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Abstract: The present study aims at investigating threefold: (1) to identify vocabulary learning strategies which Moroccan Master 

students employ while learning their English vocabulary; (2) to explore frequency of students' strategy use; and (3) to examine the 

relationship between frequency of students’ strategy use and the independent gender variable. The research respondents of the 

present investigation were 60 Master students studying English at the School of Arts & Humanities within the English Department of 

Meknes in academic year 2011. Convenient sampling was used to select the respondents of the study. A vocabulary learning strategy 

questionnaire adopted from Schmitt's (1997) study was used as a tool for data collection. There are five different categories of 

vocabulary learning strategies as Determination, Memory, Social, Cognitive, and Metacognitive. These categories cover an overall of 

56 strategies included in the vocabulary learning strategy questionnaire. The statistical tools used in order to help interpret data 

include descriptive statistics which makes use of frequencies, percentage, crosstabs, and chi-square tests for independence. The 

findings reveal that Master students use almost the same vocabulary learning strategies as demonstrated by their counterparts in the 

literature on second language acquisition. Additionally, Master students use deeper strategies more often, and shallow strategies less 

often. Finally, the independent gender variable is found to affect some students' vocabulary learning strategies. Bearing in mind the 

limitations (a small sample size of 60 Master students with unbalanced gender distribution, and the use of the questionnaire alone as 

a tool for data collection), the findings of this study led to some suggestions to enhance students' vocabulary learning, and 

subsequently develop their  English learning. 
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Introduction 

                Vocabulary is the basic cornerstone of 

language use. Without enough vocabulary, learners 

cannot communicate understandably. Having a limited 

vocabulary is also a barrier that hinders learners from 

learning a foreign language (Zhihong, 2000 as cited in 

Subekti and Lawson, 2007) Accordingly, attentions 

have been given to the investigation of vocabulary 

learning strategies in order to explore the specific 

actions or mental operations undertaken by language 

learners to develop their vocabulary learning (Oxford, 

1990). While many research studies (Oxford, 1990; 

Stöffer, 1995; Gu and Johnson, 1996; Schmitt, 1997; 

Kudo, 1999; Nation, 2001) have been conducted on 

vocabulary acquisition or learner’s strategies, little 

research (O’Malley et al., 1985a) has been done to 

combine vocabulary learning with learner’s strategies 

in one single study. Similarly, relatively few studies 

(Seffar, 2005; Kablani, 2006) have been conducted on 

vocabulary learning strategies (VLS) among Moroccan 

university students. Consequently, a research study is 

urgently needed on university students’ vocabulary 

learning strategies. 

Inspired by the  two  main research studies (1) 

Schmitt’s (1997) survey on the vocabulary learning 

strategies of Japanese students, and (2) Jiménez-

Catalan’s (2003) study on gender differences in 

vocabulary learning strategies,  the researcher in the 

present study investigates the use of vocabulary 

learning strategies by advanced learners, Master 

students. Studies affirm that complex strategy use 

which requires deep and active manipulation of 

information such as making associations, or the Key 

Methods (Pressley et al., 1982) result into successful 

language learning. Based on what is stated above, apart 

from types of VLS use, frequency of use is the aim of 

the present investigation. This paper also examines 

gender differences in VLS use by Moroccan EFL 

Master students. The objectives of the present study are 

to be investigated in the light of the following 

formulated research hypotheses: 

1) Moroccan EFL Master students will use the same 

vocabulary learning strategies used by their 

counterparts as highlighted in the literature on 

second language acquisition (SLA). 
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2) Moroccan EFL Master students will use “deeper” 

strategies more frequently, and “shallow” 

strategies less frequently for discovering and 

remembering words' meaning. 

3) There will be a difference in vocabulary learning 

strategies between male and female Moroccan 

EFL Master students. 

 

Review of Related Literature 

  “Vocabulary learning strategies are a part of 

language learning strategies which in turn are a part of 

general learning strategies” (Nation 2001, p. 217). As 

O’Malley and Chamot (1990) point out, VLS are the 

most recognized effective types of language learning 

strategies. Sökmen (1997) defines VLS as essentially 

actions undertaken by L2 learners so that they can 

comprehend the meaning of a lexical item, learn it and 

remember it for later use.  Similarly, Schmitt (1997) 

uses Ruben’s (1987, p. 29) definition as “the process 

by which information is obtained, stored, retrieved, and 

used”. Jiménez-Catalan (2003) employs the definitions 

of VLS adopted from different scholars (Ruben, 1987; 

Schmitt, 1997), and incorporates the following 

definition in her research study as “knowledge about 

the mechanism used in order to learn vocabulary as 

well as steps or actions taken by students (a) to find out 

the meaning of unknown words, (b) to retain them in 

long-term memory, (c) to recall them at will, and (d) to 

use them in oral or written mode” (p. 56). However, 

Intaraprasert (2004) refers to VLS as “ any set of 

techniques or learning behaviors, which language 

learners reported using in order to discover the 

meaning of new words, to retain the knowledge of 

newly-learned words, and to expand their knowledge 

of vocabulary”(p.9). Vocabulary learning strategies 

enhance learners’ responsibility of their own learning 

process. Specifically, the strategies foster “learner 

autonomy, independence, and self-direction” (Oxford 

and Nyikos, 1989 as cited in Hamzah et al., 2009, p. 

42). A good knowledge of different VLS and the 

ability to use them in meaningful contexts can make 

the learning of unfamiliar words easier. This means 

that the learner’s choice of which lexical items to study 

results into a better recall, instead of the words being 

chosen by teachers (Ranalli, 2003 as cited in Hamzah 

et al., 2009). Acknowledged by many scholars (Nation, 

1990; Harmer, 1991; Nandy, 1994), vocabulary is a 

crucial part of language learning. Harmer (1991) 

highlights the crucial role of vocabulary in language 

learning.  For this researcher, “If language structures 

make up the skeleton of language, then it is vocabulary 

that provides the vital organs and the flesh” (p. 153). 

