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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

According to Schmitt (2002), people have attempted to learn second languages from 

at least the time of the Romans, and perhaps before. In this period of more than two 

thousand years, there have been numerous different approaches to language 

learning, each with a different perspective on vocabulary. At times, vocabulary has 

been given pride of place in teaching methodologies, and at other times was 

neglected.  

         Up till the 1970s research on language pedagogy focused on finding the 

ultimate most effective method for language learning, but as the major experiments 

did not give the expected results, the focus instead shifted to deal with the particular 

individual’s methods of learning.  There was a shift in emphasis from teaching to 

learning, and the researchers’ target now was to find out what the students were 

thinking during the process of learning, what strategies they used in order to 

understand and remember what they learned. 

         Today numerous studies concerning students’ learner strategies have been 

published, among these the Swedish “STRIMS- project”, described in Malmberg et 

al. (2000). From this project and others similar to it we learn that most students use 

some kind of strategy to help them understand and remember new information, and 

that these strategies are based on the students’ previous knowledge, experiences and 

expectations. The results from the STRIMS project show that students make use of 

strategies for a number of reasons, for example to continue reading when they 

encounter an unknown word in a text and guess the meaning of it from the context in 

which it appears instead of looking up every word, and to figure out the meaning of 

a word and store it in their memory based on its similarities to the first language or 

other languages the student knows.  
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         What language learning comes down to in the end, though, is to learn new 

vocabulary, or the closest second language equivalents to words in the first 

language, and strategies to learn and remember these new words are the focus of this 

essay. 

 

1.2 Aim 

The aim of this essay is to give answers to the questions whether weaker students 

benefit from using the stronger students’ strategies concerning memorizing 

vocabulary for a test and if there is a difference in the use of strategies between 

young pupils and older students. 

         Part of this essay’s aim is also to examine whether students as a whole perform 

better with the conscious use of one or more of the successful students’ strategies, 

due to the fact that many students, in research litterature by Malmberg et al. (2000), 

claim never to have thought about how they go about their own language learning, 

but that questions asked by researchers made them reflect on their strategies, which 

in turn helped them in their learning. 

         Last but not least, this essay will examine whether frequent words are easier to 

remember than less frequent ones, and whether memorizing words from a wordlist 

the way these students did enhances their vocabulary permanently or is short-time 

knowledge only. 

         The hypotheses that will be tested are: 

1. that students will learn more words with the use of strategies, 

2. that the weaker students will benefit from using the stronger students’ strategies, 

and that the older students will be more successful in this use of strategies than 

the younger ones, 

3. that frequent words are easier to retrieve than less frequent words, and finally, 
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4. that vocabulary memorized from a word list is not retained in long-term 

memory. 

 

1.3 Method 

The method that was used in order to find answers to these questions was a study 

made with eleven 13-year-old and fourteen 17-year-old Swedish students learning 

English at the intermediate level of a rather small village school, and at the first year 

at upper secondary school in a larger town, respectively. 

After having been given information, the students agreed to participate in a study 

concerning vocabulary learning, knowing that the outcome of the study would 

eventually result in an essay. The quite small number of students participating in this 

project is due to the fact that the students had to be present each time the words for 

the tests were handed out and when the tests were given. To be able to match the 

result from the first test with the second, and see whether these words remained for a 

short or long time in their memory by a third unannounced test, the students need to 

have been present five times all together. 

         The students were given two tests. Nothing was said about the use of strategies 

before the first test. Before the second one, however, the whole class were told to 

use one or more of those strategies, which the most successful students had used the 

first time, to check whether the conscious use of effective strategies could help the 

learners to perform better, and the weakest ones in particular. 

         The words used in the tests were chosen in consultation with the classes’ 

teachers and were deliberately unknown to the students in order to give each pupil 

the same initial position. The words were chosen from Swedish/English, 

English/Swedish dictionaries and an equal division of verbs, nouns, adjectives and 

adverbs were used in both tests. Some of the words used were chosen because 
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various learner strategies are applicable to them, which implies that the students 

could make associations based on the word’s form or sound, for instance. The words 

were checked against an online frequency count, namely the British National Corpus 

(BNC), to make sure that a mixture of high-frequency and low-frequency words 

were used. The frequency of the words in the tests has been added to the vocabulary 

lists in Appendix 1. 

         The results of the two tests were run through the computer’s data analysis 

program to determine statistically whether the use of strategies helped the students 

to perform better on the second test, with the conscious use of strategies. 

         The students had two days to memorize the words before each test, which were 

given two weeks in a row. The design of the tests was that the Swedish words were 

stated in the same order as on the vocabulary lists the students practised on, and the 

students were to fill in the English equivalents. The younger students were tested on 

fifteen words each time while the older ones got twenty-five. After three weeks the 

students were given an unannounced test on all the words to see whether or not they 

still remembered them. 

         First the background of what lies behind the concepts “word” and “learner 

strategy” will be discussed to facilitate a better understanding of the description and 

the discussion of the study that follows. 

