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Abstract 

The aim of this paper was to investigate student and teacher attitudes towards English vocabulary 

learning and teaching. Secondary aims were to find out how a number of students learn new 

vocabulary and whether teachers prefer explicit or implicit teaching methods. The investigation was 

conducted by letting 75 students in two lower secondary schools and 24 teachers of English from 

different schools answer questionnaires about vocabulary learning and vocabulary teaching. The 

results show that both the students and the teachers generally had positive attitudes towards 

vocabulary learning. The teachers of English did not prefer explicit teaching methods to implicit 

teaching methods when teaching vocabulary, but they thought implicit vocabulary teaching to be 

most effective. The results also show that the students claim to learn new vocabulary in varied ways 

and watching English movies or TV-series and by playing computer- or video games were singled out 

as the most effective ways to acquire new vocabulary by the students. Hence, the results show that 

both the teachers and the students agreed on implicit vocabulary learning to be the most effective, 

however, previous research has shown that vocabulary is most effectively learnt explicitly.   

Keywords: vocabulary, vocabulary learning, second language acquisition, explicit learning, implicit 
learning 

 

Sammanfattning på svenska 

Syftet med denna uppsats var att undersöka elevers samt lärares attityder till engelsk ordinlärning 

samt glosundervisning. Ytterligare syften var att ta reda på hur elever lär sig nya ord samt om lärare 

föredrar explicita eller implicita metoder vid glosundervisning. Undersökningen genomfördes 

genom att låta 76 elever på två högstadieskolor samt 24 engelsklärare från olika skolor besvara 

enkäter om ordinlärning och glosundervisning. Resultaten visar att både eleverna och lärarna 

generellt hade en positiv attityd till ordinlärning. Engelsklärarna föredrar varken explicita eller 

implicita undervisningsmetoder vid glosundervisning, däremot tycker de flesta att implicit 

glosundervisning är mest effektiv för eleverna.  Resultaten visar också att eleverna lär sig nya ord på 

olika sätt och att se på engelska filmer eller tv-serier eller att spela dator- och tv-spel valdes av 

eleverna ut som de mest effektiva sätten för att lära sig nya ord. Resultaten visar att både lärarna och 

eleverna var överens om att implicit ordinlärning är det mest effektiva, detta trots att tidigare 

forskning har visat att explicit ordinlärning är mest effektiv.  

Nyckelord: ordförråd, ordinlärning, andraspråksinlärning, explicit inlärning, implicit inlärning 
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1. Introduction 

“Without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.” 

(Wilkins 1972:111) 

The vocabulary aspect of language teaching and learning received less attention than other 

elements of language during the first eight decades of the 20th century. Grammar was often 

the favoured language aspect and the aspect that was taught primarily in school. According to 

this old-fashioned school, the necessary vocabulary should be acquired along the way when 

dealing with other language aspects in the language classroom (Chacón-Beltrán et al. 2010; 

Laufer and Nation 2012). However, research in the field of vocabulary acquisition 

experienced a boost in the 1980s, when the importance of vocabulary learning was 

recognized (Lightbown and Spada 2009; López-Jiménez 2010). Still, according to Milton 

(2009:1), vocabulary learning and vocabulary teaching receive less attention than they 

deserve. He mentions that one reason is the persistent belief among learners and teachers 

that someone can learn a new language and manage to use it to a great extent even though 

their vocabulary is very limited. Another belief Milton mentions is that vocabulary is learnt 

implicitly, making it superfluous in teaching. 

 

The belief that vocabulary should be learnt implicitly seems to be applied also for the 

teaching of English in Swedish secondary school. The core content in the English syllabus for 

compulsory school specifies the content that should be treated in English class. Although 

vocabulary teaching is never explicitly specified in the core content, vocabulary is of great 

importance in the grading of a student’s language. In the commentary material it is stated 

that the scope and breadth of a student’s vocabulary defines their English as either simple or 

relatively varied (the Swedish National Agency for Education 2012: 24). Therefore, the 

vocabulary, along with other language aspects, does influence the students’ grades. The 

progression of the students’ abilities to communicate in English lies partly in the students’ 

use of a more varied vocabulary in writing and speech (the Swedish National Agency for 

Education 2011b: 22).    

 

As vocabulary obviously plays an important role in developing students’ abilities, this paper 

aims at finding out how students feel about learning English vocabulary and how they believe 

they learn it. The paper will also try to answer the question whether teachers are teaching 

vocabulary implicitly or explicitly.  
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1.1 Aims 

The main aim of this paper is to study students’ attitudes towards learning new vocabulary 

and what they do when they encounter new words. A second aim is to study teacher attitudes 

towards teaching vocabulary and methods used when teaching vocabulary. My research 

questions are as follows:  

1. What attitudes towards the learning of new vocabulary can be found among students in 

secondary school? 

2. In what ways do a number of students in secondary school claim to learn and/or want to 

learn new vocabulary?  

3. What attitudes towards teaching vocabulary can be found among teachers of English in 

secondary school? 

4. Do the teachers prefer explicit or implicit vocabulary teaching?  

2. Background 

This section will discuss vocabulary learning and vocabulary knowledge, as well as the 

approach to vocabulary given in the syllabus for English in Swedish lower secondary school. 

The presented research will serve as a theoretical base for the survey. 

