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Abstract

In the EFL context, most Chinese learners are frustrated with vocabulary learning, but
few studies focus on first-year English majors from different ethnic groups. This study
investigated their vocabulary learning challenges, including vocabulary learning beliefs (VLB)
and vocabulary learning strategies (VLS), vocabulary size, vocabulary depth, vocabulary
learning difficulties and needs. A mixed research method was used. The quantitative data
measured students’ VLB, VLS, and vocabulary knowledge from size and depth and qualitative
method explored students’ ideas of their vocabulary learning difficulties and needs. Data were
collected from 45 students by systematic random sampling. The research instruments included
an adapted VLS Questionnaire, Vocabulary Levels Test (version 2), Word Part Levels Test
(Easy Level) and a semi-structured interview. The qualitative data was analysed by using
Hyper Research 4.5.4 and the quantitative data was analysed by using SPSS 26. The results
revealed that: 1) in VLB, students strongly believed in memorizing vocabulary rather than
learning through interaction, mother-tongue, or vocabulary apps. 2) in VLS, social strategies
were rarely used, while dictionary strategies and contextual guessing were frequently used;
visual and semantic encoding were mostly neglected. 3) in vocabulary size, students knew
80.73% of the 2,000-word level, 60.53% of the 3,000-word level, and 22.6% of the 5,000-word
level, falling short of curriculum standards. 4) in vocabulary depth, there was a need for further
improvement in their comprehension of affix forms and meaning compared with their
understanding of affix categories. 5) Top key difficulties included forgetfulness, trouble with
long spellings, and poor pronunciation. Students most need instruction on prefixes, suffixes,
memorization methods, word formation, and usage. The results indicated important
implications for enhancing vocabulary teaching and learning.

Keywords: Vocabulary learning beliefs; vocabulary learning strategies; vocabu lary
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Introduction

Vocabulary plays a very important role in language learning. Without vocabulary,
nothing can be conveyed (Wilkins, 1972). Vocabulary is essential for language comprehension
(Ahrabi Fakhr, Borzabadi Farahani, & Khomeijani Farahani, 2021). Vocabulary skills are
crucial to nearly every aspect of language proficiency for students (Meara, 1996). In China, the
English curriculum standards stipulate the vocabulary requirements for students ranging from
elementary school to university level. High school students should reach the basic level of
knowing 2,400 to 2,500 English words by graduation (Ministry of Education of the People’s
Republic of China, 2017). English majors should have 2,000 receptive and 1,200 productive
words upon admission, 10,000-12,000 receptive and 5,000-6,000 productive words by the end
of their four-year study (English Group of the Teaching Guiding Committee for College
Foreign Language Majors, 2000), which means that students need to increase their vocabulary
at the speed of 2,000 to 2,500 annually.

However, Chinese EFL students often struggle with vocabulary learning due to rote
memorization, wrong ideas on vocabulary learning, ineffective strategies, and limited
knowledge in vocabulary size and depth (Chen, 2009; Kuang, 2010; Ma, 2012). Teachers also
lack effective vocabulary teaching methods and strategies (Kuang, 2010; Ma, 2012), and
students face challenges in understanding and applying vocabulary due to differences in word
formation and usage patterns between English and Chinese (Zhang & Wu, 2009). Poor
vocabulary knowledge can cause inappropriate language use, communication issues and hinder
language learning (Hadi & Guo, 2020).

Research Objective

To better know their vocabulary learning problems, the objective of this study is to
investigate Chinese English-major Freshmen’s vocabulary learning challenges from their
vocabulary learning beliefs and strategies, vocabulary size, vocabulary depth, vocabulary
learning difficulties and needs.

Literature Review

Definition and dimension of Vocabulary

Traditionally, vocabulary is considered as individual words or a set of words in a
language. Vocabulary is often described by the concept of word family, which includes not
only its base word, but also its inflected forms and derivatives (Nation & Waring, 1997). Based
on Webster's New World Michael E. Agnes. (2009), vocabulary consists of more than just
individual words, it also includes a large number of fixed and semi-fixed phrases and
collocations. In this study, vocabulary is defined as not only individual words, but also lexical
chunks such as phrases and collocations.

