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Abstract
Investigating Vocabulary Teaching Strategies used by ESL PKPG in-Service
Teachers in the teaching of English

Brain Lasom

Increasing vocabulary is one part of language learning skills. This project seeks to find
the vocabulary-teaching strategies used by ESL PKPG teachers. It also tries to look into
the problems faced by the respective teachers in the teaching of vocabulary to students.
Beside that, it serves as a study that looks into the training teachers have in ESL
Methodology and to determine if there are any significant differences in vocabulary
teaching strategies employed by the same teacher across the different level of students
when bringing up meaning. The method used for the data collection is an interview that
will be administered to twenty ESL PKPG teachers who were specializing in the teaching
of English Language. They have at least five years of teaching experience and thus were
able to reflect on their previous vocabulary teaching experiences during their Teaching
Practice.
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Abstrak

Satu Kajian Tentang Strategi Pengajaran Perbendaharaan Kosa-Kata Bahasa
Inggeris di Kalangan Guru PKPG ESL Dalam Mengajar Matapelajaran
Bahasa Inggeris.

Brain Lasom

Menambah kosa-kata Bahasa Inggeris merupakan salah satu kemahiran pembelajaran
bahasa yang amat penting. Kajian ini bertujuan untuk menyiasat tentang strategi
pengajaran kosa-kata Bahasa Inggeris di Kalangan Guru PKPG ESL dalam pengajaran
matapelajaran Bahasa Inggeris. la juga bertujuan untuk menyiasat samada terdapat
masalah berkenaan pengajaran kosa-kata di kalangan guru-guru yang mengajar Bahasa
Inggeris. Oi samping itu, ia juga bertujuan untuk mengkaji tentang kesesuaian latihan
dalam pengajaran Bahasa Inggeris dan juga mengkaji samada terdapat perbezaan yang
ketara dalam pengajaran kosa-kata Bahasa Inggeris oleh guru-guru berkenaan kepada
murid-murid yang berbeza tahap pencapaian mereka. Maklumat akan dikumpul dengan
cara temubual dan akan dilaporkan dengan menggunakan nilai peratusan dalam membuat
perbandingan.

III

Pusat Khidmat Makiumat Akadel
UNIVERSITI MALAYSIA SARAWI
94300 KOla Samarnhan

T ABLE OF CONTENT

Page
APPROV AL SHEET
ABSTRACT

II

ABSTRAK

III

LIST OF TABLES

VI

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

VII

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
1.0
I. I
1.2
\.3
1.4
1.5
1.6

Introduction
Background
Statement of problem
Purpose 0 f the study
Research questions
Significance of the study
Definition of tenns
1.6.1 Vocabulary
1.6.2 Teach
1.6.3 Context
1.6.4 Content word
1.6.5 Communication
1.6.6 Proficiency

I

1
5

7
8
9
9
9
9
10
10
II
II

CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
2.0
2.1
2.2
2.3
2.4

Introduction
The importance of vocabulary
How should vocabulary be taught?
Strategies in the teaching of vocabulary
Conclusion

IV

12
12
15
18

24

CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

3.0 Introduction
3.1 Population and sampling
3.2 The instrument
3.2.1 Semi-structured interview

26
26
27
27

3.3 Procedures for data collection
3.4 Procedures for data analysis
3.5 Limitation of the study

29

28
30

CHAPTER FOUR
DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

31
31

4.0 Introduction
4.1 Finding and Discussion

CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.0
5.1
5.2
5.3
5.4
5.5

Introduction
Summary of the study
Conclusion of the study
Implications of the study
Recommendations
Recommendations for further researches

46
46
47

48
49
51

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

52

REFERENCES

57

APPENDICES

60

v

LIST OF TABLES
Table
II

I'

I"

Page

I.

Respondents' age

31

2.

Respondents' mother tongue

32

3.

Respondents' rating scale on their spoken English

33

4.

Respondents' rating scale on their written English

34

s.

Experience in the teach ing of Engl ish Language

35

6.

Trained to teach in English

35

7.

Teaching at Primary School

36

8.