 

2. WORDS AND STRATEGIES 

2.1 What is a Word, How Many and Which Ones do We Need to Learn? 

The essence of language learning, as mentioned in the introduction, is to learn new 

vocabulary, or the closest second language equivalents to words in the first 

language. But it is not self-evident what a word is – that it simply is a name of 

something or that it can be directly translated from one language to another. This is 
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due to the fact that the origin of a word, like snow for example, may not exist in all 

languages. This is a consequence of the so-called Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis (see 

Thomas and Wareing, 1999), which states that different cultures interpret the world 

in different ways and that these interpretations determine what words the languages 

will consist of, because the speakers articulate the way they see the world. Thus 

there will exist no word for snow in cultures that are isolated from the influence of 

other languages and where snow is non-existent. Another factor is that many words 

do not describe anything or have any meaning at all; they are function words. These 

words, like and, to, the, if, are grammatical words necessary to the structure of 

English. 

         According to Hudson (2000: 1-2), words are signs, which following technical 

and linguistic usage means an intersection or relationship of form and meaning, 

where form is something concrete and meaning is something mental or cognitive. 

Together these signs form the sign system that constitutes language, by which we 

communicate, either by speech or in writing.  

         When we communicate, a rapid interpretation and recognition of the form’s 

meaning takes place, a process that becomes more and more automatic the more we 

use the signs. Thus, when students are in the process of learning a new language 

they will have to learn to match these new forms that the foreign words constitute 

with their understanding of them, and find a way to make them stay in their memory, 

which is where the learner strategies come in. This will be further discussed later. 

         Probably the first words language learners encounter are nouns, since language 

books often make use of pictures with the associated target word underneath. But 

learning a new language and being able to communicate in it imply learning a 

number of other word classes, like adjectives, verbs, adverbs and prepositions, to 

mention some of them. Researchers in the field disagree about the number of words 
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necessary for a second learner of English to know. However, they do agree on the 

fact that even though it is feasible for a second language learner to learn the same 

amount of words as a native 20-year-old university student, which is estimated to 

approximately 20 000 word families1 (Goulden, Nation and Read, 1990, cited in 

Nation 2001: 9), this is quite an ambitious task, which might be useful for learners 

wanting to be able to communicate and read as efficiently as do native speakers, but 

it is by no means a necessity for the average language learner. To be able to answer 

the question of how many words second language learners need to be able to read 

and communicate in English, let us take a look at what kinds of words they will 

encounter. 

         What kind of words the learner sets out to learn is according to both Nation 

(2001) and Schmitt (2000) more important than just learning a huge amount of 

words in the target language. The words that occur most frequently in both speaking 

and writing are of course of greater importance to the language learner than words 

that occur less frequently. Teachers and language learners can get information about 

which words will be most useful to teach and learn by looking at frequency counts 

of vocabulary. Examples of such are The Teacher’s Word Book of 30 000 Words by 

Thorndike and Lorge (1944, cited in Nation 1990: 20), which is the most widely 

known but quite old fashioned, and more recent counts that also are available on-

line, namely the COBUILD Bank of English Corpus, the Cambridge International 

Corpus (CIC), and the British National Corpus (BNC). The most frequent words in 

such frequency counts are function words, like the, of, to, and, which are 

grammatical words necessary to the structure of English regardless of topic. Such 

words and other frequent content words are called high-frequency words and make 

                                                 
1 A word family includes the base word, all of its inflections and its common derivates. This means that the 
inflections walked, walks, walking are in the same word family as the stem walk, and that the derivatives 
stimulative and stimulation are in the same word family as the verb stimulate. (Schmitt, 2000: 2) 
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up about 80 per cent of a text, according to a text vocabulary count in Nation (1990, 

2001). There are about 2000 high-frequency words in the English language, of 

which 165 are function words. The remaining are content words such as nouns, 

verbs, adjectives and adverbs (Nation, 2001: 15). As these words are so often met in 

texts and conversation and are so important to the structure of English, a lot of time 

is well spent on learning these words.  

         A text may also consist of academic and technical words, such as conserve and 

pliers for instance, which are common in texts students may come across in their 

studies. However, these words make up only about 9 per cent and 5 per cent 

respectively of an academic or specialized text, and are not as many as the high-

frequency words.  The University Word List contains about 800 words and most lists 

of technical vocabulary contain about 1000 entries respectively. Academic and 

technical words are therefore not as important and widely used as high-frequency 

words, but even so, they are quite frequent in upper secondary school and higher 

education and are according to Nation (2001), key words, which are difficult to 

guess the meaning of from context, so it is useful for students to know these words 

too.  

         Finally, in a text there are low-frequency words, like bewildering or pastoral 

for example, which are words that generally only occur once in a text and are 

unlikely to be met again for a very long time. Nation states that most words in 

English are like this (1990: 16), a statement that is supported by the fact that the 

large Webster’s Dictionary of low-frequency words contains about 128 000 

headwords. As these words are so infrequent and numerous, there is no point in 

wasting time trying to learn them all. The best way, therefore, is to have effective 

strategies to deal with them as they are encountered in a text or in a conversation.   
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         Before discussing various strategies used in language learning, and vocabulary 

learning in particular, which will be the subject of the following heading, we can 

finally attempt to answer the question about the necessary size of vocabulary for 

second learners of English. The key issue is of course what goals the students have, 

what they plan to do with their knowledge. Are they satisfied just to be able to 

understand spoken English or do they wish to be able to read, speak and write 

without any disturbance? As the high-frequency words are so frequently used and 

consist of so many function words that are necessary to know in order to be able to 

use the language, it is important that English learners know all these 2000 words. 