Four dimensions of vocabulary knowledge have been idnetified by researchers. The
first dimension, vocabulary size or breadth, refers to the number of words one can recognize
and produce. The second dimension, vocabulary depth, encompasses the quality, extent and
richness of word knowledge, including its various forms, meanings, uses in different contexts,
collocations, morphological properties, syntactic features, semantic colors, relations, styles and
so on (Richards, 1976; Qian, 2002). The third one, vocabulary automaticity, refers to the ability
to use related words automatically without conscious thought when they are needed (Schmitt,
2010; Meara, 1996). The fourth dimension, appropriateness, means the ability to know when
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and how to use what with whom in what context correctly(Gu, 2019). Since automaticity and
appropriateness has been barely investigated and very hard to measure, this study would focus
on the first two dimensions.

Definition and classification of Vocabulary Learning Strategies

Since Language Learning Strategies (LLS) is a broader framework than VLS, LLS
should be presented first. According to Oxford (1990), learning strategies are plans or methods
that language learners adopt to facilitate their learning. VLS is an aspect of language knowledge
learning strategies, based on Rubin and Thompson's (1994) classification of LLS into language
learning strategies and language skills development strategies. O'Malley and Chamot (1990)
divide strategies into metacognitive, cognitive, and social/affective. However, this
classification gives less weight to social or affective strategies and ignores learners' beliefs
(Wen, 2004). Oxford (1990) divides LLS into direct and indirect strategies, but Wen (2004)
argues that this lacks rigorous logic, particularly in separating memory strategies from
cognitive strategies. Wen (1996), based on studies among Chinese EFL students, proposes a
framework with two subsystems: beliefs and methods. She argues that beliefs influence method
choice, which in turn affects learning outcomes. Wen also introduces form-focused, function-
focused, and mother-tongue beliefs based on Stern’s arguments in foreign language teaching.
The first belief places a higher value on accuracy than fluency and highlights the value of
traditional exercises like extensive reading and listening for learning of vocabulary, sounds,
and grammar. The second belief holds that learning a foreign language requires a great deal of
experience in speaking, listening, reading, writing, and communication. The third belief, which
sees translation as an efficient path to competence, emphasizes the importance of the first
language (L1) in learning a foreign language. Accordingly, there are form-focused, function-
focused, and mother-tongue strategies respectively.

As a subcategory of LLS, VLS are techniques for learning new vocabulary in a second
language (Gu, 1994). Schmitt (1997) defines VLS as behaviors, techniques, and mental
processes that aid vocabulary learning. Based on O’Malley and Chamot (1990), Gu & Johnson
(1996) develop the third version of vocabulary learning questionnaire (VLQ 3), which includes
vocabulary learning beliefs, metacognitive strategies, and cognitive strategies. VVocabulary
learning beliefs involve memorization, context, and study. Metacognitive strategies focus on
selective attention and self-initiation. Cognitive strategies involve initial handling (e.g.,
guessing, using dictionaries and note-taking), consolidation (e.g., rehearsal and encoding), and
activation. Based on Oxford (1990), Schmitt (1997) classifies VLS into discovery strategies
(determination and social) for understanding new words and consolidation strategies (social,
memory, cognitive, and metacognitive) for reinforcing knowledge of familiar words. Besides,
in this digital era, the technology-assisted vocabulary learning via mobile APP is called
vocabulary APP strategy, which have been proved effective for improving students’
vocabulary learning (Zhang, 2022; Ajisoko, 2020; Wei, 2023).

EFL Learners’ VLS Investigation

In EFL learning, numerous research has focused on VLS used by learners.