2.1 Word knowledge   

When does one know a word? That is the question researchers of second language acquisition 

have to ask themselves in order to study vocabulary learning and vocabulary teaching. A 

simple, straightforward answer to the question would be that most people associate word 

knowledge with knowing the meaning of a word and also how to use it correctly in various 

contexts (Ma 2009: 27). Nation (2001: 27) has taken this question further and divided word 

knowledge into nine different aspects. At the first general level there are three aspects called 

word form, word meaning and word use. Each of the three general aspects of word 

knowledge is then subdivided into three other aspects. Word form is divided into spoken 

form, written form and word parts. Word meaning is divided into form and meaning, 

concepts and referents, and associations. Word use is divided into grammatical functions, 

collocations and constraints on use.   

 

To be able to both understand and produce new vocabulary are other important aspects dealt 

with within second language vocabulary acquisition. Nation (2001) divides word knowledge 

into the above mentioned nine aspects, but he also divides each of the aspects into receptive 
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knowledge and productive knowledge. By doing this Nation claims that all aspects of what it 

means to know a word are covered. For instance, knowing about the spoken form of a word 

includes both knowing what a word sounds like (receptive) and how to pronounce it 

(productive). Knowing about the use and grammatical functions of words includes knowing 

in what patterns a word occurs (receptive) and in what patterns a word should be used 

(productive) (Nation 2001: 27). The two terms, receptive and productive knowledge, relate to 

the four language skills; listening, reading, writing and speaking. A distinction is made 

between listening and reading as receptive skills, for example to know what a word looks and 

sounds like, and writing and speaking as productive skills, for example to know how a word 

should be written and spelled (Nation 2001: 24-27). Receptive knowledge is sometimes 

described as passive knowledge and productive knowledge as active knowledge (Nation 2001; 

Ma 2009; Milton 2009). Ma (2009: 40) claims that Nation’s definition of productive and 

receptive knowledge implies that the receptive, or passive, vocabulary is much bigger than 

the productive, or active, vocabulary. This also implies that receptive skills antecede 

productive skills and that productive knowledge is harder to obtain than receptive 

knowledge.  

 

Another distinction when it comes to word knowledge is made between vocabulary breadth 

and vocabulary depth (Ma 2009; Milton 2009). This distinction is made between how many 

words a learner knows, i.e. vocabulary breadth, and how much and what the learner knows 

about these words, i.e. vocabulary depth (Ma 2009; Milton 2009). Vocabulary breadth is a 

quantitative aspect of word knowledge and it only relates to surface knowledge of a word, 

whereas vocabulary depth relates to the quality of word knowledge (Ma 2009: 35-36). 

However, to characterize word knowledge as either breadth of knowledge or depth of 

knowledge may be hard since a learner may in fact know the form of many second language 

words, i.e. the learner has surface knowledge of many words, but does not really know the 

meaning of them and therefore cannot make use of those words, i.e. the learner has no deep 

knowledge of the words (Milton 2009: 13). Ma (2009: 37) suggests that there is a close link 

between breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge and claims that they are both equally 

important to fully comprehend a text. However, there is disagreement on the relative 

importance of vocabulary breadth and vocabulary depth. Laufer et al. (2004: 209) claim that 

having breadth of vocabulary is more important than having deeper knowledge of a few 

words. Allan (2010: 112), on the other hand, argues that learners do not only need to 

recognize words and their meanings but “they need to know how to use the words 

appropriately to express their own meanings.”  
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Blake (2013: 56) makes the claim that a second language learner who is lacking the needed 

vocabulary depth or breadth will have difficulties with reading any large amount of authentic 

texts. Milton (2009: 44-51) states that a learner must know 95% of the vocabulary of a text to 

fully understand that text. Just knowing the most frequent words would not make a text 

comprehensible. According to Ma (2009: 35-36), to truly understand 95% of a text, a 

minimum of 5,000 words has to be known in the second language, or 3,000 word families. 

To have full coverage of a text though, the number of words a reader must know is 87,000. To 

have 99% text coverage the number of words is 44,000 (Nation 2001: 15). Consequently, the 

broader the vocabulary, the more will be understood from reading or listening. The number 

of words known will also affect how well a person is able to express herself when writing or 

speaking. Laufer et al. (2004:209) also point to vocabulary breadth as being closely related to 

overall language proficiency.  

 

Having depth of word knowledge includes knowing about associations and collocations. 

Thus, to be able to say that a person knows a word in depth that person has to be able to 

come up with synonyms and to know what words must be used together with a particular 

word, i.e. collocations (Nation 2001: 27). This dimension of word knowledge also includes 

knowing how to pronounce a word, knowing how to spell it and knowing how and when it can 

be used. Hence, whether a learner has a deep knowledge of a word depends on whether he or 

she knows about the different features of the word and how to link it with other words (Ma 

2009: 37). Thus, two learners might possess the same vocabulary size, i.e. the same breadth 

of vocabulary, but that does not mean that they both possess the exact same knowledge of 

words. This can explain why two such learners may perform very different results in 

communication or on academic examinations (Milton 2009: 150).    

 

Ma (2009: 40) considers vocabulary breadth and depth and receptive and productive 

vocabulary to go hand in hand and therefore argues that it might be hard to distinguish 

between the two concepts. Ma says, “Knowing a vocabulary item receptively is likely to 

require only shallow knowledge as covered by breadth; to know a word productively is likely 

to involve deep knowledge which may include various components covered by depth.” Corson 

(1995: 44-45), on the other hand, claims that active vocabulary, i.e. productive vocabulary, is 

included in the passive, i.e. receptive, vocabulary. He also includes three other types of 

vocabulary; words that are not used very often and therefore not always available in mind, 

words that are not entirely known and words that are not used actively because of avoidance. 