According to Schonell et al. (1956, cited in Schmitt, 2000: 74) it would be enough to 

know only these words to be able to express oneself in a daily conversation, 

however simply, since a survey among Australians showed that this is the number of 

words regularly used. Besides this fact it is claimed that 2000 words seems to be the 

most commonly cited initial goal for second language learners and provides a solid 

basis for moving into more advanced study (Schmitt, 2000: 142).  

         In addition to this basic word package, students will need to learn academic 

and technical words as they get older in order to be able to cope with the literature in 

upper secondary school and higher education. This means learning an additional 800 

technical words and a further 1000 technical words. So far the number adds up to 

approximately 3800 words not counting the low-frequency words, which Nation 

(2001: 20) maintains ought to be between 15 000 to 20 000 words (not word 

families) in order to enable the learner to read unknown literature with minimal 

disturbance. If, however, the learner’s goal is to develop a vocabulary similar in size 

to that of a native speaker, then a vocabulary size of 15 000 to 20 000 word families 

of all word types is necessary (ibid.). Other scholars (Laufer, 1992; Nation & 

Waring, 1997; Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996, cited in Schmitt, 2000: 74) mention 
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other figures that range from 3000 up to 10 000 word families as necessary for 

second language learners to know to be able to read an average text.  

         This essay will not attempt to decide which scholar is right, instead it restricts 

itself to state that to be able to read, write and speak English it is necessary for the 

language learner to acquire a sizeable vocabulary. Some of these words do simply 

have to be learnt, maybe by help of memory strategies, while others, like the 

infrequent and numerous low-frequency words, can be acquired by help of other 

language learning strategies.  

 

2.2 Learner Strategies 

Just as scholars disagree about how many words a second learner of English ought 

to know, there are also differences as to how the term learner strategy is defined. 

Moreover, learner strategy is not the only term used to describe the phenomenon. 

Names like “techniques, tactics, potentially conscious plans, consciously employed 

operations, learning skills, basic skills, functional skills, cognitive abilities, problem-

solving procedures and language learning behaviours”, are also used (Wenden, 

1991). Wenden’s definition of learner strategies is that they are “mental steps or 

operations that learners use to learn a new language and to regulate their efforts to 

do so” (ibid). Chamot (1987) defines them differently in that she says “learner 

strategies are techniques, approaches or deliberate actions that students take in order 

to facilitate the learning and recall of both linguistic and content area information”. 

Even Oxford (1990) has her own definition: “Learner strategies are steps taken by 

students to enhance their own learning”. Of course there is an easier way to describe 

what learner strategies are - they are quite simply tricks to help one learn more 

easily. 
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         Even though these scholars associate strategies with language learning, they 

are of course also useful in most other subjects. Furthermore there are different 

kinds of strategies for different purposes in these subjects and even so within 

language learning. To narrow it down some more and get to the core of this essay, 

there are even different strategies for vocabulary learning, such as guessing the 

meaning of words from the context in which they appear, recognizing word parts 

and memory strategies, also called mnemonics. The last strategy is relevant to this 

essay and implies using techniques to aid memorization of words. Mnemonics 

involve relating the word to be retained with some previously learned knowledge, 

using some form of imagery, or grouping. A new word can be integrated into many 

kinds of existing knowledge, like previous experiences or known words, for 

example. Words can be easier to retrieve by help of imagery such as images of the 

words’ form or meaning attributes. Grouping or organizing the words in some way 

before memorization is also an important way to aid recall. Another mnemonic 

strategy is to focus on the word’s spelling and sound. It is easier to remember a word 

if it is spelled oddly or sounds funny, similar to the first language or just sounds like 

the word that it describes. Several of the students who participated in the Swedish 

STRIMS project had no problem recalling the meaning of the word sneeze just 

because it sounds like the thing it describes (Malmberg et al., 2000).  

         In English literature about learner strategies the best known and most 

researched mnemonic technique where imagery and sound are applied is the 

Keyword Method (see Nation, 1990, 2001; Oxford, 1990; Schmitt, 2000; Wenden 

and Rubin, 1987). With this method the language learner thinks of a word in the first 

language that sounds like the one he or she is supposed to memorize in the target 

language, and creates a mental image combining the words. Between Swedish and 

English a mental link can be made with the English word frog and the Swedish verb 
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fråga, for example. To be able to remember the word frog and what it denotes, the 

student can imagine a frog that asks a lot of questions (frågar), that is, a nosy frog. 

Every time afterwards when the student needs to recall what a frog is called in 

English, an image of a nosy frog that asks a lot of questions (frågar) pops up in the 

head, and the student will remember that the word he or she seeks sounds like fråga. 