For Nation (1990), vocabulary is the cornerstone of 

language acquisition. Likewise, Mayuree (2007) sees 

words as necessary means, and therefore learners use 

them in their daily interaction, thinking and feelings. 

Learners also use words to discover the world, and 

analyze their environment. Consequently, a limited 

range of vocabulary knowledge constrains learners’ 

thoughts, but a rich vocabulary repertoire helps 

learners express themselves understandably. This is 

consistent with Nandy (1994) who argues that “the 

more words one is able to use correctly, the better one 

will be able to express oneself easily, and to understand 

the world he lives in” ( p. 1). 

 Vocabulary and grammar are considered as 

crucial components in the learning process, still 

vocabulary is more emphasized.  Allen (1983) stresses 

that vocabulary items should be taught before 

grammar. For the same reason, Lewis (1993) considers 

vocabulary as the core of language acquisition. He 

further claims that language learning consists of 

“grammaticalized lexis”, and grammar as a structure is 

subordinate to “lexis”. Obviously, learners can 

understand, and be understood though they pronounce 

their words incorrectly or use grammatical mistakes. 

To put it clearly, “without grammar, very little can be 

conveyed; without vocabulary, nothing can be 

conveyed” (Wilkins, 1972, p. 111). Ellis (1994) affirms 

Wilkins' (1972) statement and assures that lexical 

errors block learners’ understanding more than 

grammar does. 

 Vocabulary is the key factor for effective 

communication in language learning. Lewis (1993) 

sees vocabulary as indeed important in daily 

interactions. He states that language learners are able to 

communicate only if they know the most of the words’ 

meanings. Equally, Schmitt (2000) claims that 

vocabulary is a fundamental component to 

communicative competence. This means that there is 

no other type of knowledge that can be used in 

communication without the mediation of lexical items. 

For Davise and Pearse (2000), vocabulary is at the core 

of effective communication. Language learners are 

frustrated when they are unable to communicate 

effectively, possibly due to their lack of enough 

vocabulary knowledge. The same is expressed  by 

McCarthy (1990), who argues that “ no matter how 

well the student learns grammar, no matter how 

successfully the sounds of L2 are mastered, without 

words to express a wide range of meanings, 

communication in an L2 just cannot happen in any 

meaningful ways” (p. iix). Words are powerful means 

language learners use to reflect on their ideas and 

feelings.  

 Past research studies on vocabulary learning 

strategies reported to be used by different students in 

distinctive contexts. What follows is previous studies 

investigated by different researchers (Sanaoui, 1995; 

Stöffer, 1995; Gu and Johnson, 1996; Schmitt, 1997; 
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Fan, 2003; Jiménez-Catalan, 2003; Seffar, 2005; 

Mayuree, 2007). 

 Sanaoui (1995) conducted an exhaustive 

research on adults, non-native speakers of English 

studying English as a second language (ESL), and 

French as a second language (FSL). Her participants 

were beginners and advanced learners. The researcher 

used four case studies of non-native speakers of 

English learning ESL, and eight case studies of 

learners learning French as L2. The focus of the 

researcher was the effect of structured learning and 

unstructured learning approaches. According to 

Sanaoui (1995), the main results of the investigation 

revealed that structured learning approach proved to be 

more effective in retaining vocabulary taught in the 

classroom than unstructured learning approach for both 

beginners and advanced learners. 

 Stöffer (1995) conducted an in-depth research 

study on VLS use at tertiary level. The participants 

were non-native speakers of English learning other 

languages such as Spanish, Japanese, Russian, and 

English. Data was gathered based on Vocabulary 

Learning Strategy Inventory (VLSI), and Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning (SILL). The 

questionnaire included fifty three strategies. More 

importantly, the researcher took into consideration the 

following investigated variables: previous language 

experience, course level, languages studied, age, 

gender, and instruction of VLS. The main findings can 

be summarized as that university foreign language 

learners’ VLS use was effectively influenced by 

several individual learning variables investigated in the 

study. However, gender variable showed no significant 

difference in vocabulary learning strategy use 

employed by the participants. 

  Schmitt (1997) opted for EFL learners in the 

Japanese context. The focus of his study was overall 

vocabulary learning strategy use reported by lower and 

upper secondary, university, and adult students. A 58-

vocabulary learning strategy questionnaire was used as 

a method for data gathering. Schmitt (1997) focused on 

no specific variables. The researcher came out with the 

following main findings: the most frequently used 

strategies for the discovery of the meaning of the word 

included guessing from context, using a bilingual 

dictionary, and asking classmates for the meaning of 

the word. However, the least frequently used strategy 

involved checking for L1 cognate. As for  

consolidating a word's meaning once it has been 

encountered, the most frequently used strategies were 

concerned with verbal repetition, studying the spelling, 

written repetition, saying the word aloud, taking-notes 

of the word in class, studying the sound of the word, 

and word lists. On the other hand, the least frequently 

used strategies comprised using physical action, using 

cognates, using semantic maps, teachers check 

flashcards for learning, using a bilingual dictionary, 

written repetition, verbal repetition, saying the new 

word aloud, studying words’ spelling. These strategies 

are believed to be the most useful for the participants. 

 Jiménez-Catalan (2003) investigated gender 

variable of a total number of 581 Spanish university 

learners learning English and Basque as FL. Her study 

was based on overall vocabulary learning strategies 

reported by the participants. Jiménez-Catalan’s (2003) 

conclusion confirmed that the use of the number of 

vocabulary learning strategies by both males and 

females was found to be statistically significant. The 

small difference is in favor of female learners: z=1, 98, 

p=0, 0239 (2, 39%). As for the range of vocabulary 

learning strategies for both the Discovery, and 

Consolidation strategies, nine  out of  the ten most used 

strategies were commonly shared by the two genders. 

Likewise, the ten least frequently used strategies were 

almost of identical rankings, and percentages shared by 

both groups. However, clear differential patterns 

appeared at the level of overall vocabulary learning 

strategies reported to be employed by both males and 

females. 