To sum up, word knowledge can certainly include various aspects. Word knowledge might 

mean knowing what a word looks or sounds like, i.e. having surface knowledge as covered by 

breadth and knowing a word receptively. Word knowledge might also mean knowing many 
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aspects of a word and also knowing how to use the word in different contexts, i.e. knowing a 

word in depth and being able to use it productively.  

2.2 Vocabulary learning 

2.2.1 Explicit and implicit learning 

The question whether explicit or implicit learning is the best way to acquire new vocabulary is 

another much debated question among second language acquisition researchers. The 

hypothesis of implicit vocabulary learning relates to the behaviourist theory that new 

vocabulary is “acquired totally unconsciously as a result of abstraction from repeated 

exposures in a range of activated contexts” (Ellis 1994: 219). The hypothesis of explicit 

vocabulary learning would instead support the use of planned strategies to actively pay 

attention to learning new words (Chacón-Beltrán et al. 2010: 4).  

 

Implicit learning is a term often used interchangeably with incidental learning, 

unintentional learning and unplanned learning. These terms suggest that new words can be 

learned as by-products of other classroom activities, such as interaction, listening or reading 

(Milton 2009: 219). Some researchers even suggest that there is no consciousness involved in 

the implicit learning process (Reber et al. 1991: 888). Research shows that extensive reading, 

i.e. reading a large number of books each term, does lead to vocabulary growth, without any 

explicit instructions. Hence, vocabulary can be learnt implicitly (Lightbown and Spada 2006: 

146). Krashen (1989: 441) even claims that students who spend a lot of their spare time 

reading books perform better on vocabulary tests in school. However, Milton (2009: 220) 

claims that even though studies have found that vocabulary can be learnt implicitly through 

reading, these results are actually not very impressive since the number of acquired words is 

fairly small. Therefore, according to Milton (2009), implicit learning activities rarely lead to a 

substantial extension of the vocabulary. 

 

New vocabulary can evidently be acquired implicitly, both in classroom activities and during 

spare time activities. As mentioned earlier, one form of implicit vocabulary learning occurs 

when reading (Krashen 1989; Lightbown and Spada 2006), but implicit learning is not 

restricted to the written form. A great deal of vocabulary is learnt through oral input and, 

therefore, teacher talk is an important source when learning another language (Milton 2009: 

212). According to Milton (2009: 225-228), oral input also takes place when listening to 

songs or watching films in the L2. 

 



6 

 

Although some research shows that vocabulary can be learnt implicitly, even more research 

confirms that vocabulary is best learnt when actively paying attention to learning new words 

and when receiving explicit instructions (Lightbown and Spada 2006; Milton 2009; Allan 

2010). Milton (2009: 2-4) states that learners who are taught vocabulary explicitly in 

activities in a classroom acquire a larger vocabulary than those who only learn vocabulary 

implicitly. Consequently, learners who are explicitly taught will become more efficient in the 

L2. A study by Allan (2010) showed that explicit vocabulary learning led to increased 

vocabulary depth among a group of adult learners of English. The tasks were designed to test 

aspects of word knowledge, such as word meaning, contextual use and collocations. The 

study included tests that showed both productive and receptive word knowledge among the 

participants who had had explicit vocabulary learning. Schmitt (2010: 33) also discusses 

research which has shown that when learners explicitly pay attention to and focus on 

learning vocabulary they learn more words than during implicit or incidental learning. 

López-Jiménez (2010: 162-173) refers to studies which have shown that students who use 

bilingual dictionaries to look up unknown words when reading do not only extend their 

vocabulary, but they also receive higher scores on reading comprehension tests than students 

who only have the context of the text to rely on to understand the meaning of the words. 

López-Jiménez’s study of textbooks for teaching English to students who are not native 

speakers of English also shows that vocabulary must be explicitly presented for the learners 

to fully learn the meaning of new words.  

 

Studies also show that tests that require learners to actually make use of new vocabulary lead 

to the greatest growth in vocabulary (Hulstijn and Laufer 2001; Atay and Kurt 2006). 

Hulstijn and Laufer (2001) conducted a survey which showed that the group of students who 

read a text with gaps in it and then had to fill in the ten missing words, which were provided 

together with explanations in a list beside, learnt the vocabulary better than did the group of 

students who had the full text plus the explanations of the ten words in both the first 

language (L1) and the second language (L2). Atay and Kurt (2006: 257) refer to a similar 

study, which also showed that reading a text while treating the vocabulary by doing exercises 

led to a greater growth in vocabulary than when only reading the text and not treating the 

vocabulary explicitly. However, the test in Hulstijn and Laufer’s (2001) study which showed 

the highest retention of vocabulary was a test where the students had to write a text on their 

own that had to contain the same ten words. Hence, the result shows that new vocabulary is 

acquired to an even greater extent when learners are engaged in tasks that require them not 

only to pay attention to the new words but also to use them in production.  
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Despite what the discussed research suggests, it might not even be possible to say that 

vocabulary is learnt either implicitly or explicitly, since different aspects of word knowledge 

will be learnt in different ways. Milton (2009: 219), for example, argues that recognition of 

the phonological form of a word is learnt implicitly while learning of the meaning requires 

explicit learning. In fact, today most second language acquisition researchers would 

encourage a combination of the two processes when learning vocabulary (Chacón-Beltrán et 

al. 2010: 6).  