         A lot of research on learner strategies has been done since the first by Carton 

was published in 1966. In his study, which was called The Method of Inference in 

Foreign Language Study, he came to the conclusion that learners vary in their 

propensity to make valid, rational and reasonable inferences. Carton compared 

language learning to a kind of problem-solving in which the students can bring to 

bear his or her prior experience and knowledge in the processing of language.  

Following on Carton’s theories on learning theory, Rubin initiated research on the 

strategies of successful learners in 1971. Her assumption was that, once identified, 

such strategies could be made available to less successful learners. The focus of this 

study is to see whether she was right. 

         This essay will test the hypotheses that students will learn more words with the 

use of strategies; that the weaker students will benefit from using the stronger 

students’ strategies, and that the older students will be more successful in this use of 

strategies than the younger ones; that frequent words are easier to retrieve than less 

frequent words; and finally, that vocabulary memorized from a word list are not 

retained in long-term memory. 

 

3. THE VOCABULARY TESTS 

3.1 Introduction to Vocabulary Tests 

A lot of factors are claimed to influence use of memory strategies and among them 

is the age of the learners (Oxford, 1990). The tests in this study were therefore made 
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with two age groups, 13-year-olds and 17-year-olds, to see whether the use of 

strategies are more common among the older students and whether there are any 

differences between the ages concerning adopting successful strategies and long- 

time memory. 

         Both classes involved were informed that the reason for my presence in the 

classroom was that I was going to do a study on how good they were at learning 

vocabulary, and that this study would result in an essay. The students were asked if 

they wanted to participate, a question they all replied to in the affirmative.  

         In the following sections there will be a description of the method that was 

used for the tests followed by a review of the results. 

 

3.2 Method 

The 13-year-olds were given a handout with fifteen words to take home with them 

and told that there would be a test on the words the day after the following one. The 

word list (List 1 in Appendix 1) was a mixture of nouns, verbs and adjectives and 

consisted of vocabulary, both high-frequent and low-frequent words, unknown to the 

pupils. The purpose of this first test was to locate the most successful learners and 

ask them to share with the rest of the class what strategies they had used while 

memorizing these words. It was the pupils’ use of strategies and the outcome of this 

that was to be tested not the students’ knowledge of English, thus the need for 

unknown words. 

         The tests were corrected and 1 point was given for every right answer, 0.5 

point for the right word, but incorrect spelling, and 0 points where an answer was 

missing or the wrong word was given. 

         The following week a second list of vocabulary (List 2 in Appendix 1) for 

memorization were handed out and this time all pupils were told to use the strategies 
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that the best pupils had used the first time and that they again would be tested the 

day after the following one. 

         Three weeks after the second test an unannounced test of the vocabulary from 

both tests was given in order to check how many words the pupils could still 

remember. 

         The 17-year-old students, in the first class at upper secondary school, were 

given the same kinds of tests as the younger pupils, the only difference being that 

their tests consisted of 25 words instead of 15. The reason why the older students 

were tested on more words was based on the assumption that they were more used to 

vocabulary tests due to the fact that they had been studying English for a longer 

period of time. The procedure with memorizing vocabulary for the first test without 

the conscious use of strategies and using the most successful students’ strategies 

when studying for the second was the same. Where the pronunciation of the words 

was not immediately clear, phonemic transcription was added in all four tests. Two 

days for memorizing the vocabulary for both tests and the principles for grading the 

tests was also identical to the procedure described above. The vocabulary lists for 

the two tests are to be found in Appendix 1. 

         To check whether there was a correlation between the results and the word’s 

frequency the number of correct answers for each word was counted and matched 

against its frequency. 

 

3.3 Results of the 13-year-olds’ Tests 

The average percentage of right answers on the first test was quite high, 73.9 per 

cent, where one pupil had 100 per cent and the weakest had 40 per cent (Table 1, 

page 16). When the two most successful pupils were asked to share with the rest of 

the class what memory techniques they had used in the process of memorizing these 
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words, it was obvious that they had not used a conscious strategy, since they could 

not think of anything in particular that they had done - they had just learnt the words. 

         The fact that this class had never reflected on how they learn words or even 

heard of memory tricks in vocabulary learning before came as no surprise since most  
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         Table 1. Score and percentage of right answers on the first                  Fig.1. Outline of answers from test 1. 

    Pupils      Right  
   answers 
   on test 1 
Top score = 15 

 

Percentage
% 

       P1 6 40 
       P2 8 53 
       P3 8.5 56 
       P4 9 60 
       P5 11 73 
       P6 12.5 83 
       P7 13 86 
       P8 13 86 
       P9 13 86 
       P10 13.5 90 
       P11 15 100 

Average percentage   :       73.9 % 

                         vocabulary test  
 

Swedish pupils, according to the previously mentioned STRIMS project (Malmberg 

et al., 2000), learn vocabulary without any conscious use of strategies; they just read 

through them, look at the Swedish words and try to remember the covered English 

translations. However, after some time and reflection the two best pupils stated that 

their strategies consisted of writing the words and their translations several times 

and where possible trying to find some similarities between the words, such as both 

the English and Swedish words starting with the letter S. 