  Fan (2003) studied overall vocabulary 

learning strategy use employed by university learners 

learning English as a foreign language. Fan (2003) 

employed vocabulary tests beside a vocabulary 

learning strategy questionnaire as a data collection tool. 

The variables under investigation included English 

language proficiency, age, and language spoken at 

home. The results of the study demonstrated that 

though language learners perceived vocabulary 

strategies as useful, they do not use them frequently. 

The most frequently used and perceived useful strategy 

was using the dictionary, while the least frequently 

used and perceived as least useful strategy involved the 

key word strategy. 

  Mayuree (2007) conducted an exhaustive 

research on 1481 learners learning English as foreign 

language. Her focus was mainly directed towards VLS 

use. The main participants were university students. 

The methods of data collection were vocabulary 

learning strategy questionnaire, semi-structured 

interviews and vocabulary tests. The main concern of 

Mayuree’s (2007) exploratory and descriptive study 

was to investigate five variables. These included 

gender, major field of study, previous language 

learning experience, type of academic program, and 

level of vocabulary proficiency. Based on the research 

findings, there were significant relationships in terms 

of the frequency of strategy use and the five variables. 

The results revealed that the frequency of VLS use in 

terms of the three categories: (1) “The discovery of the 

word's meaning”, (2) “the retention of the knowledge 
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of newly-learned vocabulary", and (3) “the expansion 

of the knowledge of vocabulary” changed significantly 

according to the five variables. Still, there was no 

significant difference in terms of frequency of 

vocabulary strategy use in relation to the second 

category. The chi-square tests for independence 

demonstrated patterns of significant variations at the 

level of individual strategy use between both males and 

females. 

 To my knowledge, Seffar (2005 as cited in 

Kablani, 2006) was the only researcher who conducted 

a research study in the Moroccan context.  A total 

number of 100 participants, both fourth and first year 

university students, were surveyed in terms of their 

VLS use. The investigated variables were gender, and 

study level. The method used in the study was oxford’s 

(1990) Strategy Inventory for Language Learning 

(SILL) consisting of six strategy categories: 

Compensation, Cognitive, Meta-cognitve, Memory, 

Social, and Affective strategies. The findings revealed 

that the most frequently used strategies were 

Compensation strategies, while the least frequently 

used strategies were Affective strategies. As for 

gender, the findings indicated that females employed 

more frequent use of all the six strategy categories 

compared to their male counterparts. Concerning the 

study level, the research study demonstrated that while 

first year students employed Meta-cognitve, Cognitive, 

Affective, and Social strategies more often, fourth year 

students employed Compensation and Memory 

strategies more frequently. 

 

Methodology 
           The targeted participants in the present research 

article are Master students within the English 

Department of Meknes, Morocco. They include a total 

number of 108 Master students. They are both males 

and females. All of them have been learning English 

for at least five years. Additionally, all participants 

belong to one of the Master programs including 

Applied Linguistics, Communication in Contexts and 

Business Communication. Master students in Applied 

Linguistics and Communication in Contexts are both 

first and second year students. Convenience sampling 

is a non-probability sampling technique where 

respondents are selected because of their convenient 

accessibility. The researcher of the present study 

prefers this sampling technique because the sample 

size is small, and thus it is possible to include every 

individual since all of the 108 Master students are 

readily available. For convenience purposes, the 

researcher included all master students in the School of 

Arts & Humanities, the English Department of 

Meknes. The main reason for the researcher to 

intentionally choose Master students is because they 

have more or less the same experience of exposure, at 

least five years of studying English, and almost the 

same English proficiency.   

              The main instrument used for data collection 

in the present study is a vocabulary learning strategy 

questionnaire (VLSQ). It aims at surveying the 

participants’ types of vocabulary learning strategies, 

and frequency of strategy use. The third purpose of 

making use of the written questionnaire is to look into 

whether the investigated gender variable is related to 

the students’ reported strategy use obtained from the 

questionnaire. The written questionnaire is a popular 

means for data collection. It is the most widely used 

tool since it is economical and easy to fill in, namely 

the likert-scale questionnaire (Nunan, 1992). The 

VLSQ consists of two sections. The first section aims 

at gathering participants’ background information such 

as gender, years of studying English, and students’ 

motivation towards learning vocabulary. The second 

section includes 55 items of vocabulary learning 

strategies, which are grouped under two basic purposes 

(Jiménez-Catalan (2003): (1) Discovery strategies 

(items 1-14), and (2) Consolidation strategies (items 

15-55). Among them items 1-9 are Determination 

strategies (DET), items 10-16 are Social strategies 

(SOC), items 17-42 are Memory strategies (MEM), 

items 43-50 are Cognitive strategies (COG), and finally 

items 51-55 are Metacognitve strategies (MET). 

 

Discussion of the Results 

The main findings of the research study are 

discussed and explained with reference to theoretical 

premises, and previous research findings. The heart of 

the discussion consists of the identification of 

vocabulary learning strategies, frequency of use, and 

gender differences in vocabulary learning strategies by 

Master students.  
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Table (1) 

Identification of VLS Used by Moroccan Master Students 

NO. Discovery Strategy Item 

 

Category 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

I analyze the parts of speech. 

I analyze the word affixes and roots. 

I check for a French cognate. 

I analyze any available pictures or gestures accompanying the word. 

I try to guess the word’s meaning from the text/context. 

I look for the word’s meaning in a bilingual dictionary. 

I look for the word’s meaning in a monolingual dictionary. 

I use the Internet to see the word’s meaning. 

I learn the word through English-Arabic word lists. 

I deduce the  meaning of the word from flashcards shown by the teacher 

I ask the teacher for an L1 translation. 

I ask the teacher for a paraphrase/ synonymy of the new word. 

I ask the teacher for a sentence including the new word. 

I ask my classmate for the meaning of the word. 

I discover the new meaning of the word through group work. 