2.2.2 How to learn and remember new vocabulary 

According to Nation (2001: 74-76), a word cannot be well known after only one exposure 

since there is so much information about a single word. Therefore, repetition and recycling of 

vocabulary are of crucial importance when it comes to actually learning new words (Nation 

2001; Schmitt 2010). According to Milton (2009: 209), repeating and recycling new 

vocabulary in order for it to be satisfactorily learnt is as given as revision of any other newly 

learnt material.  

 

By revision of new words both quality and strength of word knowledge is added (Nation 

2001: 76). Nation (2001) talks about three processes, which are important in order to 

remember new vocabulary. These three are noticing, retrieval and creative or generative use. 

The first important process, noticing, implies that a learner must pay attention to the new 

word and also to see it as useful. Therefore, Nation claims, motivation and interest are 

important factors.  The second process in order to remember a word is retrieval. A word that 

has been noticed may be explained by a teacher or by a dictionary. By retrieving this newly 

learnt word during a task that particular word is more likely to be remembered. A learner will 

also have to make use of his or her receptive skills when retrieving the meaning of a new 

word that has been heard or read. Productive retrieval means that a learner will have to try to 

retrieve the written or spoken form of a word in speech or in writing. The third process, 

creative or generative use of the word, is to some degree comparable to the process of 

retrieval, since it also involves both reception and production. However, this third process 

involves using or meeting a word in other ways than it was used or learnt from the beginning. 

This means, according to Nation, that the learner will be forced to reconceptualise his or her 

knowledge of a word. Meeting a word used in new ways in reading or listening involves a 

receptive process, whereas producing new ways of using the word in other contexts involves 

production (Nation 2001: 63-70). When going through these processes the quality and 

strength of word knowledge improve.  
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How many exposures, or repetitions, of a word that are needed in order to learn and 

remember it is another question dealt with among researchers. Milton (2009: 209) refers to 

studies of textbooks, which have shown that the more a word is used and repeated in the 

textbook, the more the learners are exposed to that word and then the word is more likely to 

be learnt. Milton mentions seven repetitions of a new word as enough for remembering that 

word. However, according to Schmitt (2010), research has shown various numbers of 

exposures as necessary. Some claim that five exposures are enough, while others claim that 

16 or more exposures are necessary. Schmitt (2010: 33) suggests that this variation of results 

is due to the fact that “the number of exposures required to learn a word depends on a 

number of factors, including type of exposure, level of engagement and congruity between L2 

and L1 form.” In order to remember new vocabulary and to be able to recycle and repeat 

words, researchers suggest that learners should be encouraged to keep vocabulary notebooks 

(Schmitt and Schmitt 1995: 133). Motivation (Nation 2001; Schmitt 2010) and engagement 

(Schmitt 2010) have also been found to be important factors for learning a word after 

relatively few encounters. Thus, an unmotivated and less engaged learner would need more 

encounters with a word in order to learn and remember it. Also, tasks that involve less 

engagement with the word as well as less mental effort, such as mere written repetition of 

vocabulary, will require more meetings with the word to remember it (Schmitt 2010).  

 

Whether it is easy to connect a meaning of a word to an object or whether a word has a 

similar meaning in the L1 are other important factors in the learning and remembering of 

new vocabulary. It is not even the case that short words are easier to learn than longer words. 

According to Lightbown and Spada (2006: 98-99), one-syllabic words, e.g. friend and sing, 

are not necessarily easier to learn and remember for a Swedish learner of English than multi-

syllabic words, e.g. international and activity. This is because there is nothing in the written 

or spoken form of the two one-syllabic words that gives any clues about their meaning in 

Swedish. To be able to learn these words students will have to connect the meaning of a word 

they hear or see to an actual object or activity several times before it is established in 

memory. Furthermore, they claim that even though longer words, like international and 

activity might look complicated, may not be as frequently used or are not as easily explained, 

some L1 groups of students tend to learn these words after a single or a few exposures. This is 

because these words have cognates in their L1, i.e. there are words in the L1 that share the 

same form and the same meaning. However, Lightbown and Spada (2006: 98-99) point out 

that this is not always the case, because words that share the same form in both the L1 and 

the L2 are not always easy to learn, since a resemblance in form does not necessarily mean a 

resemblance in meaning. 
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Another issue concerning the L1 and the L2 in vocabulary learning is whether the L1 should 

be used when explaining and defining words in the target language. According to Laufer and 

Nation (2012: 168), many teachers today believe that the L1 should not be used when 

explaining words in the second language. López-Jiménez (2010: 158) mentions that it is 

sometimes argued that using translations from the L1 “might prevent the student from 

developing an independent lexicon in the L2.” However, by referring to studies that have 

shown that using the L1 to communicate meaning and explaining a word is very effective, 

Laufer and Nation (2012: 168) show that use of the L1 does not prevent learners from 

learning words in the L2. Laufer and Girsai (2008) also conducted a study that supports the 

view of the importance of L1 use in the language classroom. Their results show that the use of 

the L1 to explain differences between words and expressions in the second language is the 

most effective way for learners to truly learn a word in the second language. Lin (2013) also 

refers to studies on the use of the L1 in second language vocabulary acquisition and draws the 

conclusion that giving the L1 translation of a word in an L2 text will enable a student to focus 

on the meaning of the text as a whole. Therefore, Lin (2013) claims, use of the L1 in the 

language classroom has positive effects. Milton (2009: 229) argues that even though the use 

of traditional bilingual wordlists has been said to be unfashionable in recent years, research 

shows that lists consisting of translation pairs, i.e. words translated from L1 into L2 or the 

other way around, are very effective when learners are to acquire new vocabulary quickly. No 

matter how words are acquired, though, it is important that words are not learnt as isolated 

elements, but in a context (Hedge 2000: 120).  