         Considering the fact that most researchers on learner strategies maintain that 

the use of memory techniques improves memorization and allows for the vocabulary 

to remain in one’s memory for a longer time (Nation, 2001; Oxford, 1990; Schmitt, 

2000), together with the fact that Rubin claims that weaker students can adopt 
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stronger students’ strategies, it would be expected that the result of the second test 

would be better than the first. This was not the case, as Figure 2 shows. 
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 Fig. 2. Outline of answers after  two tests.   Test 1 (diamonds) and test 2 (squares) 

 

                                                                                                 
Figure 2 shows that only four pupils actually made a better score the second time 

around. One pupil had the same score and six performed worse. Thus, the pupils did 

not perform better with a conscious use of memory strategies. 

         An interesting fact emerges from the lines in Figure 2, and that is that it 

actually was the weakest pupils that performed better on the second test. From these 

figures one could draw the conclusion that the weaker learners actually benefit from 

using the stronger pupils’ strategies, in accordance with Rubin’s assumptions, but 

the study is too small to be able to do so with any certainty.  

         From Table 2 (page 18) we can read that the average percentage of right 

answers dropped from 73.9 per cent on the first test to only 69.45 per cent on the 

second. There are several possible explanations for this deterioration. One reason 

might be that learners need to store vocabulary with a personal code, which means 

that the use of one strategy might not suit all students (Malmberg et al., 2000).          

Even though some pupils may find it useful to use the Keyword Method, for 
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example, several others might not be helped by this strategy because they do not 

have the same ability to imagine or make links between words. 

         The pupils in this class were told to use the strategies the best performers had 

used, which in this case implied 

writing the words and their 

translations several times and 

finding similarities between the 

words. Now, writing the words and 

their translations is something every 

pupil could do, but this might not be 

a way of aiding memorization for        

every one of them. Some people can 

    Pupils Right 
answers 
on test 2 

Top score = 15 
 

     Percentage 
  % 

P1 8.5 56 
P2 14 93 
P3 8 53 
P4 11.5 76 
P5 12 80 
P6 7.5 50 
P7 12.5 83 
P8 6 40 
P9 11 73 

  P10 9 60 
  P11 15 100 

       Average percentage  :       69.45% 

remember a long text after having       Table 2. Score and percentage of right answers on test 2 

 written it once, while others will never learn it by heart no matter how many times 

they write it – people are different.  

         Another explanation might be the fact that they had never heard about 

vocabulary learning strategies or reflected on their own learning before. That this is 

common in many second language learning classrooms becomes apparent through 

Thompson’s statement: “While active manipulation of structure is usually heavily 

emphasized in the classroom, vocabulary memorization is often left to the individual 

learner” (1987: 48). Strategies take time to learn and it is not enough to instruct 

pupils about memory techniques and expect them to go home and use them directly. 

They need to practise using them and, according to Thompson, get feedback on their 

efficiency before they will rely on the use of them (ibid.). 

         A third and final possible explanation for the worse result on the second test is 

that you cannot expect pupils to do what you tell them to do all the time. Pupils are 
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pupils just as long as they are in school, and after school, in their spare time, there 

are many other activities that are a lot more fun than memorizing words. The pupils 

agreed to participate in a study concerning their ability to learn words, but nothing 

was said then that there would be a second test. When this was announced several of 

the pupils sighed and said that they would rather not do this. Therefore, there is a 

possibility that these pupils quite simply decided that this second test was not worth 

putting too much effort into. 

         As we can see from Table 3, the average percentage of right answers on the 

unannounced test three weeks after the second test is as low as 39.45 per cent. The 

explanation is to find in how the memory works.  

         Memory comes in two basic types: 

short-term memory (also known as working 

memory) and long-term memory. In order to 

remember a word in the long run it has 

    Pupils Right 
answers 
on test 3 

Top score = 30 
 

  
Percentage 

% 

       P1 5 16 
       P2 9.5 31 
       P3 3.5 11 
       P4 8 26 
       P5 9 30 
       P6 7 23 
       P7 15 50 
       P8 6.5 21 
       P9 13 43 
       P10 23 76 
       P11 14.5 48 

Average percentage   :       39.45 % 

to be consciously encoded into the long-

term memory. This can be done by use of 

strategies, such as the Keyword Method or 

by grouping the word with already known 

words that are similar in some respect, like 

matching beverage with drink. When a            Table 3. Score and percentage of right answers on test 3 

word has been encoded it will be stored there until we need to use it again. The 

method we use to retrieve it is usually a reconstruction of the encoding. We simply 

activate the clues we used when we encoded the word. 

         When these 13-year-olds were studying for the test, the methods they used were 

of the shallower kind, namely rote repetition, which only allows the words to be 

stored in the short-term memory, since no “deep strategy” was used. Tornberg 
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(2000: 93) describes short-term memory as a conscious working memory for 

information in which the information will remain only as long as we need it. The 

information is neither encoded nor stored and can therefore not be retrieved later. 