DET 

DET 

DET 

DET 

DET 

DET 

DET 

DET 

DET 

DET 

SOC 

SOC 

SOC 

SOC 

SOC 

NO. 
Consolidation Strategy Item 

 
Category 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 

31 

32 

33 

34 

35 

36 

37 

38 

39 

40 

41 

42 

43 

44 

45 

46 

47 

48 

49 

50 

51 

I study and practise meaning in pairs/groups in class and outside class. 

I try to use the new word when interacting with native speakers. 

I try to use the new word when I speak with my classmates. 

I try to use the new word forming an image of it. 

I connect the word meaning to a personal experience. 

I form associations. 

I connect the word to its synonyms and antonyms. 

I use semantic maps (word trees). 

I use “scales” for gradable adjectives, verbs, etc. 

I use the Peg Method. 

I use the Loci Method. 

I group words together to study them. 

I group words together spatially on a page, notebook, etc. 

I learn the new word in an English sentence. 

I group words together within a storyline. 

I study the spelling of the word carefully. 

I study the sound of the word carefully. 

I say the word aloud when studying 

I image word’s form. 

I underline the word form. 

I configure the word. 

I use the Key Word Method. 

I try to remember the word affixes and roots. 

I try to relate the word to its part of speech. 

I paraphrase the word’s meaning. 

I connect the word to French cognates. 

I learn words of an idiom together as if they were one word. 

I use physical action to learn a new word. 

I use semantic feature grids. 

I use verbal repetition. 

I use written repetition. 

I use word lists and revise them. 

I use flashcards with representation of the word to consolidate meaning. 

I take notes of the word in class. 

I listen to tapes of word lists. 

I put English labels on physical objects. 

SOC 

SOC 

SOC 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

COG 

COG 

COG 

COG 

COG 

COG 

COG 
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52 

53 

54 

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

I keep vocabulary notebook. 

I write the new words on my cellphone 

I write words on papers, and stick them on the wall in my bedroom 

I use English-language media (songs, movies, etc.) 

I test myself with word tests. 

I use spaced word practice to revise vocabulary. 

I skip or pass the new word (I ignore it). 

I continue to study the word over time 

COG 

COG 

COG 

MET 

MET 

MET 

MET 

MET 

Note: DET= Determination strategies, SOC= Social strategies, MEM= Memory strategies, COG= Cognitive strategies, and MET= Metacognitve 

strategies. 
 

The research findings reveal that a total 

number of fifty nine VLS  is reported to be used by 

Master students in order to achieve two different 

vocabulary learning purposes. In classifying 

vocabulary learning strategies for the present 

investigation, the researcher of the present study 

always recognizes that the vocabulary learning strategy 

items in both discovery and consolidation strategies are 

always supportive with each other. That is to say, the 

strategies reported to be used for the sake of 

discovering word’s meaning may help learners 

remember the knowledge of the newly-learned 

vocabulary items. In the same way, the strategies 

reported to be employed in order to remember the 

knowledge of the Newly-learnt English vocabulary 

may also help language learners in discovering the 

meaning of new vocabulary items.  

Vocabulary strategies used by Master 

respondents in order to (1) discover and (2) consolidate 

a word's meaning, and  the five main strategy 

categories  are the same as highlighted by Schmitt 

(1997) and Jiménez-Catalan's (2003) research studies. 

However, the sole difference is embedded in the 

number of individual strategy items. In other words, 

few individual vocabulary leaning strategies are 

specified by the sixty Master students are not specified 

by Schmitt’s (1997), and Jiménez-Catalan's (2003) 

respondents. Such vocabulary learning strategy items 

include “using the Internet to see a word’s meaning” 

(DET), “writing the new words on  mobile phones” 

(COG), “writing words with meaning on papers and 

stick them on the wall” (COG), and "using the new 

word when interacting with classmates"(SOC). To 

illustrate, in addition to the use of a monolingual and 

bilingual dictionary, Master students resort to the 

Internet since it is very common, and easy for 

advanced learners to use this strategy as source for 

discovering and retaining word’s knowledge without 

the mediation of the teacher’s help or classmates. 

Furthermore, beside “verbal repetition”, “written 

repetition”, “take notes of the word in class”, etc. 

Master students use other strategies such as “writing 

the new words on mobile phones” (COG), and “writing 

words with meaning on papers and stick them on the 

wall” (COG). In addition to using the new word when 

interacting with native speakers, Master students also 

use the new word when interacting with their 

classmates to consolidate the meaning of the words. 

Thus, the rise of the new learning environments and 

technological advancement is evident in the results of 

the present study. This suggests that some students 

participating in the present study see second 

vocabulary acquisition as a part of their daily life 

instead of them being limited to classroom contexts. 

     In brief, vocabulary learning strategies used by 

Master students are the same as highlighted in the 

literature on second language acquisition as suggested 

by the hypothesis of the research study. Still, there are 

some interesting exceptions if we compare Schmitt’s 

(1997) questionnaire to the one used in the present 

study. First, the new learning environments help 

advanced language learners to create new vocabulary 

learning strategies (e.g. using sticks on the wall and 

using the new word when interacting with classmates) 

to consolidate words’ meaning without the mediation 

of teachers’ expertise. Second, the advanced 

technology (e.g. the use of the Internet, and mobile 

phones) has a meaningful role in second vocabulary 

acquisition. Learners take the initiative to use their 

potentials, and benefit from the possibilities of the 

technological innovations in order to develop their 

vocabulary learning. 

 

Frequency of Vocabulary Learning Strategy Use 
Based on the research findings, the heart of 

the discussion consists of the following subsections: 

(1) frequency of use of the five main categories, and 

(2) frequency of use of the ten most and (3) the ten 

least commonly used individual vocabulary leaning 

strategies.  

The main findings of the present study reveal 

that Master students report to use all the five main 

categories. However, Determination category (28.34%) 

is the most frequently used by the research participants. 
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Table (2): Frequency of Use in the Five Main Categories 

Strategy Main Category Numbers of Students(n) Numbers of Strategies Percent 

1.Determination Category 60 10 28.34 

2.Memory Category 60 26 27.69 

3.Cognitive Category 60 10 22.04 

5.Metacognitve Category 60 05 17.00 

4.Social Category 60 08 11.87 
 

 

 

The use of the Determination as the most 

commonly used category is in agreement with 

Schmitt’s (1997) study with his Japanese students. 