 

When learning vocabulary in a second language, technology can be of great help. It has been 

said that when learners are able to look at pictures or video glosses when receiving a 

translation of a L2 word, that word is more likely to be remembered. Today there are both 

websites and apps that allow learners to broaden and deepen their vocabulary that way 

(Blake 2013: 57). Research also shows that chatting online or participating in discussions in 

forums are effective ways to develop vocabulary in a second language (Polat et al. 2013: 67). 

Other helpful tools in language learning and vocabulary learning, which have led to a new 

field of language research, are blogs, social networks and video or computer games (Blake 

2013: 113, 174). However, such tools are not something all teachers of second languages have 

embraced. Blake states: 

 

Either teachers embrace the new learning technologies and integrate them in a new 
pedagogy or they will not only deprive themselves of the enormous benefits afforded 
by computer-assisted learning […], social networking, and language games, but they 
will be increasingly out of touch with their own students, who are now wired, 
networked, and computer-savvy (Blake 2013: xi).  
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To sum things up, in order to learn and remember new vocabulary it is important to recycle 

and repeat the words, for instance by using the words when producing speech or text (Nation 

2001; Milton 2009). It has also been shown that the use of the L1 in second language learning 

has positive effects on vocabulary learning and, therefore, the out-dated bilingual wordlists 

are actually effective learning tools (Laufer and Girsai 2008; Milton 2009; Laufer and Nation 

2012; Lin 2013). To listen to English being spoken in the classroom and to make use of 

technology in language learning are other important factors when learning new vocabulary in 

a second language (Milton 2009; Blake 2013).     

2.2.3 Vocabulary learning in the syllabus and its commentary material  

As mentioned in the introduction, vocabulary learning or teaching is never explicitly specified 

in the core content in the English syllabus for the later part of compulsory school. Vocabulary 

could be included in the teaching of form and grammatical structures (the Swedish National 

Agency for Education 2011a: 35), though, but it is up to the teacher to interpret the core 

contents and decide what to include. Nevertheless, vocabulary seems to be of importance in 

the grading and progression of students’ overall English. The teaching of English in 

compulsory school should help the students to develop their ability to “express themselves 

and communicate in speech and writing” and to “adapt language for different purposes, 

recipients and contexts” (the Swedish National Agency for Education 2011a: 32). The 

progression of these abilities is, partly, influenced by the student’s vocabulary.  

 

To make it clear that vocabulary is of importance, the commentary material to the English 

syllabus describes the different steps of progression that occur in the knowledge 

requirements. The requirements for a pass grade in year 9 include the following:   

• In oral and written production, pupils can express themselves simply, under-

standably and relatively coherently (the Swedish National Agency for Education 

2011a: 37, my emphasis). 

 

In order to receive the highest grade the following is required:  

• In oral and written production, pupils can express themselves in relatively varied 

ways, clearly and coherently (the Swedish National Agency for Education 2011a: 37, 

my emphasis).  

 

In the commentary material to the knowledge requirements (the Swedish National Agency 

for Education 2012) as well as to the English syllabus (the Swedish National Agency for 

Education 2011b), the expressions simply and relatively varied are explained as describing 

the student’s ability to make use of his or her vocabulary, as well as to make use of 
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grammatical structures. Simply implies that the student uses a very basic vocabulary, 

whereas relatively varied means that the student has access to and makes use of a wider 

vocabulary. The students’ overall ability to express themselves and the progression from one 

grade to another is therefore partly influenced by the breadth and depth of their vocabulary 

(the Swedish National Agency for Education 2011b: 21-23; the Swedish National Agency for 

Education 2012: 24).  

 

What the commentary materials to the English syllabus says (the Swedish National Agency 

for Education 2011b; the Swedish National Agency for Education 2012) corresponds to what 

researchers like Nation (2001) and Laufer et al. (2004) have confirmed, namely, that the size 

and depth of students’ vocabulary will affect their ability to express themselves in both 

written texts and in speech. The size and depth of vocabulary will also affect how much and 

what a student will be able to understand when reading English texts or listening to English 

speech. Hence, the size and depth of vocabulary will affect a student’s overall language skills 

(Nation 2001; Laufer et al. 2004).  

3. Methods 

The aim of this study was to find out the attitudes of both students and teachers as regards 

vocabulary learning. I used questionnaires to collect the data since I was to deal with many 

respondents in different schools and different locations (Denscombe 2010: 156). In order to 

answer the research questions I created two questionnaires, one for the teachers and one for 

the students. These questionnaires were distributed online and contained both quantitative 

and qualitative questions. By discussing the content, i.e. the questions, of the questionnaires 

with both my supervisor and fellow students and by letting people test the questionnaires I 

have tried to make my research instrument, i.e. the questionnaire, as reliable and valid as 

possible (Denscombe 2010: 326-328). 