Time spend on teaching Vocabulary

37

9.

Vocabulary selection

38

10.

Vocabulary teaching strategies

39

II.

Problem when teaching vocabulary

42

12.

Respondents' training in ESL methodology

43

13.

Strategies employed by respondents across the different level of
students.

44

1' 1

vi

l.

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

BM
ESL

Bahasa Melayu

-

English as a Second Language

KBSM -

Kokurikulum Baru Sekolah Menengah (New Secondary School Curriculum)

SPM

Siji! Pelajaran Malaysia

PKPG

-

Program Khas Pensiswazahan Guru

VII

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

1.0

Introduction

Vocabulary development corresponds closely to the conceptual development of students
in second language learning thus making it an essential element to the overall language
usage and communication. Without sufficient vocabulary, ESL learners would perform
language task with difficulty and limited competency. Growth in vocabulary occurs when
a language is used widely in a range of listening, speaking, reading and writing activities.
Wh ile much of vocabulary development may take place incidentaUy, studies have reveled
that direct teaching of vocabulary can bring about changes in the size and use of
vocabulary among students (Nation, 1995), and this implies that growth will be even
faster and more effective when students are taught directly on certain skills using various
teaching strategies when dealing with unfamiliar words. It is the aim of this study to look
at the differences and effectiveness of the various teaching strategies that can help
learners increase their existing repertoire of words.

1.1

Background

Giving attention to vocabulary must be looked upon more seriously because words are
essential elements in communication. Even the most formal or communication-directed
approach to language teaching need to deal with vocabulary in one way or the other. This

simply means that without the necessary vocabulary, the user of a language cannot
communicate efficiently. Even for a low level of communication, there is a greater need
for vocabulary then grammar. Without grammar, not much can be conveyed, but without
vocabulary, nothing can be compared (Wilkins 1972: III). Message or meaning can be
conveyed to the receiver even when grammar or function words are absent in a sentence.
I

However, the absence of appropriate content word would cause further confusion and the
sentence would be meaning.less.

Learning language is without doubt very important but vocabulary must also be
addressed properly. The accuracy and darity of our message depends on the words we
choose. Without a sufficient and varied vocabulary, jearners would not be able to write
and produce written text effectively. As it is related to reading, a varied vocabulary would
enable the students to read with greater clarity and understanding. Thus less time would
be spent in dealing with difficult words. Ample vocabulary size and varied vocabulary
will distinguish between poor and good readers. The same aspect goes to the speaking
ability. To speak with clarity and confidence, speakers must have varied vocabulary that
would enable them to manipulate words effectively according to the need in different
situation. Last but not less, listening also reflects and requires a varied

vocabu~ary

to

enable listeners to listen well and to be able to comprehend. This will be reflected in their
overall understanding.

2

The implementation of the English syllabus for secondary schools (KBSM) in Malaysia
1988, has given equal emphasis to all aspects of language through the integrated syllabus.
For example, a list of words have been provided at the last few pages of the Form 5
textbooks but no special attention has been paid to teach the list. The word list for upper
secondary is given so that teachers are aware of the range of words to be covered. The
number of words used for teaching in both Form four and Form five should not exceed
1,600 words for Form Four and 1,800 words for Form five. This is based on the Huraian
Sukatan Pelajaran Bahasa Inggeris Tingkatan 5, (1991: 29). It also stated that it is the
responsibility of all language teachers to "extend and build upon the store of vocabulary
which students already have" to ensure that the topic at hand is dealt with meaningfully.
The topics in the textbook are designed to enable students to learn appropriate words for
particular topics or themes. However it is the responsibility of the ESL teachers to be able
to distinguish between the different strategies available to build-up comprehension and
further enhance student's ability to produce when it come to the production stage. It is
risky or impractical for ESL teachers to employ or depend on one particular strategy for
teaching vocabulary. It is assumed that if teachers focused on bilingual dictionary or
translation strategies to teach the meaning of words, students will depend too much on it.
This would gradually expose the learners to surface meaning without understanding of
the actual meaning of the word when used in context.