Such typical examples of vocabulary learning 

strategies as “analyze the parts of speech”, “analyze the 

word affixes and roots”, “guess the word’s meaning 

from the text/context”, “use a monolingual dictionary”, 

etc. are possibly due to the growing focus on learner-

centered approach. The present study suggests that 

postgraduate students are more conscious of assuming 

their responsibility of their own vocabulary learning. 

That is to say, students learn a word meaning without 

their recourse to others’ help or expertise. The 

respondents prefer to solve their immediate language 

problems individually.        

The results also indicate that Memory 

category (27.69 %) is the second most frequent 

category used by Master students. This category 

usually involves linking the word to some previous 

knowledge. For example, it includes studying the 

spelling and pronunciation of the word in order to 

create a lasting imprint into student’s memory. 

Additionally, words' affixes and classes, and 

paraphrasing are found to be useful in remembering 

words’ meaning. Memory strategies are “deeper” 

strategies since they concentrate on manipulative 

mental processing. 

Cognitive strategies (22.04 %) are the third 

most frequently reported by the research respondents. 

Cognitive strategies concentrate on repetition and 

mechanical techniques in vocabulary learning. As 

evidenced by Oxford (1990), Cognitive strategies are 

typically found to be the most commonly used by 

second language learners. Nevertheless, Master 

students rarely use techniques such as written and 

verbal repetition, wordlists, flashcards, and study aids. 

However, taking notes of words in class is known to be 

frequently used by the 60 Master students. 

              Meta-cognitive strategies (17.00 %) are 

employed as the fourth most frequent category. They 

are used by students to control and assess their 

vocabulary acquisition. Schmitt (1997) argues that 

effective meta-cognitive strategies are those which 

provide the learner with the maximum exposure to the 

second language (SL). Using English language media 

such as movies, songs, etc., the efficient use of time 

and knowing when to study a new word are useful 

Meta-cognitive strategies.  

                Differently, the Social category (11.87 %) as 

the last commonly used category consistently echoes 

the results found by Schmitt’s (1997) research study 

with his Japanese EFL learners. This phenomenon may 

be due to the fact that English vocabulary learning 

tends to be viewed as an individual learning process. 

That is to say, postgraduate learners prefer learning 

vocabulary individually. Thus, when encountering 

unfamiliar words, Master students tend not to seek 

others’ help. They don’t necessarily need interaction 

with others, “ask the teacher for an L1 translation or a 

sentence including the word”, “ask classmates for the 

meaning of the word”, or “discover the new meaning 

of the word through group work.  

Overall, Master students tend to employ 

"deep" strategy categories as the most commonly used 

categories. Such categories include determination and 

Memory categories. These categories require some 

deeper mental processing and high cognitive effort. As 

demonstrated by Schmitt (1997), deeper processing 

involves elaborative mental processing. One probable 

explanation for the use of the deeper strategy 

categories may be attributed to the Master students 

being cognitively mature enough, and have high 

proficiency level of the second language (L2).  

First, the participants show a clear preference 

for “guessing a word’s meaning from the context” 

(76.7%), an item which is the most frequently used, 

and “using a monolingual dictionary” (55.0%), which 

is the fifth most frequently used strategy by Master 

students.  
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Table (3): The Ten Most Frequent Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

Rank 

 

 Individual Strategy Item Category 

 

Frequency 

 

Percent 

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

 I try to guess the word's meaning from the text/context 

I study the spelling of the word carefully 

I study the sound of the word carefully 

I learn the new word in an English sentence 

I look for the word’s meaning in a monolingual dictionary 

I take notes of the word in class 

I say the word aloud when studying. 

I try to relate the word to its part of speech 

I use the new word when interacting with native speakers. 

I paraphrase the word’s meaning 

DET 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

DET 

COG 

MEM 

MEM 

SOC 

MEM 

46 

39 

38 

37 

33 

31 

31 

30 

24 

24 

76.7 

65.0 

63.3 

61.7 

55.0 

51.7 

51.7 

50.0 

40.0 

40.0 

 Note: DET= Determination strategies, SOC= Social strategies, MEM= Memory strategies, COG= Cognitive strategies, and MET= Metacognitve 

strategies 

 

It is probable that the use of the two 

vocabulary learning strategies is more convenient and 

time-saving. Generally, "guessing from the context" 

(76.7%) is more often used than "using a 

dictionary"(55.0%). This is consistent with the study 

findings of Fan (2003). A possible explanation may be 

linked to the fact that “guessing” does not interrupt the 

reading speed or the flow of processing. Besides, 

Master students are possibly more cognitively mature, 

and thus more relaxed to employ "guesses" since they 

do not have recourse to the dictionary. Rather, they like 

to solve their vocabulary learning problems by 

themselves.  

Second, some Memory strategies are often 

popular among the participants because more than half 

of the ten most frequently used strategies are Memory 

strategies. Such strategies involve relating the word to 

some previously learned knowledge to be remembered. 

They are essential in learning a new language. Among 

the most Memory vocabulary learning strategies, 

preferred by Master students, are “study the spelling of 

the word” (65.0%), “study the sound of the 

word”(63.3%), “learn the new word in an English 

sentence” (61.7%), “say the word aloud” (51.7%),  

“relate the word to its part of speech”(50.0%), and 

“paraphrase the word’s meaning”(40.0%). It seems that 

the high frequency of Memory strategies could be 

attributed to the influence of prior educational 

experience. In other words, 53.3% of the participants 

have been studying English more than 8 years. Thus, 

they are cognitively more mature. They are able to 

employ Memory strategies, which involve complex 

mental processing and require some cognitive effort. 