3.1 Participants 

Both students and teachers were included in the present study. When it comes to the 

students a total of 76 students in 9th grade in secondary school participated. 33 of the 

students were girls and 43 were boys. The students came from two different schools in two 

medium-sized towns. One of the students submitted nonsense replies to all of the open 

questions and answered the rest of the questionnaire in a clear pattern, i.e. the student 

always chose the alternative strongly disagree or never. I have therefore chosen to exclude 

this student in the presentation of the results, since the answers were likely to skew the 



12 

 

results. The number of students therefore ends up being 75. The participating teachers 

consisted of 23 women and one man, i.e. a total of 24 teachers participated in the study. The 

teachers have between 3 and 35 years of experience of teaching English and they teach in 

schools in different towns.  

3.1.1 Ethical considerations 

All participants in my survey were informed of the purpose of the research. They were all 

informed that their participation was completely voluntary and that they all were guaranteed 

anonymity. Research persons over the age of fifteen years, are to be informed about the 

purpose of the research and then they are to give their consent to participating in the study. 

This is according to the law of ethics review, when doing research that involves people (SFS 

2003:460). All respondents to my questionnaires were at least fifteen years old and therefore 

they could decide themselves if they wanted to participate in the study.   

 

Since no names were included in the questionnaires, the data I collected is totally anonymous 

(Wray and Bloomer 2006: 174). To guarantee all participants’ anonymity is part of the 

research ethics, recommended by Vetenskapsrådet1 for research in humanities and social 

sciences (Patel and Davidsson 2011: 63). All of the material collected for this study was 

collected in accordance with Vetenskapsrådet’s ethical rules.   

3.2 The questionnaires 

The questionnaires were made as web-based questionnaires. According to Denscombe (2010: 

159) this method has both advantages and disadvantages. The advantages are that it is easy to 

fill in the answers, the questionnaires are easy to submit and the design can make the 

questionnaire look attractive. For researchers there is also the additional advantage that the 

responses can be read automatically, making the data collection fast, and it provides them 

with accurate numbers. On the other hand, this type of questionnaire requires that the 

respondents actually come to the website. Another disadvantage with web-based 

questionnaires that are distributed via e-mail is that the answering frequency is often very 

low, even though it is easy to send out reminders. This is because respondents easily forget an 

e-mail they have read or because the e-mail cannot pass through the firewall (Trost 2012: 

144).   

                                                        
1 The Swedish Research Council 
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3.2.1 The student questionnaire 

The student questionnaire (Appendix A) contained 12 questions of different types. The first 

part of the questionnaire consisted of six statements to which the respondents were to 

indicate whether they agreed or not. Then two open questions followed, which required the 

students to write down the answers in their own words. The reason for making these 

questions open was that I wanted to avoid leading the students’ answers in any direction. 

Question number nine was a question where the students were to choose from eight 

alternatives and then put these in rank order, from number one to eight. I chose to make this 

question a rank order question since I wanted to be able to tell in which ways students are 

most likely to learn new words. Questions ten and eleven both consisted of a number of 

alternatives concerning the translation of words. The students were to indicate whether they 

made use of each of the alternatives often, sometimes, seldom or never. Both of these 

questions had an attendant question where the students were to indicate which two 

alternatives they preferred. In question number twelve the students were to answer whether 

or not they write down the new words they have learnt. These first eight questions resulted in 

answers that answered my first research question, about the students’ general attitudes 

towards learning new vocabulary. The following questions answered my second research 

question, about how students learn and want to learn new vocabulary.  

 

The reason for the variety of questions was that I wanted to avoid that the respondents 

started to answer questions in a certain pattern and to keep the respondents focused on each 

question. The questionnaire was entirely in Swedish since I did not want the students to 

misinterpret or misunderstand anything. I also chose to adapt the language to make it even 

more suitable to the target group and to give examples to show how to fill out the 

questionnaire (Denscombe 2010: 163). I was also present in the classroom when 50% of the 

questionnaires were answered, in order to be able to answer any questions that might come 

up. 

3.2.2 The teacher questionnaire 

The questionnaire for the teachers (Appendix B) consisted of eight closed questions and one 

open question. In an introductory text the terms explicit and implicit were explained. The 

eight closed questions were phrased as statements, to which the respondents were to indicate 

whether they agreed or disagreed on a four-point scale, since I wanted to avoid the so-called 

central tendency (Patel and Davidsson 2011: 81). According to Brace (2008: 72) it is 

legitimate to force a response in one way or the other when asking questions where it is 

expected that people should hold a view. The open question allowed the respondents to 

answer more detailed and freely in their own words on how they teach vocabulary. I chose to 
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categorize the answers to this question by what type of method they described, explicit or 

implicit methods, and to summarize the most common type of exercises and methods. I 

chose to include both closed and open questions in order to acquire as much information as 

possible from the teachers, without having to use interviews as an additional way of gathering 

information.  

3.3 Methodological discussion 

The best way to collect as much data as possible when using a quantitative method is by 

questionnaires. By using this method I was able to collect material from several schools in 

several towns. However, even though such a method results in a great amount of material, it 

also brings a few problems. For instance, I was not able to be present myself in every 

classroom, in order to answer questions or to explain in detail how to fill in the questionnaire. 