First, studies on VLB have shown mixed opinions. According to certain research (Li,
2010; Wu & Wang, 1998), students disagreed with the idea that vocabulary should be
memorized. However, according to other research (He, 2014; Zhang, 2009), EFL students
largely agreed with the belief that vocabulary should be learned through active use.
Furthermore, according to certain research, students believed vocabulary should be learned in
context (Hadi & Guo, 2020; Xu, 2008).
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Second, in VLS, in a broad sense, Wang (2022) found that students used
social/affective strategy the most, followed by metacognitive and cognitive strategies. Ibrahim
and Alshami (2022) reported learners used cognitive and memory strategies the most
frequently, but social strategies the least. In a narrow sense, studies have found the most
frequently used strategies by EFL learners included memorization (Fu, 2021; Rahmatika,
Pertiwi, Karmala, & Nastiti, 2017; Rabadi, 2016), dictionary use (Rahmani, 2023; Wang, 2022;
Fu, 2021; Hadi & Guo, 2020), contextual guessing (Wang, 2022; Hadi & Guo, 2020), note-
taking (He, 2014; Zhang, 2009), repetition (Fu, 2021), auditory encoding (Hadi & Guo, 2020),
and word structure (Wang, 2022). In contrast, the least frequently used strategies are
metacognitive strategies (Rabadi, 2016), note-taking strategies (Rahmatika et al., 2017),
wordlists (Li, 2010), communication /cooperation (Li, 2010).

Third, in vocabulary size, Juan and Xiang (2019) found that Chinese students'
vocabulary breadth at each learning stage was not sufficient enough to meet the requirements
specified in the corresponding English teaching syllabus. Similarly, Laufer and Ravenhorst-
Kalovski (2010) revealed that Chinese EFL students frequently struggled with a narrow
vocabulary range. Zhang (2009) further reported that students averaged out to a small
vocabulary size.

Besides, studies have constantly showed that vocabulary learning strategies (VLS)
and vocabulary size are positively correlated. Junaid, Syam, and Hambali (2023) concluded
that students could greatly increase their vocabulary size by using vocabulary learning
strategies. Wang (2022) found VLS had positive and significant correlation with vocabulary
breadth, with cognitive strategies showing the strongest correlation among the three strategies
of metacognitive, cognitive and social/effective strategies. Gu and Johnson (1996) also
discovered that test scores were positively correlated with various such VLS as contextual
guessing, dictionary use, note-taking, word formation, contextual encoding, and activating
newly learned words. In contrast, visual repetition of new words was the great negative
predictor of both vocabulary size and general proficiency. Furthermore, Gu and Johnson (1996)
added that employing these strategies in combination had a greater impact on learning
outcomes than the application of each strategy alone. Similarly, He (2014) identified nine
strategies had a positive correlation with active vocabulary, particularly selective attention,
association, and activation. Zhang (2009) found comparable strong relationships between
vocabulary size and usage of dictionaries, note-taking, visual repetition, and trying using new
words. Additionally, Zhang & Lu (2015) suggested that acquiring word forms and association
meanings was a key component of techniques that significantly predicted vocabulary depth and
breadth.

Fourth, in vocabulary depth, Juan and Xiang (2019) found Chinese learners performed
poorly on the test measuring vocabulary depth in comparison to breadth knowledge, and the
development of vocabulary depth knowledge from lower to higher stages was highly sluggish
and unsatisfactory. Afifah (2021) revealed that students’ vocabulary learning strategies were
strongly correlated with their knowledge of affixes, consistent with the results of Noprianto
and Purnawarman (2019) and Sukying (2018). Wei (2015) reported that the word part
technique and self-strategy learning were superior than the keyword method on the translation
test format, but no significant distinction was observed among the three on the form recognition
test. Paiman, Yap and Chan (2015) revealed that morphemic analysis, the study of Graeco-
Latin word parts, might be a more effective method for learning vocabulary, especially in the
health sciences. Taie (2015)’s results confirmed that students with stronger critical thinking
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ability may be better equipped to use the word part analysis technique to understand the
meaning of new medical words. Zheng & Nation (2013) highly valued word part technique as
a learner strategy. Kuo and Anderson (2006) highlighted the importance of morphological
awareness and the intertwined relationship between morphological awareness and vocabulary
knowledge.