Thus, the participants could favor using determination 

by "guessing the word from the context"(76.7%), 

contextualization by “learning the new word in an 

English sentence” (61.7%), manipulation of meaning 

by “paraphrasing word’s meaning” (40.0%), etc. This 

suggests that Master students do not prefer mechanical 

strategies to complex ones. They also pay attention to 

the grammatical features of words in order to facilitate 

recall, and remember the words better. This is 

demonstrated by the item “relate the word to its parts 

of speech” (50.0%).  

Third, the strategy “take notes of the word in 

class” (51.7%) is reported as the sixth most frequent 

Cognitive strategy. This strategy is often popular 

among advanced learners. Probably because it could be 

operated easily without the involvement of any 

complicated mental processing. Hence, students just 

write down what teachers have said or explained. If we 

compare the ten most used strategies in this study with 

those in Schmitt’s (1997) study, the similarities are 

pertinent: “guess from context” (76.7%), “say the word 

aloud” (51.7%), and “take notes of the word in class” 

(51.7%) are shared by both research studies. Therefore, 

it seems that some vocabulary learning strategies 

appear to be universal. However, this is not conclusive 

enough since the present study is conducted on only 60 

respondents.  

                In a nutshell, Master students tend to employ 

deeper strategies more often as suggested by our 

hypothesis of the research study. That is evident when 

we find that the characteristics of  Master students 

employing deep strategies involve the use of 

determination (e.g. guessing from context with 76.7%), 

contextualization (e.g. learning the new word in a 

sentence with 61.7%), manipulation of meaning (e.g. 

paraphrasing a word's meaning with 40.0%), 

monolingual dictionary (55.0%), relating the word to 

its parts of speech (50.0%), and using the new word 

when interacting with native speakers (40.0%). All 

these strategies require some depth of processing, and 

constitute more than half of the ten most frequent 

strategies used by the respondents. 
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Table (4) 

The Ten least Frequent Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

Rank  
Individual Strategy Item 

 

Category 

 

Frequency 

 

Percent 

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

 I learn the word through English-Arabic word lists. 

I use the Peg Method. 

I ask the teacher for L1 translation. 

I skip or pass the new word. 

I put English labels on physical objects. 

I group words together within a storyline. 

I use “scales” for gradable adjectives, verbs, etc. 

I use physical action to learn a new word. 

I listen to tapes of word lists. 

I use flashcards with representation of the word to 

consolidate meaning 

DET 

MEM 

SOC 

MET 

COG 

MEM 

MEM 

MEM 

COG 

COG 

 

33 

28 

26 

23 

19 

17 

16 

16 

15 

14 

55.0 

46.7 

43.3 

38.3 

31.7 

28.3 

26.7 

26.7 

25.0 

23.3 

 

Note: DET= Determination strategies, SOC= Social strategies, MEM= Memory strategies, COG= Cognitive strategies, and MET= Metacognitve 
strategies. 

 

First, the results shown in table (4) indicate 

that among the strategies, there are four unpopular 

Memory strategies employed by the participants of the 

present investigation. These four least used Memory 

strategies all have to do with “use the Peg Method” 

(46.7%), "group words together within a storyline" 

(28.3%), “use scales for gradable adjectives, verbs, 

etc” (26.7%), and “use physical action to learn the new 

word” (26.7%). According to Oxford (1990), Memory 

strategies can have a very significant contribution in 

language acquisition. However, the participants do not 

give much importance to strategies related to 

"grouping", "association", "imagery", namely "the Peg 

Method", and  "the Loci Method though they are 

helpful for retaining vocabulary. It is likely that the use 

of these strategies is not difficult for advanced learners 

since they have high level of English proficiency, still 

they do not find such strategies as suitable as “guessing 

from context”, “using the new word in a sentence”, 

"using a monolingual dictionary", "study the spelling 

of the word carefully, etc., or they need some training. 

Thus, the findings may reveal that Master students are 

not trained to employ the least commonly used 

Memory strategies.  

Second, the respondents do not prefer the use 

of ready-made study aids such as “English-Arabic 

wordlists” (55.0%), “flashcards” (23.3%), and “labels” 

(31.7%) to help themselves remember their English 

vocabulary. Possibly, they consider these vocabulary 

strategies as a waste of time and energy, or a short-

term process. Therefore, learning vocabulary becomes 

ineffective process. Similarly, the low frequency of 

“physical action when learning a word” (26.7%) is 

probably attributed to the fact that only beginners can 

use this strategy through acting out. 

Finally, the item “ask the teacher for L1 

translation” (43.3%) is the third least frequent Social 

vocabulary learning strategy. It is likely that advanced 

learners’ command of the target language enables them 

learn their vocabulary by themselves.  However, 

“asking the teacher for L1 translation” (43.3%) could 

be used by beginners since they have a limited 

command of the target vocabulary. The participants 

generally know how to organize their vocabulary 

learning, and see vocabulary learning as a long-term 

process. This is consistently maintained by the 

participants’ use of the continuous study of words over 

time, occasionally review learnt vocabulary items, and 

plan vocabulary on their own. That is why Master 

students never “skip or pass the new word” (38.3%), 

which is the fourth least frequent Meta-cognitive 

vocabulary learning strategy. 

Concisely, as hypothesized by the research 

hypothesis of the present study, there is a tendency on 

the part of Master students to employ "shallow" 

vocabulary learning strategies least frequently. In fact, 

such uses include wordlists, flashcards, labels, tapes of 

word lists, and social strategies such as asking the 

teacher for L1. Master students do not prefer 

processing words at superficial levels, and concentrate 

only on the form of the words. In the same line of 

thought, some deep Memory strategies such as the Key 

Method, the use of scales, and grouping words together 

within a storyline would be very helpful for vocabulary 

retention. However, the results in the present study 

indicate that Master students do not use them more 

often. Possibly, there should be some kind of 

vocabulary learning strategy training. 