3

From the historical perspective of vocabulary studies, researchers have proven that there
is a need to look into vocabulary teaching strategies seriously. Meara 1980 has viewed
this area as the most neglected in linguistics studies. It was not until the 1970's with the
introduction of the Communicative Approach, that vocabulary teaching and learning had
slowly earned its position in the teaching and learning of English as a Second Language.

However when we look at the importance of vocabulary in relation to the four language
skills, it is impossible to carry out the teaching of these skills without first imposing the
necessary vocabulary. This shows that vocabulary is very significant when carrying out
tasks in relation to learning the language skills of English. For example, if learners know
the 500-words vocabulary of level 2 of the Longman Structural Readers, they will be able
to read all the books at that level and lower I'evels (Nation, 1990). Th is once again reflects
that without vocabulary, one would feel insecure to communicate in the language.

Practicing teachers with experienced in ESL teaching sometimes discovers new ways or
method that could improve the existing strategies of vocabulary teaching. Fries (1945)
cited in Woods (1996), stated that.. ..

"it is true that many good practicing teachers have, out of their experience often met
up with many of the different and some of the important matters of learning
(vocabulary) in ESL learning ..... usually however, such good result are not reflected
and related to any principal.
(Fries 1945)

4

Thus by looking at the teaching strategies of ESL PKPG teachers, who have been in the
teaching field for not less then five years and those who have undergone their teaching
practice recently could provide valuable information on the popular vocabulary teaching
and learning strategies as it could create a basis for redefining and coming up with better
strategies for subsequent vocabu lary teaching and learning. It is also hoped that this could
impose some insight that can accommodate the difficulties faced by teachers and
therefore could help their students in their learning of vocabulary. This would lead to
some suggestions for future use.

1.2

Statement of problem

In the past few decades, English language has not been seen as an important or a
compulsory subject. This aspect has caused teachers to concentrate on more important
subjects and building of expertise in those disciplines in the fields. Due to this, teachers
perceive vocabulary building as not important enough. They make little efforts to
improve on ESL vocabulary studies and this aspect has caused teachers to further dismiss
the im portance of vocabu lary.

In classroom teaching, the importance of vocabulary is a neglected aspect. Teachers often
pay little attention to direct teaching of vocabulary as they are more concerned with other
"more important skills". Vocabulary if taught is usually introduced alongside the other

5

It

skills or caught while teaching. It has often been a neglected aspect of learning and
teachers seldom conduct foHow-up in bui lding further comprehension for students.

Teachers do not discuss collocations (arrangement of words) or semantic relationship to
enable students to get in depth understand ing of new vocabulary (Meara 1980).

We often hear of a learning list whereby students are required to keep a list of words that
are thought essential for students to progress further. This list is constantly updated if and
when necessary. Unfortunately this type of language learning has its limitation due to the
fact that isolation of words do not convey meaning in context. In Malaysia, students have
problems reading and understand academic reading materials because of their limited and
restricted vocabulary. This is in iline with Laufer's argument that stated, teacher' s try to
promote linguistic (English) by promoting and focusing on the four language skills but
not on vocabulary.

In the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) which is the highest level of English most
Malaysian undergo, in order to obtain a band A, students must have varied vocabulary
and show some sophistication and be able to use the vocabulary with precision. They
must also show the ability to use words with no spelling errors across the script. This is in
line with section 2 of the SPM paper that requires learners to produce effective, critical
written production with accurate, precise and varied vocabulary (Lembaga Peperiksaan
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1997). This proves that vocabulary is an essential element that needs to be addressed
seriously.

Finally, Fatimah and Lynne ( 1992), have stated that Malaysians often perceive reading as
important but not fun. This has lead to the problem of limited access to new and varied
vocabulary. Most Malaysians read when necessary but do not find it pleasurable. The
goal of language teaching is to enable learners to process individually and be
autonomous. However without sufficient vocabulary, this would never take place. Our
government has made a move to impose English Language as an important language as
reflected in the implementation of it through Mathematic and Science subject. However
the issue of language proficiency would not be solved without providing the necessary
vocabulary. Without words, there is no content and context, and without context language
becomes meaningless.