Last, Mohammed (2023) observed that students had difficulty applying strategies and
committing new vocabulary into long-term memory.

Despite these findings, several gaps about vocabulary learning strategies remain
unaddressed. First, metacognitive and cognitive strategies in a variety of learning contexts have
received the majority of attention in previous studies on VLS investigation among EFL
learners, with emotional, social, and APP strategies receiving less attention. Second, research
on exploring word part knowledge is few. Third, studies involving first-year English majors in
ethnic minority colleges inside ethnic minority areas are not many. Thus, this study aims to
bridge these gaps by taking other dimensions and word part knowledge into consideration and
focusing on Chinese EFL English majors from different ethnic groups.

Research Methodology

Population and Participants

The population was 91 newly admitted English majors at an ethnic minority college,
and all enrolled in Comprehensive English (1).

45 students were an optimal sample size calculated by using the online Sample Size
Calculator when the confidence level is 95%, the Margin of Error is 5%, Population Proportion
is 94%, and Population Size is 91 (Calculator.net, 2024). The 45 students were selected by
using a systematic random sampling method. The process continued until all the 45 participants
were found. Among the 45 students, 41 were females and 4 were males. In ethnic identity, there
were 40 Han students, 1 Tibetan, 1 Yi, 1 Hui and 1 Mongolia.

For the semi-structured interview on vocabulary learning difficulties and needs, 9
students were chosen using a systematic sampling method, as 10% of the population was the
minimum, acceptable sample size for descriptive research (Gay and Diehl, 1992, p.146).

Instruments

The instruments include 1) an adapted VLS Questionnaire, 2) Vocabulary Levels Test,
version 2 (VLT2), 3) Word Part Levels Test (WPLT), Easy Level, and 4) a semi-structured
interview.

The VLS questionnaire is adapted mainly based on Gu and Johnson (1996)’s VLQ by
absorbing the social strategy’s part from Schmitt (1997)’s VLS taxonomy and affective
strategies from Oxford (1990)’s language learning strategies (LLS). Besides, the researcher
added some items about mother-tongue strategies from Wen’s LLS (1996) and vocabulary APP
strategies to the questionnaire as shown in Table 1:
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Table 1. Vocabulary Learning Strategy Questionnaire Framework

VLS adapted from Vocabulary Learning Strategies (VLS) No. of VLS
Beliefs about VVocabulary Learning 7

Gu and Johnson’s VLQ (1996) Meta-cognitive Regulations 10
Cognitive strategies 68

Schmitt’s VLS taxonomy (1997) Social Strategies 6

Oxford’s LLS (1990) Affective Strategies 5

Wen’s LLS (1996) Mother-tongue Strategies 6
Vocabulary APP strategies 5

Total VLS 107

The questionnaire consisted of three parts with a total number of 107 items: the first
part is to know students’ personal information, the second part are 7 items to elicit their VLB,
the third part is 100 items to elicit their VLS, including metacognitive strategies, cognitive
strategies, social strategies, affective strategies, mother-tongue strategies and vocabulary APPs
strategies.

The quality on content validity of the questionnaire: Item-Objective Congruence
(10C) was validated by three experts of English teaching who had more than 20 years’ teaching
experience. By using the calculating I0C Index Program
“loC_CalculationVersionl 50 English PT” (Sukamolson & Sonthi, 2021) using the formula
invented by Rovinelli and Hambleton (1976), the mean of the whole set was 0.9814 and the
IOC was calculated 0.9906, which was considered a very high content validity (Turner &
Carlson, 2003).

The Cronbach’s Alpha of the whole questionnaire was 0.930, shown in Table 2.
Table 2. Reliability Statistics of the whole set
Cronbach’s Alpha N of Items
.930 107

According to Stat-U (2020), when the alpha was equal to or more than 0.90, it meant
the internal consistency was excellent, thus, the Cronbach’s Alpha of the whole questionnaire
was at the excellent level.

