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Chapter 1
The Effect of Vocabulary Learning Strategy Training on
Non-English Majors’ English Vocabulary Learning

1.1 Introduction

1.1.1 Importance of Vocabulary Learning in Second Language

Acquisition (SLA)

It is well known to us that vocabulary, the building material, is essential to
a language, in which vocabulary is the basic component, and the other two are
phonology and grammar. In other words, vocabulary is of utmost significance
to people’s communication and language learning. The linguist David Wilkins
(1972) once summed up the importance of vocabulary in his book Linguistics
and Language Teaching: Without grammar and vocabulary, the language learners
will obtain nothing. Without enough words one cannot communicate with
others, no matter how wonderful his grammar and pronunciation are, because
vocabulary is the carrier for people to communicate with each other (McCarthy,
1990).

To achieve the aim of better interaction, it is the first task for people to
learn vocabulary. Without vocabulary, people are unable to speak, read and write
with clarity. With rich vocabulary, people are confident in their communication.
Moreover, to learn a new language is to some extent to form a new network,

which is made up of words. Without doubt, it is a fact that vocabulary is the
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backbone and essence of any language. Accordingly, it is of critical significance
for language learners to acquire adequate vocabulary and communicate well
with others. In general, the vocabulary that a learner owns reflects his or her
English level. Since vocabulary is very important in language learning, it is of
critical significance for language learners to memorize plenty of words in order
to master a language. To some degree, vocabulary is the crucial part of English
learning and teaching.

Vocabulary is the important part of language and significant to language
learners. English is rich in vocabulary; there are about 1,000,000 words. [t
is clear that a small number of words (around 2,000 to 3,000) can be used
effectively to express an enormous number of ideas. In case of speaking, it
is important to get learners to be able to make the best of a small productive
vocabulary. With writing, however, learners need to extend their productive
vocabulary to include the specialized vocabulary of their areas of study
and interest. In academic settings, writing is most often used as the form of
assessment, and learners need to be able to show their knowledge of the field
through the use of the specialized vocabulary. The research on native speakers
indicates that second language learners in the same school system as native
speakers of English may have to increase their vocabulary by around 1,000
words a year, besides making up a 2,000 to 3,000-word gap, in order to match
native speakers’ vocabulary growth. Learners with special goals, such as
study at a university, need to acquire a further 1,000 high-frequency words.
According to the College English Curriculum Requirements (CECR) (2007), the
college students’ general vocabulary size is 4,794 words. A high-level student
vocabulary size should reach 6,395, among which 2,364 words belong to the
active vocabulary.

Vocabulary is the important part of language and significant to the language
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learners. Nevertheless, the teaching and learning of vocabulary have not been
given more attentions in English teaching throughout its varying stages and up
to the present day. As is shown to us, the vocabulary is of critical importance
to learn English. So how vocabulary is learned and how vocabulary is taught is
the focus of the research. The methods of learning vocabulary well are taken for
consideration by the researchers and language learners.

As Krashen and Terrell (1983) write in their book “The Natural Approach”
that “of the two tools for communication, vocabulary and grammar, the former
is clearly the most essential one.” However, nowadays in the field of vocabulary
learning, what interest researchers and language teacher in the west is how they
can do to teach English vocabulary to non-native English learners well. In the
world, English has become the commonly used language. And in our country,
with the development of economy and politics, English has become one part of
our daily life, especially in the field of economics. In students’ eyes, learning
English is not only a course in the school, but also the tool for them to interact
with outside world. Furthermore, it is becoming increasingly popular that some
students go abroad to further their studies. However, we cannot ignore the fact
that after many years of English study, our students cannot express themselves
clearly and read in English. It is universally recognized that vocabulary plays
a fundamental role in successful SLA. Therefore, it is of great importance to
master vocabulary in SLA. So as to be competent in second language learning,

we must acquire adequate vocabulary.

1.1.2 The Present Situation of Vocabulary Learning

In recent years, the English learning in our country has been given more
attention, in which the focus of English learning is shifted from how to teach to

how to learn. Therefore, more and more language researchers begin to pay more
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attention to the mastery of basic learning skills. The interests of linguists and
researchers shift from the learning product to the learning process in the field
of language acquisition. In English language acquisition, some research results
show that the English acquisition has been shifted from how the teachers teach to
how the students learn well. At the same time, a number of researches are carried
out from special perspectives. Therefore, in the field of language acquisition
and research, a clear phenomenon appears that research on learners and learning
methods outweighs that on teachers and teaching methodology.

Students should be encouraged to become more autonomous and to “Learn
how to learn” (Cohen, 2000). Researches (O’ Malley & Chamot, Oxford, Cohen
and Wen Qiufang) show that the learning strategies are the key to learner’s
success. Furthermore, the study of learning strategy and the effects of language
learning have been administered since students’ autonomy of language learning
is improved. In western countries, language researchers become more interested
in language learning strategies. With an aim to improve the learners’ autonomy
of language acquisition, the researchers are involved in language learning
training of the students.

With the focus shifting from teachers’ teaching to students’ learning,
language learning strategy instruction research is given more attention. In
western countries, a large body of research supports the positive effects of
training on strategies in language learning performance (Carrell, 1998; Oxford
1990, 1996 ), although not all the researches about VLST reach the satisfactory
results. In our country also appear some studies on the effect of these training,
which began in the 1980s.

When it comes to the learning strategy instruction, most of researchers
in the west concentrate on reading strategies (Carrell, 1998), and on cognitive

strategies as one of the main categories of learning strategies. Besides, the
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