this study is vocabulary learning strategies. Because
VLSs have been developed based on language learning strategies it is necessary to explain this concept in the next
section.
6. The Role of Mediating Agents (teachers and parents)
Mediating agents, or significant others, include language teachers, language learning experts, classmates, celebrities,
family members, friends, or print materials, from whom language learners try to find support for their language
learning process, and that often have an impact on learners' strategy use (Gao, 2006). These mediating agents directly
or indirectly help out the learners to implement certain strategies (Oxford, 2003).
Gardner has identified two important roles of parents in their children's second language learning process which
known as both an active role and passive role (Gardner, 1985). When parents encourage and support their children to
learn L2 parallel monitoring their performances towards their language learning are called active role. On the other
hand, passive role entails parent's aptitude and attitudes towards the second language community. Parent's passive and
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active roles play an important role on the improvement of attitudes and motivation in the child that could manipulate
second language acquisition.
Gardner (1985) added the parents' positive attitudes towards certain language communities would serve to support an
integrative motive in the students; though, they might state negative estimations about the other language community
at the same time. In either an active or a passive role, the parents' attitudinal personality could influence their children's
second language proficiency. Gao (2006) found that family members in China left their mark on his informants' early
development in learning strategies.
Gao (2006) conducted a research in qualitative approach based on socio-cultural theoretical framework. The sample
consisted of fourteen Chinese learners of English in England. His aim of this research was to explore the use of
students' language learning strategies after they moved from the Mainland of China to Britain. The means of the
research is by using retrospective interviews to find out participants' motivation for learning English and strategy used.
In regards to the vocabulary learning strategies, some subjects indicated that their strategies used in Mainland China
are influenced by people with authority, their teachers, and internet, for instance, "you can remember a word if you
review it seven times" (p.62) (Gao, 2006). These subjects replied that repetition could extend their consciousness of
the word after they adopted the strategy.
Additionally, the researcher also recognized that the choice of vocabulary learning strategy by Chinese learners is
manipulated by encouraging English speakers in Britain. Some subjects stopped memorizing, have regular reviewing
strategies to retain new words, note taking, and turned to using social and interactive strategies, such as acquiring and
applying meaning of new words in actual conversations, and guessing. As a final point, Gao (2006) specified that the
mediating agents do present influence on learners, whether in EFL or ESL situations.
Li (2007) showed that economic capital was not affect the children's second language learning in its place, parents
educational achievement played a significant responsibility in their ability to foster their children's second learning
language. Her finding indicated that parent's education level enable them to facilitate their children's second language
learning.
The present study attempts to explore the use of vocabulary learning strategies (VLSs) experiences in process by
undergraduate ESL students in Universiti Putra Malaysia. The other aim of the study is to find out the influence of
informal language learning environment (parents and home environment) on the vocabulary learning strategies.
Hence, the following research question is examined in this paper "how do the ESL students' informal learning
environment (parents and home environment) influence their vocabulary learning strategies?"
7. Methods & Materials
The qualitative study intends to gain detailed information on the strategies that ESL learners use when they learn a
new vocabulary item in the English language. Nonetheless, the phenomenology qualitative study design allows an
understanding and identification of the phenomena through how they are perceived by the actors in a situation
(Lester, 1999). In addition, phenomenology research provides a deep understanding of phenomenon as experienced
by a number of individuals (Creswell, 2007) .In this investigation, the researcher tried to understand how mediating
agents help shape the ESL learners' perspectives about learning vocabulary.
The participants were randomly chosen between 19 and 22 years of age and they all were in their second year of
studies in Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM). All of them had English as their second language and had studied it for
almost fifteen years or more in the school setting. The students' participations were voluntary and all of them were
eager to participate in this research.
The major section of current study is to understand the influence of parents, teachers, peers and the classroom
atmosphere on the learners' choice of VLSs accordingly and the only way to attain the appropriate answer was to
conduct interviews. The instrument used to collect the data for the present investigation consist of a thirty-minute (on
the average) audio-recorded interview which were conducted with ten subjects to gain a deep understanding of the
subjects' varied backgrounds in vocabulary learning, the strategies that they used to learn new words in English, their
contact with mediating agents (parents, teachers, and peers), and the influences of informal language learning
environments. The interviews were conducted individually with ten students (five males and five females) between
September 25th and October 15th, 2009, at the Faculty of Education Studies in UPM.
8. Result and Findings
In answering this research question, how do the ESL students' informal learning environment (parents and home
environment) influence their vocabulary learning strategies. Two themes came out from data: educated parents
versus uneducated parents' espouse, which will be explained in detail in the following discussion.
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8.1 The Role of Supportive Parents
When the subjects are asked about how they started their English learning in general and learning vocabulary in
specific, majority of the students exhibited that their parents are their first teachers who are ready to read the English
story books for or with them. According to Jim, his parents tried to teach him new English words since he was three
or four years old. He has indicated that this happened because his parents were English educated. "…home, it really
depends on parents. If the parents know how to speak English this is advantage, my mom is an English educated
teacher and she has high level of vocabulary and she explains it to me if I don't understand new words. …I was
lucky because my parents are English educated and I grow up in an English environment".
His parents sent him to a Chinese kindergarten where all the things were taught in English and their expectations for
him to learn new words were high. Besides sending him to an English language kindergarten, they asked him to read
simple pictorial English story books and spoke to him in English. No doubt that sometimes their demands on him
were heavy. His parents provided good facilities either at home or in school to improve his English vocabulary.