The 2000-word level, 3000-word level and 5000-word of VLT 2, constructed by
Schmitt, Schmitt, & Clapham (2001), was used to test students’ vocabulary size. The choice of
VLT 2 was made due to its alignment with the 2500 English words requirements after high
school graduation based on English Curriculum Standards for Senior High School as well as
the admission level of more than 2000 receptive vocabulary for English majors at colleges and
universities. The 5000-word level is used in case some students achieve the highest level of
4500 words by the time they graduate from high school.

The Easy Level of WPLT designed by Webb & Sasao (2013), was adopted to measure
students’ vocabulary knowledge of English word parts. One reason for choosing the WPLT is
that major word formation like derivation and compounding are included in both English
Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education (Ministry of Education of the People's
Republic of China, 2022) and English Curriculum Standards for Senior High School (Ministry
of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2017), which means it fits students’ vocabulary
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development. The other reason is that it is a valid and reliable tool to assess English affix
knowledge (Sasao & Webb, 2017; Webb & Sasao, 2013).

The interview in this paper consists of three parts: personal information, students’
vocabulary learning difficulties and needs. For validity, it was checked for the IOC by 3 experts
in English teaching field. The mean of the whole set was 1 and the IOC was 1. In reliability,
all the questions were asked in Chinese for students’ maximum knowledge and the subject’s
informed consent was obtained.

Procedures

Participants’ VLB, VLS, vocabulary size, depth, learning difficulties and needs, were
measured by using the VLS questionnaire, VLT2, WPLT (Easy) and a semi-structured
interview. The investigation was administered during regular class time, starting with the VLQ
for half an hour, followed by VLT2 for 25 minutes and WPLT for 20 minutes, and ending with
the interview for about 1 hour.

Data analysis

Hyper Research 4.5.2 was used to analyse key words of qualitative data, and for
quantitative data, students’ strategy uses were interpreted based on Oxford’s rating scale of
usage frequency (1990, p.300) in Table 3, SPSS 26 was used for descriptive analysis.

Table 3 Oxford’s rating scale of strategy usage frequencies

Usage Frequency Range of mean Description
High Frequency 4.5-5.0 Always used
Medium-high frequency 3.5-4.4 Frequently used
Medium 2.5-34 Sometimes used
Lower midrange 1.5-2.4 Mostly not used
Low 1.0-1.4 Never used

Source: Oxford (1990: 300)

Research Results
Following the research objective, the results were presented below:
1.Vocabulary Learning Beliefs (VLB)

Table 4. Results of students’ VLB in the pre-test

Memorization Context Study Interaction Affection Mother-tongue APPs

N Valid 45 45 45 45 45 45 45
Median 5.00 4.00 4.00 3.00 4.00 3.00 3.00
Mode 5 4 3 3 4 3 3

As shown in Table 4, both a median and mode of 5 indicated at least 50% of the
participants firmly believed that vocabulary should be memorized, which was the most widely
accepted belief. A median and mode of 4 meant that at least 50% of them agreed that
vocabulary should be acquired in context and through positive affective reinforcement.
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Followed by was the belief that vocabulary should be studied and used. The least accepted
beliefs were that vocabulary should be learned through interacting with other people, through
mother-tongue, and through vocabulary APPs.

2. Vocabulary Learning Strategies

Table 5 Results of first-level categories of VLSs in the pre-test

First-level of VLS Mean | S.D. Frequency
Metacognitive strategies 3.289 465 Medium
Mother-tongue strategies 3.259 .568 Medium

Using vocabulary APPs strategies 3.222 1.0119 | Medium
Affective strategies 3.009 583 Medium
Cognitive strategies 2.913 486 Medium

Social strategies 1.956 .603 Lower midrange

Based on Oxford’s rating scale of strategy usage frequencies, Table 5 showed that
among first-level categories, metacognitive strategies, mother-tongue strategies, vocabulary
APPs strategies, affective strategies, and cognitive strategies were sometimes used, while
social strategies were mostly not used.