 

 

Gender Differences in VLS Use Among Master 

Students. 
The chi-square tests results exhibit four out of 

twenty strategies for which statistical significance is 
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found according to gender. Among the vocabulary 

learning strategies, male students reported significantly 

to “relate the word to its part of speech” (p=0.02) most 

frequently, and “put English labels on physical objects” 

(p=0, 03) least frequently. On the other hand, females 

reported significantly to “use the Peg Method” (p=0, 

05), and “skip or pass the new word” (p=0, 04) least 

frequently. Apart from these four strategies, no other 

strategy has exhibited any significant gender 

difference. 

                The crosstab of table (5) indicates that 60.9% 

of male subjects “always” relate the word to its part of 

speech, still only 14.3% of female subjects “always” 

relate the word to its part of speech. i.e., males are 

more likely to say that they always relate the word to 

its part of speech in this selection. However, when we 

look at the second row labeled “sometimes”, we notice 

that the difference is reversed. A greater portion of 

females (50.0%) said that they “sometimes” relate the 

word to its part of speech compared to their male 

counterparts (32.6%). However, the row labeled 

“rarely” indicates that the difference is relatively high 

across the two genders. 35.7% of females said they 

“rarely” relate the word to its part of speech compared 

to  only 4.3% of their male counterparts. 

 

            The chi-square test (see table 6) for 

independence result (X²=14.90; df=0, 3) indicates that 

the relationship between “relating the word to its part 

of speech”, and gender variable is statistically 

significant since the Sig value (p= (0.02) is less than 

the theoretical value (0.05). Thus, the Null hypothesis 

is rejected as there is dependence between relating the 

word to its part of speech, and gender. 

 

Table (5): I relate the word to its part of speech*Are you male or female? 

   Are you male or female? 

Total    Male Female 

I relate the word to 

its part of speech  

Always Count 28 2 30 

% within Are you male or female? 60.9% 14.3% 50.0% 

Sometimes Count 15 7 22 

% within Are you male or female? 32.6% 50.0% 36.7% 

Rarely Count 2 5 7 

% within Are you male or female? 4.3% 35.7% 11.7% 

Never Count 1 0 1 

% within Are you male or female? 2.2% .0% 1.7% 

Total Count 46 14 60 

% within Are you male or female? 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

 

Table (6): Crosstab of Gender and Relate the Word to its Part of Speech? 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 14.900
a
 3 .020 

Likelihood Ratio         14.600                  3                           .020 

N of Valid Cases                60   

a. 3 cells (37.5%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .23. 

 

               The crosstab (table 7) shows that no male 

participant chose “always” for the strategy “put 

English labels on physical objects”, whereas 14.3 % of 

female respondents chose “always” for the same 

vocabulary learning strategy. That is to say, female 

respondents are more likely to say that they always put 

English labels on physical objects. The statistical 

difference, in the second row “sometimes”, is relatively 

small. This means that 32.6 % of male respondents said 

that they “sometimes" put English labels on physical 

objects, and 35.7% of female respondents said that they 

"sometimes" use the same strategy. Nevertheless, in 

the last row labeled “never”, the difference is reversed 

compared to the first row labeled “always”. To 

illustrate, 39.1% of male respondents said that they 

“never” put English labels on physical objects, while 

14.3% of female respondents said that they "never" use 

the same VLS. Hence, males are more likely to say that 

they never put English labels on physical objects while 

learning their vocabulary. 
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                 The chi-square test for independence result 

(X²=8.78; df=0, 3) illustrates that the relationship 

between "putting English labels on physical objects", 

and gender variable is significant due to the Sig value 

(p= 0.03) which is less than the theoretical value 

(0.05). Hence, the Null hypothesis, which says that 

there is dependence between gender, and “putting 

English labels on physical objects”, is rejected. 

 

Table (7): I put English labels on physical objects.*Are you male or female? 

   Are you male or female? 

Total    Male female 

I put English labels on 

physical objects. 

Always Count 0 2 2 

% within Are you male or female? .0% 14.3% 3.3% 

sometimes Count 15 5 20 

% within Are you male or female? 32.6% 35.7% 33.3% 

Rarely Count 13 5 18 

% within Are you male or female? 28.3% 35.7% 30.0% 

Never Count 18 2 20 

% within Are you male or female? 39.1% 14.3% 33.3% 

Total Count 46 14 60 

% within Are you male or female? 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

Table (8): Crosstab of Gender and Put English Labels on Physical Objects 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 8.789
a
 3 .032 

Likelihood Ratio 8.426 3 .038 

N of Valid Cases 60   

a. 5 cells (62.5%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .47. 

 

 

Table (9): I use the Peg Method.  * Are you male or female? 

   Are you male or female? 

Total    Male female 

I use the 

Peg 

Method.  

 

Always Count 3 0 3 

% within Are you male or female? 6.5% .0% 5.0% 

Sometimes Count 14 0 14 

% within Are you male or female? 30.4% .0% 23.3% 

Rarely Count 11 4 15 

% within Are you male or female? 23.9% 28.6% 25.0% 

Never Count 18 10 28 

% within Are you male or female? 39.1% 71.4% 46.7% 

Total Count 46 14 60 

% within Are you male or female? 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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Table (10): Crosstab of Gender and Use the Peg Method 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 7.666
a
 3 .053 

Likelihood Ratio 11.297 3 .010 

N of Valid Cases 60   

a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .70. 

 

 

As seen in table (9), 6.5% of male subjects 

said that they “always” use the Peg Method, whereas 

none of female subjects (0.0%) said that they “always” 

use the same strategy. Thus, males are more likely to 

say that they always use the Peg Method in this 

selection. However, this difference is reversely 

indicated by the last row labeled “never”. To illustrate, 

only 39.1% of male respondents said that they “never” 

use the Peg Method, while 71.4% of female 

respondents said that they "never" use the same VLS. 

Accordingly, males are less likely to say that they 

never use the Peg Method. 

            The chi-square test for independence result 

(X²=7.66; df=0,3) (table 10) demonstrates that the 

relationship between using the Peg Method, and gender 

variable is significant since the Sig value (p= 0.05) 

equals the theoretical value (0.05). Therefore, the Null 

hypothesis, which says that there is dependence 

between gender and the use of the Peg Method, is 

rejected. 