1.3

Purpose of the study

Th is study serves to investigate the strategies used by ESL PKPG (2001-2004) teachers
in the teaching of vocabulary as reflected in the English tanguage syllabus. It attempts to
fi nd out the vocabulary-teaching strategies frequently used by ESL PKPG teachers. It
also tries to look in at the problems faced by the respective teachers in the teaching of
vocabulary to the students. Beside that, it serves as a study to look into the training
teachers have in the ESL Methodology and determine whether there are any significant
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differences in vocabulary teaching strategies employed by the same teacher across the
different level of students when bringing up meaning.

1.4

Research questions

This research is guided by the following questions :
I. What are the vocabulary teaching strategies frequently used by the ESL PKPG
teachers?
2. What are the problems in the teaching of vocabulary?
3. What sort of training do they have in relation to ESL methodology?
4. Is there any significant difference in vocabulary teaching strategies employed by the
same teachers across the ditJerent levels of students?
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1.5

Significance of the study

The study serves to show the ways or strategies used by teachers to teach and expand the
students' vocabulary. It can benefit the students in the long run. It is also hoped that this
study could educate teachers and let them see the importance of vocabulary development.

It will also help them in the field of linguistic that couid expand vocabulary in ESL
learning. Suggestion will be made and the benefits of using the various vocabulary
teach ing strategies would be the main aim in bringing meaning across to the students. It
wou ld serve as a guide to teachers on how they can teach vocabulary effectively in their
ESL classroom. This study hopes to contribute to the knowledge on ESL vocabulary
teaching strategies.

1.6

Definition of terms

1.6.1 Vocabulary
Vocabulary is defined as the "total number a/words that make up a language" or
the "'words known or used by a person" based on the Oxford Advanced Learners
Dictionary of Current English

1.6.2

Teach
teach - O.E. tf£can (past tense and pp. tf£hte), from P.Gmc. *taikijanan, from PIE

*deik- "show." Related to O.E. tacen, tacn "sign, mark" (see token) . O .E. tf£can
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had more a sense of "show, declare, warn, persuade;" while the O.E. word for "to
teach, instruct, guide" was more commonly it:eran, source of modern learn and

lore. To learn someone (somefhing) is historically, etymologically, ajustitiable
expression. Teacher "one who teaches" emerged late 13c., from an earlier sense of
"index tinger."

1.6.3

Context
Words that come before and after a word, phrase, statements, etc. To help shows
or bring across the meaning.
Example;
I. The quality of the soil is one factor which help people decide whether to use
a piece of land for agricultural purposes.
2. The rapid rise in the world's population is the result of various factors.

1.6.4

Content word
Content word refers to 'independent' word which does not need other word to
arrive to its meaning. Examples are such as nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs.
Function words on the other hand, carry little or no meaning when they are
produced on it own. They are used to carry grammatical meaning and to show
re lationship in sentences. They are made up of articles, conjunctions, preposition
and others.
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1.6.5 Communication
The transmission or exchange of information, signals, message by any means,
such

as

talking

known

as

verbal

communication,

Written

(Written

communication), person-to-person (personal communication). Communication
skills involve the art of transmitting information, signals or message. Like
message, communication is a crucial element in conveying meaning through the
use of letters, numbers and symbol.

1.6.6 Proficiency
Refers to the ability to manipulate or use the skill a person has for specific
purposes. The degrees of skill with which a person can use to carry out tasks such
as to read, write, speak or understand language.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

2.0 Introduction
An orthographic definition of a word conveys meaning of a word as any sequence of
letter and a limited number of other characteristic such as hyphen and apostrophe
bounded on either side by space or punctuation mark (Carter Ronald 1998). Nesamalar
1995, divided vocabulary into either one or a group of words that are basically divided
into two that is content words and function words.

Becker (1997, cited in Baker et. AI. , 1995) stressed language is " fundamental and
profou ndly dependent on vocabulary knowledge". Certain word would be used more
frequently then others. However this does not mean that the teacher need not teach the
words. This chapter serves to provide on overview of the research which has been done in
the teaching of vocabulary.