Unfortunately, this led to confusion, especially when the students were to answer the ranking 

question. Only 42 of the 75 students made the ranking correctly (which also is indicated in 

Table 9). If I had been present in every classroom I would have been able to make sure each 

and every one of the students filled out the questionnaire correctly. However, that was not 

possible. It would probably have been a better choice to let the student choose the three ways 

they learnt vocabulary the best from a list, instead of letting them rank all eight options. 

What could also be problematized is whether it is possible for students to evaluate their own 

learning. This has to be taken into consideration when reading and analysing the results and 

that is why, for instance, what is presented in Table 9 is phrased “How the students claim 

to…”, since that is how they themselves believe they learn new vocabulary.     

 

I could also have considered the possibility that the statements in the teacher questionnaire 

could lead to answers that were alike for the contradictory statements, and therefore I could 

perhaps have made these statements into straightforward questions instead. These questions 

could have been phrased like “Do you think vocabulary should be taught explicitly, yes or 

no?” or “How do you think vocabulary should be taught and learnt?”. Nevertheless, I find my 

choice of method to be the right one, since I did manage to collect a large number of answers. 

Also, it was possible to analyse both the students’ and the teachers’ answers in order to 

answer the research questions. In those cases where the teachers picked the same answer on 

two contradictory statements, i.e. if they chose strongly agree on both “Vocabulary should be 

taught explicitly” and “Vocabulary should be taught implicitly”, I chose to analyse it as if the 

teacher could not select one method or one alternative to be the best, but rather both 

statements are equally true or correct (see Table 16).  
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4. Analysis and results 

In this section the results of the questionnaires will be presented and analysed. Section 4.1 

will present the results of the student questionnaire and section 4.2 will present the results of 

the teacher questionnaire. The results from the questionnaires will be grouped and presented 

in order of the research question they mainly answer.  

4.1 The results of the student questionnaire 

4.1.1 The students’ attitudes towards learning new vocabulary 

This section presents the attitudes towards learning new English vocabulary that were found 

among 75 Swedish ninth graders (see Appendix A, questions 1-8).  

 

All 75 students thought that English vocabulary is important to learn. As presented in Table 1, 

a vast majority of the students (76%) even strongly agreed that it is important to learn 

English vocabulary, which implies that a majority of the students in year nine understand the 

importance of learning new vocabulary in a second language.  
 

Table 1. Students’ views on the importance of learning English vocabulary.  

I think it is important that I learn new English words.  Number of responses 

Strongly agree 57 (76%) 

Agree  18 (24%) 

Disagree 0 (0%) 

Strongly disagree 0 (0%) 

Total 75 (100%) 

 

Many of the students have understood the importance of having a large vocabulary. Table 2 

shows that all but one of the students thought that their vocabulary would be of importance 

for them in the future. This once again implies that most students understand that there are 

advantages with knowing many words in another language.  

 

Table 2. Students’ views on the importance of having a large vocabulary in the future.  

I think that knowing many English words will be of importance for me in the future.  Number of responses 

Strongly agree 56 (75%) 

Agree  18 (24%) 

Disagree 1 (1%) 

Strongly disagree 0 (0%) 

Total 75 (100%) 
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A majority of the ninth graders seemed to find English vocabulary more important to learn 

than English grammar. Table 3 presents the students’ views on the relative importance of 

English vocabulary and English grammar. Four fifths of the students (80%) thought that it is 

more important to learn English vocabulary than to learn grammar. However, one fifth of the 

students found grammar to be more important than vocabulary. I will look for possible 

reasons for these differing views below.   
 

Table 3. Students’ views on the importance of English vocabulary vs. English grammar.  

I think it is more important to learn English vocabulary than English grammar. Number of responses 

Strongly agree 18 (24%) 

Agree  41 (54%) 

Disagree 11 (15%) 

Strongly disagree 5 (7%) 

Total 75 (100%) 

 

Interestingly, a majority of the 75 students would actually like to spend more time on 

learning vocabulary. As can be seen in Tables 4 and 5, the majority of the students would like 

to spend more time learning new English words, and a majority also thought that they need 

to spend more time on learning English vocabulary. Out of the ten students who would not 

like to spend more time on learning vocabulary, half of them were of the opinion that they 

would need to do so. Consequently, these students recognize the need to enlarge their English 

vocabulary. 16 of the students who answered that they would like to spend more time on 

learning vocabulary also answered that they did not need to. These are probably some of the 

more motivated students who know that they already have quite a large vocabulary, but they 

still would like to learn more words since they find it important and rewarding, as could be 

seen already in Table 1. The results suggest that teachers of English could let their students 

spend more time practicing vocabulary in the classroom as well as encourage them to devote 

time to vocabulary learning when not in school, at least according to a majority of these 75 

students, who seem to have realized that they need more vocabulary practice and also find it 

important to continue the process of learning new vocabulary.  

 

Table 4. Students’ views on whether they would like to devote more time to learning vocabulary.  
 

I would like to devote more time to learning English vocabulary. Number of responses 

Strongly agree 28 (37%) 

Agree  37 (50%) 

Disagree 9 (12%) 

Strongly disagree 1 (1%) 

Total 75 (100%) 
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Table 5. Students’ views on whether they think they need to devote more time to learning vocabulary.  