As for Jasmine, learning the English language is like learning her mother tongue because of her grandfather's
awareness on the importance of English. Her grandfather saw the importance of teaching her the English language
where he would provide a regular schedule which included reading story books, newspapers, and scientific articles.
In addition, he spoke and discussed daily matters in English with her every day. He has taught her how to learn new
words and their application. Her grandfather regarded her vocabulary learning seriously. "… he asked me to read
articles and kids magazines and he corrected my pronunciation. He asked me to go and check the dictionary for the
meaning of difficult word".
Her family members did not force her to learn the language instead they allowed and encouraged her to learn the
English language. This is one of the main reasons which encourage her to learn new words and she felt that learning
English was fun. Her family surrounding provides good inspiration for her to be more and more eager to read, speak,
listen and learn new words of the English language.
Interestingly, compared to the other key informants, Jasmine and Jim have a diversity of strategies to learn new
vocabularies, and had recognized that they learn vocabulary all the time. For instance Jim describes his vocabulary
learning: "For me, mostly I learn vocabulary through reading and watching TV, and using new words in my daily
speaking".
Rose reported that her parents were her first two teachers. They tried to help her by talking to her in English and
buying story books as well as CDs in the English language. Therefore, whenever she encounters any problem in
learning new words, her father is the main source for her to seek assistance.
Eva claimed that because her grandparents are English educated they have been supporting her to learn new words.
At home her grandfather helped Eva to doing her assignments. "Because he is good in English and then when I was
doing my assignments he would sit beside me and watch and look at my sentences".
8.2 The Role of Unsupportive Parents
Despite living in America for seven years, Jamal's English is not as fluent as Jasmine's and Jim's. He does not have
any variety of strategies to learn vocabulary and this shortage comes from his home environment. As he exhibited
"Even though we lived in US, my parents didn't encourage me to learn English language, they spoke in Malay
language. Usually I spoke with my mother in English but she replied me in Malay language (their mother
tongue)."He does not get the supports from his parents to learn new words at home.
Sarah had different thought "I learnt English vocabulary on my own… actually home environment didn't encourage
me ..." this has revealed the lack of parents' positive attitudes towards learning of vocabulary. In this regard Emma
added "My parents are not English educated. I learnt English from television, I was learning in watching English
TV shows, English cartoons. My parents didn't influence me much in my English acquisition". It can be seen that the
levels of encouragement by educated parents can affect children's motivation to learn the language. In short, it
influences children's second language learning process of the English language.
Surprisingly, one of the important reasons that enhance Emma to study English in university is that no one in her
family is English educated.
9. Conclusion and Implications
In the current study, the data showed that parents' views of the importance of English are factors that elevate the
process of learning vocabulary in all ten interviews. However, the information collected from the interviews
revealed that their parents had different perceptions on the learning of the English language due to their education
level. None of Sarah's family members are legally educated, so home environment was not supportive for her in any
way to enhance her in learning new words. Jamal's parents are aware of the value of the English language, but they
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do not push their son to learn it.
On the other hand, the other parents sent their children to private English institutions and urged them to learn the
English language, encouraged them and supported them to learn the language in general and new English words in
particular at the early stage. Jim and Jasmine have indicated several times that because of their home environment
and their parents' awareness of the need to learn the English language, they themselves go further to learn the new
English word by attending English tuition classes. In addition, there are similarities between the attitudes expressed
by participants in this study and those described by (Gardner ,1985; Gao, 2006 and Li, 2007) which discover that
informal factors such as parents and environment can have strong influence over one's mastery of a second or
foreign language.
In order to the significance of mediating agents, parent's passive or active factors play an important role in the second
language acquisition. However, language teachers have an effect on the students' beliefs, behaviors, and their choice
of VLSs. Other contributors are affecting the vocabulary learning strategies were classroom and peers.
The aim of the present study is to describe the current situation of vocabulary learning strategies used by ESL students
in UPM. Unfortunately based on the interviews conducted, most of the students are not aware of the existence of the
numerous strategies used to learn words other than using dictionaries and rote memorization. As Oxford (1990)
remarked, learning strategies can facilitate the learning process and help the learners to become more self-directed and
to contribute positively to their own learning process.
Besides, learner autonomy is vastly valued in second language education. Nevertheless, to be able to assist the learners
to learn the language on their own, the teachers have to make them aware of the different strategies available in the
literature. It is noted that when a learner has mastered the use of vocabulary learning strategies, he or she is able to
accomplish his or her goal to be successful in language learning. Teachers are required to introduce the various ways
of learning vocabulary to improve learner independence and to guide the students to be more autonomous learners.
The results of the current study can help language teachers to enhance their teaching methods to facilitate students
with regards to second language learning and teaching in Malaysia. Second, the findings of this research will assist
language teachers to design their teachings based on factors such as learners' language learning experiences, home
environment, peer groups, and individual differences. Apart from that, teachers who are interested in their students'
performance in learn the English vocabulary can introduce the vocabulary learning strategies and techniques to their
students by designing useful tasks and giving relevant assignments.
Studying the effect of culture, home environment, peer groups, effective teaching methods and classroom atmosphere
on vocabulary learning strategies could be very helpful to get better understanding of the relevant strategies. In
addition, investigating the English teachers' beliefs and teaching styles are recommended. It would be exciting to
know how teachers' beliefs and teaching strategies affect their students' beliefs and their learning strategies used.
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