It is interesting that among the sometimes-used-strategies, the employment of mother-
tongue strategies rated second, which goes against the students’ least belief that they should
learn vocabulary through their mother tongue. This disparity implies that students frequently
rely on their mother tongue in practice even though they are against using it to acquire English
vocabulary in mind. Using vocabulary APPs strategies came in third place. Despite the fact
that students frequently use these apps, this data suggests that they do not think of them as
especially helpful for vocabulary learning, when compared to their lowest-ranked belief in the
usefulness of vocabulary apps. Affective strategies, which came fourth, lagged behind students'
second-ranked belief in learning vocabulary through positive affective reinforcement. This
shows that even when students understand the value of positive affective reinforcement, they
do not practice applying affective strategies sufficiently in practice. In contrast to their top-
ranked belief that vocabulary should be memorized, learned in context, studied and used,
cognitive strategies were rated fifth. This suggests that although students think cognitive
strategies work best, they don't use them as much as they could. Social strategies were the least
used, coming in last with a mean value of 1.956, almost consistent with their fourth-ranked
belief that vocabulary should be acquired through social interaction. This shows that students
don't regularly use social strategies or have a strong belief in the value of social engagement
for vocabulary learning.
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Table 6 Results of second-level categories of VLSs in the pre-test

Second-level of VLS Mean S. D. Frequency
Dictionary strategies 3.467 547 Medium-high
Contextual guessing 3.456 .5802 Medium-high
Rehearsal strategies 3.19 .600 Medium
Note-taking strategies 3.14 126 Medium
Encoding strategies 2.623 552 Medium

Table 6 revealed that in the second-level categories, dictionary strategies with the
mean value of 3.467 and contextual guessing with the mean value of 3.456 were frequently
used, while rehearsal strategies with the mean value of 3.19, note-taking strategies with the
mean value of 3.14, and encoding strategies with the mean value of 2.623, were sometimes
used.

Table 7 Results of third-level categories of VLSs in the pre-test

Vocabulary Learning Strategies Mean |S.D. | Frequency
Dictionary strategies for comprehension 3.7556 | .85362 | Medium-high
Depend on using mother-tongue 3.607 | 1.104 | Medium-high
Self-plan 3.58 .965 Medium-high
Self-initiation 3.556 |.7621 | Medium-high
Oral repetition 3.526 | .830 Medium-high
Wider context 3.493 |.6750 | Medium-high
Extended dictionary strategies 3.431 | .7273 | Medium
Immediate context 3.418 | .6012 | Medium
Meaning-oriented note-taking 3.2778 | .80167 | Medium
Looking-up strategies 3.271 | .5895 | Medium
Selective attention 3.2 .8285 | Medium

Use of word lists 3.16 .683 Medium

Use of word-structure 3.089 |.805 Medium
Review & test 3.0611 | .65313 | Medium
Usage-oriented note-taking 3.011 |.810 Medium

Avoid using mother-tongue 2911 | .886 Medium

Visual repetition 2.904 | .837 Medium
Auditory encoding 2.77 .926 Medium
Association 2.6444 | .81966 | Medium
Contextual encoding 2526 | .726 Medium
Activation strategies 2476 |.8413 | Medium

Visual encoding 2.4333 | .71390 | Lower midrange
Semantic encoding 2.333 | .7317 | Lower midrange
Strategies for finding a new word meaning 2.222 | .7177 | Lower midrange
Strategies for consolidating a learnt word 1.689 |.621 Lower midrange




1212 Journal of Roi Kaensarn Academi
Vol. 9 No 11 November 2024

Table 7 indicated that for the third-level categories, dictionary strategies for
comprehension, dependence on using the mother-tongue, self-plan, self-initiation, oral
repetition, and wider context, with the mean value ranging from 3.5 to 4.4, were frequently
used. In contrast, visual encoding, semantic encoding, strategies for discovering the new word
meaning, and strategies for consolidating a learnt word were mostly not used, since the mean
values were from 1.5 to 2.4. Other strategies from extended dictionary strategies to activation
strategies were sometimes used by students because their mean values varied from 2.5 to 3.4.

On the whole, students were medium strategies learners or users since their use of
most strategies ranged from 2.5 to 3.4.