   The crosstab (table11) shows that 6.5% of male 

participants “always” skip or ignore the new word, 

while none of female respondents (0.0%) said that they 

“always” use the same VLS. Hence, males are more 

likely to say that they always skip or ignore the new 

word when dealing English vocabulary. However, in 

the last row labeled “never”, we notice the inverted 

relationship. That is to say, 57.1% of female 

respondents said that they “never” skip or ignore the 

new word, while 32.6% of male respondents said that 

they “never” skip or ignore the new word. In other 

words, males are less likely to say that they never skip 

or ignore the new word in vocabulary acquisition

 

Table (11): I skip or pass the new word * Are you male or female? 

    Are you male or female? 

Total    Male female 

I skipor passthe 

new word 

Always Count 3 0 3 

% within Are you male or female? 6.5% .0% 5.0% 

sometimes Count 8 5 13 

% within Are you male or female? 17.4% 35.7% 21.7% 

Rarely Count 20 1 21 

% within Are you male or female? 43.5% 7.1% 35.0% 

Never Count 15 8 23 

% within Are you male or female? 32.6% 57.1% 38.3% 

Total Count 46 14 60 

% within Are you male or female? 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

 

Table (12): Crosstab of Gender and Skip or Pass the New Word 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 8.310
a
 3 .040 

Likelihood Ratio 10.109 3 .018 

N of Valid Cases 60   

         a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .70. 
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             The chi-square test for independence result 

(X²=8.31; df=0, 3) (table 12) reveals that the 

relationship between the dependent variable "skip or 

ignore the new word”, and the independent gender 

variable is significant because the Sig value (p= 0.04) 

is less than the theoretical value (0.05). Hence, the Null 

hypothesis, which says that there is dependence 

between gender and “skipping or passing the new 

word”, is refuted. 

                 There appear to be some gender differences 

in vocabulary learning. The significant differences 

reported by both females and males are possibly 

attributed to the fact that human beings, males and 

females, are different because of the innate and social 

causes. For example, gender differences are attributed 

to brain hemisphericity, cognitive style and 

socialization differences between the two genders 

(Oxford, 1995). Nevertheless, this is not conclusive 

enough to determine different ways of vocabulary 

learning for both genders. Patently, it is demonstrated 

that males appear to appreciate facility with visual and 

spatial information, while females give importance to 

verbal expressions (Nyikos, 1990).  In fact, based on 

these differences, the findings of the present study are 

in contradiction with the results of some research 

studies carried out in the field of vocabulary learning. 

As evidenced by Stöffer's (1995) research study, the 

results indicate that gender variable failed to reveal any 

effect on vocabulary learning strategy use. However, 

the findings of Jiménez-Catalan (2003), and Mayuree 

(2007) show that the choice of vocabulary learning 

strategies by both males and females is found to be 

statistically significant. Accordingly, the only factors 

that could possibly explain the effect of gender on 

strategy use are learning styles and preferences. This 

has been confirmed by the results of the present study 

that males report significantly to “relate the new word 

to its parts of speech” (p=0.02). Male participants find 

using this strategy more suitable and a part of their 

preferred vocabulary strategies since they appear to 

appreciate facility with visual and spatial information 

in vocabulary learning (Nyikos, 1990). On the other 

hand, 39.1% of male respondents said that they “never” 

put English labels on physical objects, while only 

14.3% of female counterparts said that they "never" 

use the same vocabulary learning strategy. i.e., males 

are more likely to say that they never put English labels 

on physical objects. Therefore, this is not males' 

preferred VLS.                

However, females employ two Memory 

strategies least frequently for which significant 

difference is determined according to gender (the use 

of the Peg Method, and skip the new word). In fact, if 

we included a larger and balanced sample of 

respondents, and applied the crosstabs and chi-square 

tests for independence for all the 59 vocabulary 

learning strategies in the questionnaire, females could 

have reported significantly to employ social strategies 

more frequently than their male counterparts. Such 

significant differences would be linked to the learning 

styles and preferences. Females appear to employ more 

social vocabulary learning strategies while interacting 

in both the classroom, and real world, as shown by the 

study of Oxford and Nyikos (1989). 

 

Conclusion 
The purposes of the research article was to 

investigate VLSs used by Master students within the 

English Department of Meknes:  (1) the identifications 

of VLS use, (2) frequency of use, and (3) gender 

differences.  One of the main contributions of the 

present investigation was the taxonomy of VLSs, 

which Master students reported to use in the 

questionnaire. The VLSs were identified based on two 

vocabulary learning purposes: Discovery strategies and 

Consolidation strategies as reported by the research 

respondents. The questionnaire was further classified 

into five main strategy categories: Determination, 

Memory, Cognitive, Social, and Metacognitive 

strategies. The results indicated that Master students 

used Determination and Memory categories most 

frequently, and Metcognitive and Social categories 

least frequently. At the level of frequency of use in 

terms of individual VLSs, Master students used deep 

strategies such as guessing the word's meaning from 

the context, using the new word in an English sentence, 

using a monolingual dictionary, relating the word to its 

parts of speech, using the new word when interacting 

with native speakers, and paraphrasing the word's 

meaning most frequently. On the other hand, wordlists, 

flashcards, labels, tapes of word lists, scales, physical 

action and social strategies were employed least 

frequently. Of the variables explored, gender had an 

effect on student’s strategy use. The chi-square tests 

results indicated that males reported significantly to 

relate the word to its part of speech most frequently, 

and put English labels on physical objects least 

frequently. Differently, females reported significantly 

to employ two VLSs least frequently. They include 

using the Peg Method, and skipping the new word. 

             Finally, the researcher of the present study 

believes that with a careful research design and 

appropriate tools, a researcher can gain insights into 

how students deal with their vocabulary learning, and 

how VLSs are employed by different students in 

different learning contexts. Overall, vocabulary 

learning is lifelong process. Definitively, students have 

to assume their responsibility to learn their vocabulary 

independently. 
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