This is why the pupils remembered only a small part of the words they knew three 

weeks earlier.                                                                                            
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 Fig.3. Correlation between the word’s frequency and the results 

         There seems to be no clear correlation between the results and the words’ 

frequency (Figure 3). The words that most pupils remembered were not among the 

most frequent. The two most remembered words were yarn and bumf, which on the 

prepared test and the unannounced test taken together scored 18.5 and 18 points, 

where 1 point was given for right answer and 0.5 point was given for incorrect 

spelling. The frequency of yarn is quite high with a number of 872, but the 

frequency of bumf is only 27. The two words with highest frequency, dependent 

with a frequency of 3763; and persuade with a frequency of 2347, scored only 12 

points and 9.5 points. Those words that were easiest to remember tend to be short 

words, consisting of only four to six letters, such as yarn, bumf, almond, germ, 

wring and ogle (the words’ frequency is listed in lists 1 and 2: 13-year-olds, in 

Appendix 1).     
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 Results of the 17-year-olds’ Tests 

As we can see from Table 4, the average percentage on the 17-year-olds’ first 

vocabulary test is quite low, only 39.14 per cent. Ranging from three students 

scoring 12 per cent to one with the highest score, 100 per cent. Due to this rather 

poor result all students were asked what memory strategies they had used while 

memorizing these words. 
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        Table 4. Score and percentage of right answers on test 1                         Fig. 4. Outline of score on test 1 

   Stu- 
  dents 

  Right answers 
on test 1 

Top score = 25 

Per- 
centage 

% 
S1 3 12 
S2 3 12 
S3 3 12 
S4 5 20 
S5 6 24 
S6 6 24 
S7 8 32 
S8 8.5 34 
S9 10.5 42 
S10 14 56 
S11 14.5 58 
S12 15 60 
S13 15.5 62 
S14 25 100 

               Average percentage  : 39.14 % 

 

 The overall picture was that the students had used rote repetition, i.e. reading the 

words and their translations over and over again while alternately covering the 

Swedish and the English words, or studying the words only minutes before the test. 

However, the three most successful students had used somewhat “deeper” strategies. 

Their techniques for memorizing words were: 

1) aural (sound-oriented), i.e. reading the words out loud to engage the hearing in  

       the encoding of the vocabulary. 

2) linking the words to Swedish ones, or making them sound Swedish, like for  

example the word larceny, which in Swedish sounds like Lars är ny. 
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3) studying the words while listening to music. According to the student who used 

this technique, some researchers have found that listening to classical music 

while studying enhances the concentration. The student claimed it works just as 

well with popular music. 

While studying for the second vocabulary test, the students were told to use one of 

these three strategies. Judging from the results, as shown in Table 5 and Figure 5, 

these strategies were quite effective. 
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  Table 5. Score and percentage of right answers on test 2.                             Fig. 5. Outline of answers after two tests.  

Students Right answer 
on test 2 
Top score = 
25 

Percentage 
% 

S1 15.5 62 
S2 23 92 
S3 3 12 
S4 21 84 
S5 8 32 
S6 17.5 70 
S7 11 44 
S8 8 32 
S9 21 84 

S10 25 100 
S11 17 68 
S12 25 100 
S13 23 92 
S14 25 100 

                Average percentage  : 69.43 % 

                                                                                                                       Test 1 (diamonds) and test 2 (squares). P(t)<0.05 
 
 

The average percentage improved to 69.43 per cent and all students but three had a 

better result on the second test. One student (student 8) had a worse score, which 

most likely is due to lack of interest, and two students had the same score as on the 

first test. From this fact one can draw the conclusions that not only did the weakest 

students benefit from using the most successful learners’ strategies, but the class as a 

whole performed better with the conscious use of memory techniques. 
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         In spite of the fact that researchers (Oxford, 1990; Gairns and Redman, 1986; 

Wenden & Rubin, 1987) maintain that the use of strategies encodes vocabulary into 

long-term memory, which will help the learners to remember the words for a long 

time, the results of the third test, on all 50 words after three weeks, show that the 

students remembered on average only 15.64 per cent of the words (Table 6). 

One possible explanation for this loss 

of memory might be that the 

strategies used for encoding the 

words into the long-term memory 

were not of the kind that were 

suitable to reconstruct in a classroom 

situation. The students encoded the 

words by reading them loud and                            

while listening to music, which are 

devices that cannot be reconstructed  

Students Right answers 
on test 3 

Top score = 50 

Per- 
centage 

% 
S1 8 16 
S2 5 10 
S3 2.5 5 
S4 15.5 31 
S5 2 4 
S6 8 16 
S7 5 10 
S8 0.5 1 
S9 7.5 15 
S10 3 6 
S11 4 8 
S12 3 6 
S13 12.5 25 
S14 33 66 

                Average percentage  : 15.64 % 

 Table 6. Score and percentage of right answers on test 3                    in the classroom. Since the vocabulary 

could not be retrieved in the same manner as they were encoded, the words were not 

accessible. 