3. Vocabulary size

Table 8 Results of students’ vocabulary size in the pre-test

Vocabularylevel N  Min Max Mean S.D. Total Percentage
2000-word level 45 14 29 2422 3476 30 80.73%
3000-word level 45 8 26 1816 4327 30 60.53%
5000-word level 45 0 17 6.78 3.680 30 22.6%
Valid N (listwise) 45

Table 8 indicated that students’ performance was relatively more consistent at 2000-
word level, followed by their performance at 5000-word level and 3000-word level. They
recognized 80.73% of words at 2000-word level, 60.53% of words at 3000-word level and only
22.6% of words at 5000-word level. This revealed a gap between their actual vocabulary stock
and the basic requirement of 2400-2500 words, let alone the highest requirement of level 9,
which was 4500 words, stipulated in English Curriculum Standards for Senior High School
(2017), and the admission level of 2000 receptive vocabulary in Teaching Syllabus for
University English Majors (2000), indicating a need to enlarge their vocabulary.

4. Vocabulary depth
Table 9 Results of students’ vocabulary depth

WPLT (Easy) N  Min Max Mean S.D. Total Percentage
Form Section 45 14 38 30.53 4.751 40 76.33%
Meaning Section 45 20 33 26.13 2889 34 76.85%
Use Section 45 9 13 1144 1253 13 88%

Valid N (listwise) 45

Table 9 revealed that students’ knowledge in Form Section was the most heterogeneous,
followed by their performance in Meaning Section, and in Use Section, which meant in Use
Section, most students had a good knowledge of word class of affixes, and their differences
were the least. It showed that at the Easy Level, students knew 76.33% affixes in Form Section,
76.85% affix in Meaning Section, and 88% grammatical categories of affixes in Use Section.
The results suggested that, in contrast to their understanding of grammatical categories,
students' knowledge of affix forms and meanings needed to be improved.
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5.Vocabulary learning difficulties and needs

HyperRESEARCH Exported Data

Can't diStingUiSh WordS With Similar Spe”ings can't memorize words with different grammatical categories
can't memorize words with different meanings

can't memorize words with long spellings ... i

ca n't p ronounce Eng I i Sh wO rd S CO rrectly can't pronounce words with long spellings can't pronunce word stress well
can't remember word meanings cntunderstand engiish insructions CAN't USE learnt words

confuse about different meanings of the same word depend on Chinese to understand meanings of English words

easily forget memorized words..........

word learning is very time consuming
Figure 1. Results of students’ difficulties in learning vocabulary

Figure 1 showed that students’ top three challenge was frequently forgetting
memorized words, difficulty in recalling words with long spellings, followed by trouble in
differentiating between words with similar spellings, memorizing words with different
meanings, pronouncing English words correctly, remembering word meanings, and using
learned words.

Vocabulary learning needs

The results were seen in Figure 2:

HyperRESEARCH Exported Data

help students better understand word meanings help students to expand their vocabulary size pI’OVid e exam p I e se nten ces Of WO I‘d S

provide students with vocabulary outline or tasks for self-study set vocabulary plan for students
teach distinctions of English words whose Chinese meanings are similar
teaCh Eng|l5h phonetc alpha betS teaCh fixed CO||Ocat10nS teach how to pronounce word stress teach polysemous words

teach prefixes and sUffiXes cacn roots v

teach word conversions teach word formation methods
teach word memorization methodsteach word usages

use Chinese to explain in class
Figure. 2 Results of students’ needs in vocabulary learning

Figure 2 revealed what students needed most was instruction on prefixes and suffixes,
followed by guidance on word memorization methods, word formation methods and word
usage.
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Discussion

What are the challenges in English vocabulary learning for Chinese EFL learners?