2.1

The importance of vocabulary

Good command of vocabulary is an essential part of effective communication. A
command of many words will make one a better writer, speaker, listener, and reader.
Studies have shown that students with strong vocabulary, and students who work to
improve this limited vocabulary, are more successful in schools. Research studies also
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shows that a good vocabulary, more than any other factor, is common to people enjoying
successful careers (J'ohn Langan 1997). Students of ESL would not be able to
communicate effectively without the necessary vocabulary. O'Rourke (1974), stated that
vocabulary growth is central to a student's life. [t influences thoughts, actions, aspirations
and success of the student. Thus, making vocabulary development correspond closely to
the conceptual development. Morgan et. aI., (1991), stressed further that vocabulary
learning is a rational process and it could be described as "making friends with words on
the target language". Bowen (1985), claim that vocabulary study is significant for
building general language competency. Without an adequate vocabulary, there can be no
language performance or competence.

Wen born (1990) expresses the idea that words are the raw material of communication.
The greater our raw material (vocabulary), the better will be the means of our control for
efficient communication. Wallace (1982) and Taylor (1990) pointed out that it is possible
for a person to have good knowledge of how the system of a language works and yet be
unable to communicate effectively. Due to this fact, realization to the emphasis on the
teaching of vocabulary should be taken into serious consideration.

Nation ( 1990) sums up the importance of vocabulary by saying that teaching vocabulary
is unavoidable. He further clarify that the importance of adequate vocabulary in
achieving proficiency in the four language skills. Based on his studies, he stressed that
equacy of vocabu lary hinders 'Second language learners from understand ing spoken
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English and convey what they want to say effectively, as well as limit their writing and
comprehension ski lis.

With in the academic's foundation , vocabulary development is very important in relation
to students' achievement because the lack of vocabulary is a primary cause of academic
failure. Due to the close relationship between reading and vocabulary, Adam (1990, cited
in Baker et. aI., 1995) confirmed that the students' lack of vocabulary led to the decline in
the levels of literacy. In another research, Baker (1977, cited in Baker et. aI., 1995) found
that with inadequate vocabulary, learners were unable to sustain early gains in reading
and therefore, would be unable to meet the future demands of their academic or career.
Vocabulary is needed whether one is speaking, listening, reading or writing. Teachers
therefore should not doubt the value of teaching vocabulary in their language classrooms.

A study of a young second language learner by Yashida (1978 cited in Allen, 1983)
found that the learner had about 260 to 300 words in his productive vocabulary after
seven months of exposure to English. Teachers of English as a Second language know
very well how important vocabulary is. They realize that students must team thousand of
words that the speakers and writers of English use.
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2.2

How should vocabulary be taught?

Teachers view vocabullary as a complex process as there are just too many words to teach
and the meaning varied in contexts. Therefore, some teachers believe that it is best not to
try teaching them explicitly. Ellen and Magubhai (1981, cited in Nation 1990: I) further
support that there are "proven experimental evidence that some teachers actually think
that vocabulary can be left to take care of itself." They claim that the teaching of
vocabulary would take up too much time from their lesson.

Smith (\997) claims that some language teachers having dilemma on the issue of whether
the teaching of vocabulary should be taught directly or indirectly. Teachers can not
decide on whether target words should be taught in language lessons or aIlow the students
to develop them naturally through their readings. Thus answering this dilemma,
McKeown and Beck (cited in Smith, 1997) through their investigation concluded that
teaching vocabulary explicitly is more effective then allowing learners to learn them
incidentally.

Nation (1990) also makes a distinction between direct and indirect vocabulary learning.
Direct vocabulary learning requires attention to be given to learning vocabulary either in
context or in isolation. For example, by learning a list of words forms and their meaning,
by doing vocabulary exercises, or by studying affixes and roots word. Indirect vocabulary
learning, on the other hand requires new words to be learnt incidentaIly while reading or
listening, usually as a result of information provided by context. Indirect vocabulary
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