         As Figure 6 (page 24) shows there is no clear correlation between the word’s 

frequency and the results of the tests. The words which most pupils remembered 

were not among the most frequent, rather quite the opposite. The two words with 

most correct answers were cob, with a frequency of 148, which scored 19 points; 

and woozy, with a frequency of 8, which also scored 19 points. The words with the 

highest frequency were inadequate, with a frequency of 2288; and rover, with a 

frequency of 1409. These words surprisingly turned out to be the least remembered,  

with scores of 2 points and 5 points. Just as the case was with the 13-year-olds, the 
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words that older students seemed to remember best were short words, in this case 

those that consisted of three to seven letters. The five words with highest score were 

cob, woozy, writhe, janitor and yolk (for the words’ frequency, see lists 1 and 2: 17-

year-olds, in Appendix 1). 
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                        Fig. 6. Correlation between the word’s frequency and the results 
 

 

 

3 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Even though researchers disagree about the necessary size of vocabulary that has to 

be learned by second language learners in order to understand and communicate in 

English, the fact that there are a lot of words that have to be acquired still remains. 

         There are a number of different words, of which some are more numerous than 

others and are used more or less frequent. Not all of these words need to be learnt, 

since they are so-called low-frequency words that occur quite rarely in a text or 

conversation. These words are better dealt with by use of strategies, like guessing 

from context or by recognizing word parts. Other words, principally high-frequency 

words, but also to some extent academic and technical words, need to be learnt 

because they are so important, both to the structure of English and to the daily 

conversation, and because they are key words in academic and technical texts that 

are not easily guessed from context. 
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         Methods to learn these words and make them last in the learner’s memory are 

called memory techniques, or mnemonics, and might involve relating the word to 

previous knowledge, using some form of imagery, or grouping the words with 

similar ones. When learners use memory strategies of some depth, they encode the 

word into the long-term memory, and when they need to use the word they retrieve it 

by using the same code (strategy) as they used when encoding it. If, however, no 

deep strategy is used when memorizing the word, the information will be stored in 

the short-term memory, where it will be quickly forgotten, usually directly after the 

test it was memorized for. 

         The aim of this essay has been to explore whether weaker students benefit 

from using the stronger students’ strategies and if there is a difference in the use of 

strategies between 13-year-old and 17-year-old Swedish students learning English. 

Part of the aim has also been to examine whether or not the students as a whole 

performed better on the second test with the conscious use of memory strategies, and 

lastly, this essay set out to explore whether more frequent words are easier to 

remember that less frequent and whether memorizing words from a wordlist with the 

use of strategies, the way these students did, enhanced their vocabulary permanently 

or was short-time knowledge only.  The hypotheses that were tested were: 

1. that students will learn more words with the use of strategies,  

2. that the weaker students will benefit from using the stronger students’ strategies 

and that the older students will be more successful in this use of strategies than 

the younger ones,  

3. that frequent words are easier to retrieve than less frequent words, and finally, 

4.  that vocabulary memorized from a word list are not retained in long-term 

memory. 
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         To get answers to these questions, two vocabulary tests were carried out with 

both age groups. Nothing was said about strategies before the first test, but when 

memorizing words for the second test, the students were told to use those strategies 

that the most successful students had used in the first test. Three weeks after the 

second test the students were tested on all the words unannounced to examine if they 

could still remember them. 

         The results show, in accordance with the hypotheses, that the older students 

both used more and different strategies than the younger pupils and did so with 

greater success. Not only did the older, weaker students benefit from using the more 

successful students’ strategies, but the whole class, except for two uninterested 

students, performed better. One explanation for the 17-year-olds’ improvement on 

the second test might be that they used strategies that were more applicable than the 

strategies that the younger pupils used. The 17-year-old successful students reported 

having used strategies that linked the words to sound and to Swedish words, and 

studying them while listening to music. The younger students, on the other hand, 

just repeatedly wrote the words and their translations and tried to find common 

letters.  

         Six out of a total of eleven 13-year-olds performed worse on the second test. 

There are three possible explanations for this deterioration. One is that different 

kinds of strategies suit different learners. The use of mnemonic devices is personal 

and which one the learners choose to use is dependent on earlier experience and 

knowledge. A second explanation might be the fact that these pupils had never heard 

of vocabulary learning strategies before. It takes a lot of time and practise to use 

strategies successfully. The third explanation might quite simply be that the pupils 

did not want to memorize the words for the second test because they were fed up 
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with tests. As a teacher one cannot expect pupils to do as one tells them to do all the 

time.  

         Since four out of five of the weakest 13-year-olds performed better on the 

second test, one could draw the conclusion that the weakest students actually 

benefited from using the stronger pupils’ strategies even though the overall learners 

did not improve their results, but the number of pupils participating in this study is 

too small for the drawing of any general conclusions. Thus, the hypothesis that 

students will learn more words with the use of strategies was not proved right as far 

as the 13-year-olds are concerned. 

         The results of the study proved that the hypothesis that frequent words are 

easier to remember than less frequent words is wrong. There was no clear 

correlation between the results of the tests and the word’s frequency in any age 

group. There was an equal mix of frequent and less frequent words among those 

words that were remembered by the highest number of students. However, those 

words that seemed easiest to remember were those that consisted of between three to 

seven letters.  

         However, the hypothesis that vocabulary memorized from a word list is not 

retained in long-term memory was supported. Both age groups performed poorly on 

the unannounced third test, containing all the words from both tests, three weeks 

after the second test. The average score on the 13-year-olds’ test was 39.45 per cent 

of the total number of 30 words. This is by no means a surprising result, considering 

the fact that the pupils used rote repetition, which is less effective than deeper 

strategies since it is assumed to place the words in the short-term memory only. 