The answer to this question can be discussed into 4 aspects:

First, in terms of VLB, the targeted Chinese EFL learners think vocabulary are
difficult to learn and most believe in memorization for vocabulary learning. This result is
consistent to Zhang (2013), who noted that many Chinese EFL learners view vocabulary
learning as a challenging task, particularly due to the extensive words in English and
differences in language structures between English and Chinese. This result is also in line with
Fu (2021) and Li (2004)’s findings that Chinese EFL learners have a preference of rote learning
in vocabulary. However, this belief is different from Hadi and Guo (2020)’s findings which
showed that Afghan EFL learners preferred learning words through contextual use rather than
memorization.

In terms of VLS, the findings are consistent to Rahmani (2023), Wang (2022), Fu
(2021) and Hadi & Guo (2020) who reveal that students frequently use dictionary and
contextual guessing strategies. Aligning with Ibrahim and Alshami (2022), social strategies are
the least used by students. Next, the results also support the findings of Gu and Johnson (1996),
who observed that Chinese EFL learners often underuse useful strategies like context clues and
mnemonic devices. Furthermore, it confirms Zhang (2013)’s findings that some Chinese
students rely heavily on translating words between Chinese and English, which may impede
their ability to think and communicate directly in English. In addition, in line with Yutthapoom
& Worawoot (2023) and Rabadi (2016), EFL students are viewed as “medium” strategy users
in general. However, this result is different from Rahmani (2023) who finds most participants
use activation strategy, and also different from Wang (2022) who finds social/affective
strategies most popular among students.

Second, with regards to vocabulary size, the current Chinese EFL students' vocabulary
stock is not up to match with the 2,400-2,500word requirements of level 7 in the English
Curriculum Standards for Senior High School (2017) and the 2,000 receptive vocabulary words
required for admission in the Teaching Syllabus for University English Majors (2000). This
result aligns with Juan and Xiang (2019) who find the breadth of vocabulary knowledge
acquired by Chinese learners at every learning stage is inadequate and does not align with the
requirements of the appropriate English teaching syllabus. The result also accords with Laufer
and Ravenhorst-Kalovski (2010) and with Zhang (2009).

Third, in terms of vocabulary depth, these results confirm the findings of Kuo and
Anderson (2006), who observed that systematic vocabulary expansion may be hampered by
Chinese EFL learners' inability to identify and comprehend morphological patterns such
prefixes, suffixes, and root words.

Last, in terms of vocabulary learning difficulties, these results are consistent with
those of Rosyada-AS and Apoko (2023), who noted difficulties in students’ ability to
effectively retain or memorize vocabulary, use word meanings appropriately, spell words
correctly and pronounce new words correctly.
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Conclusion and Recommendation

This study investigated vocabulary learning challenges faced by Chinese first-year
English majors in an ethnic minority college, focusing on VLB, VLS, vocabulary breadth,
depth, vocabulary learning difficulties and needs. The results revealed that in VLB, students
strongly believed in memorization and least believed in social interaction, using mother-tongue
and using vocabulary APPs to learn vocabulary. In VLS, students were medium strategy users,
frequently using dictionary strategies for comprehension, dependence on using mother-tongue,
oral repetition, self-plan, wider context, but rarely employing visual encoding, semantic
encoding, and social strategies mostly not used. In vocabulary breadth, their vocabulary size
was not enough to meet the curriculum and syllabus requirement. In vocabulary depth, they
need improvement in comprehending affix form and affix meaning. The top three vocabulary
learning challenges included forgetting previously learned words, having difficulty
remembering long spellings, and having trouble pronouncing words correctly. About their
vocabulary learning needs, most of them expected their teachers to instruct them prefixes and
suffixes, word memorization approaches, word usage, and word formation methods.

A thorough investigation of vocabulary learning challenges can help teachers better
understand students’ vocabulary learning needs and offer targeted guidance accordingly. For
those who are interested in studying VLB and VLS, it is recommended to examine the VLB
and VLS of their students from various dimensions such as metacognitive, cognitive, affective,
social, mother-tongue and vocabulary APP strategies, so that language instructors can improve
effective vocabulary teaching techniques and curriculum designers can provide learners with
preferable vocabulary learning strategies. Future research should also consider a bigger sample
size from broader scope of more than one ethnic college or university in southeast areas to see
if it yields the same results.
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