         The older students performed even worse, only an average of 15.64 per cent 

out of a total number of 50 words, which was more surprising since they actually 

used quite deep strategies. The reason why they performed worse than the younger 
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pupils is probably because they were tested on more words, 50 words in contrast to 

30. The conclusion drawn in this essay why the students could not remember the 

words despite the fact that they had actually used quite deep strategies, which most 

likely placed the words in the long-term memory, is that it is likely they were wrong 

kinds of strategies.  It is assumed that the same kind of codes or strategies are used 

to retrieve a word that is stored in the long-term memory as were used to encode it. 

However, the strategies used for encoding the words into the long-term memory in 

this case were not of the kind that were suitable to reconstruct in a classroom 

situation. The students encoded the words by reading them loud and while listening 

to music, which are devices that cannot be reconstructed in the classroom. Since the 

vocabulary items could not be retrieved in the same manner as they were encoded, 

the words were not accessible. 

         Based on this conclusion it seems clear that it is not only important for the 

teacher to teach the learners about memory techniques and how the memory works, 

but also to teach them the right kinds of strategies that are applicable in a classroom 

test situation. There are, however, voices that claim that using vocabulary lists and 

tests as means of teaching vocabulary is not effective, but that might be a theme for 

another essay. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Vocabulary Lists 

List 1: 13-year-olds:   The words with the highest number are more 
    frequent than those with a low number. 
     
English  Frequency Swedish   

Persuade  2347 Övertala 
Scold  57 Skälla på 
Boast  445 Skryta 
Dependent 3763 Beroende 
Germ  167 Bakterie 
Simultaneous 637 Samtidig 
Innate  414 Medfödd 
Hostile  1615 Fientlig/ Ovänlig 
Sewer  210 Kloak/ Avlopp 
Turnabout 18 Helomvändning 
Almond  323 Mandel 
Wring  81 Vrida ur/ Krama ur 
Reshuffle 556 Blanda om kort 
Bumf  27 Toapapper (slang) 
Pamper  31 Skämma bort 
 
 
List 2: 13-year olds:
 
English  Frecuency Swedish
 
Yarn  872 Garn/ Tråd 
Abreast  190 I bredd/ Sida vid sida 
Rover  1409 Vandrare 
Beverage 109 Dryck 
Windbag 15 Pratmakare 
Cumbersome 292 Krånglig/ Svår 
Vilify  12 Baktala 
Dungeon 125 Fängelsehåla 
Treacle  106 Sirap 
Ogle  25 Snegla/ Ögonflörta 
Petrify  4 Förvandla till sten 
Doddle  67 Busenkel 
Retrograde 185 Bakvänd 
Stint  226 Spara på/ Snåla med 
Funnel  161 Tratt 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 30



List 1: 17-year-olds:
 
English  Frequency Swedish
 
Writhe  32 Vrida sig 
Zest  178 Iver/ Entusiasm 
Outwit  57 Överlista 
Submissive 138 Ödmjuk/ Undergiven 
Yolk  107 Äggula 
Larceny  98 Stöld 
Preamble 183 Inledning 
Tubular  258 Rörformig 
Disembowel 6 Ta inälvorna ur 
Glutton  26 Storätare/ Matvrak 
Stupendous 106 Häpnadsväckande 
Quilt  180 Sängtäcke 
Remuneration 483 Ersättning/ Lön 
Abstain  129 Avhålla sig 
Equestrian 117 Ryttare 
Constrict 23 Dra samman 
Bilateral  774 Ömsesidig 
Dismount 67 Stiga av 
Rover  1409 Vandrare 
Proliferate 97 Sprida sig 
Oblige  289 Tvinga 
Inadequate 2288 Otillräcklig 
Nondescript 75 Obestämbar 
Bumf  27 Toapapper (slang) 
Haversack 28 Ryggsäck/ Axelväska 
 
 
 
List 2: 17-year-olds:
 
English  Frequency Swedish 
 
Bedevil  15 Försvåra/ Komplicera 
Accolade 159 Hyllning 
Tweak  50 Nypa/ Vrida om 
Flawless  103 Felfri/ Fulländad 
Clout  204 Trasa 
Flurry  276 Snöby 
Janitor  28 Vaktmästare 
Immense 1390 Jättestor 
Debar  23 Förhindra 
Pliers  69 Avbitartång 
Woozy  8 Vinglig/ Yr 
Gout  62 Gikt 
Cob  148 Majskolv 
Grapple  124 Brottas 
Fad  100 Modenyck/ Modefluga 
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List 2: 17-year-olds continues:
 
English  Frequency Swedish
 
Invoke  287 Framkalla/ Anropa 
Unkempt 110 Ovårdad 
Joggle  4 Skaka/ Ruska 
Deity  304 Gud/ Gudom 
Meander  102 Ströva omkring 
Jilt  4 Överge/ Göra slut 
Gooey  42 Sentimental 
Snug  171 Tättsittande (kläder) 
Ewe  126 Fårtacka 
Incisor  82 Framtand 
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