I would need to devote more time to learning new English vocabulary. Number of responses 

Strongly agree 19 (25%) 

Agree  35 (47%) 

Disagree 17 (23%) 

Strongly disagree 4 (5%) 

Total 75 (100%) 

 

Whether or not the students are aware of the influence of vocabulary for their grade in 

English was another question asked. As presented in Table 6, a vast majority of the students 

(84%) seem to have realized the impact of vocabulary knowledge on their grades. Yet, twelve 

of the students fail to see a connection between their grade and their English vocabulary. 

Perhaps this is because teachers of English do not point out the importance of vocabulary 

enough or because these students feel that other areas of learning English are so difficult that 

they doubt it would help if they knew more words.  

 

Table 6. Students’ views on the influence of vocabulary size on their final grade.   

I think that I can receive a higher grade in English if I know many English words.  Number of responses 

Strongly agree 36 (48%) 

Agree  27 (36%) 

Disagree 8 (11%) 

Strongly disagree 4 (5%) 

Total 75 (100%) 

 

When the students were asked to list a number of areas where a large English vocabulary 

would be advantageous, they came up with a number of suggestions. The fact that the 

students came up with so many advantages corresponds to what could be seen in Tables 1 

and 2, namely that all students found it important to learn English vocabulary and that a vast 

majority of them had also realized that a large vocabulary would be advantageous for them in 

the future. As can be seen in Table 7, students found oral communication to be the area 

where the most advantages with having a large English vocabulary exists.  
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Table 7. Areas where the students find that there are advantages with having a large English 
vocabulary.  
 

Areas where there are advantages with having a large English vocabulary.   Number of mentions 

Oral communication 48 

Confidence, fluency and variation 12 

Understanding of context  10 

Written communication 9 

Explaining and elaborating thoughts 9 

Other 3 

 

To be able to communicate with English-speaking people, or with people who do not 

understand Swedish, seemed to be the number one advantage of knowing many English 

words. 31 students explained that having a large vocabulary enables them to make 

themselves understood, but it also makes them understand more of what they hear. The 

second most popular advantage mentioned by 12 students was that of confidence, since 

having a large English vocabulary makes you more confident when speaking English and, 

therefore, you can become more fluent and you might also be able to vary your language 

more by using synonyms. A third advantage, mentioned by ten students, was that a large 

vocabulary will allow learners to understand the context of what they hear or read without 

knowing every single word. Further advantages of a large vocabulary were that writing would 

become easier, and that the ability to make explanations and elaborate one’s thoughts would 

improve. Finally, three students pointed out that knowing many English words could make it 

easier to find a job abroad. What is interesting to note here is also that one of the students 

who strongly disagreed that English vocabulary was more important to learn than English 

grammar (Table 3) answered that there are advantages with knowing many words, but if you 

do not know how to build sentences or phrases of the words you would still not make any 

sense. Another student, who thought that vocabulary was most important to learn, answered 

that if one knows a lot of English words it does not matter if one makes some grammatical 

mistakes, since the message can still be conveyed if the correct vocabulary is used. The fact 

that many students understand that a large vocabulary will lead to better communicative 

skills also corresponds to what a majority of the students thought, namely that a large 

vocabulary may affect their grade (Table 6). Possibly, this is because they know that one of 

the main goals with learning English is in fact to be able to communicate with other people. 

Overall, the students actually seem well aware of the many advantages of a large English 

vocabulary. 

 

There are a number of ways in which one may know a word and the one most students found 

most important was pronunciation. As seen in Table 8, the students thought that it was most 
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important to know how to pronounce a word correctly. Several students argued that if a word 

is mispronounced the message might not get through to the audience. This corresponds well 

with what many students mentioned in the previous question, since oral communication was 

thought to be the main purpose for having a large vocabulary. Interestingly, knowing the 

meaning of a word only ended up in second place. A couple of students pointed out that if the 

actual meaning of a word is not known one cannot be sure whether the word is used 

correctly. The third most important thing to know about a word, according to the students, 

was how it is spelled. To know how and when a word could or should be used did not appear 

until in the fourth place. However, five students actually mentioned that they found all 

aspects of word knowledge to be important, but to have an overall knowledge of the word and 

to know how to make actual use of it is a whole lot more important than knowing how to 

pronounce or spell the word. This contradicts what several other students mentioned about 

the importance of correct pronunciation. Other aspects of word knowledge that were 

mentioned had to do with grammatical function, i.e. knowledge of adjective comparison or 

verb tense forms. Finally, one student mentioned that what is absolutely most important to 

know about a word is whether it is a taboo word or not, since it could offend people.   

 

Table 8. Aspects of word knowledge that are of importance.   

What is important to know about a word? Number of mentions 

Pronunciation 49 

Meaning 40 

Spelling 34 

Usage 32 

Other 3 

	  

4.1.2 How the students claim to learn new vocabulary 

This section will present how the 75 students claim to learn new vocabulary as well as what 

they do when they encounter a new word (see Appendix A, questions 9-12).  

 

It is obvious that students learn new vocabulary in very different ways. As seen in Table 9, the 

students were asked to rank how they learn new words, but the fact is that it is not possible to 

see a conclusive answer. As seen in Table 9, one alternative may seem to be quite popular 

(top 4), but even more times the same alternative has been ranked in the bottom. The results 

show that most students claimed to learn English vocabulary when involved in spare time 

activities, such as watching TV or playing video- or computer games. A majority of the 

students found school activities or school assignments less helpful when learning new words 

(see the third column). According to the students, written school-assignments are the least 



20 

 

helpful when learning new vocabulary. It should be noted that reading English books or 

magazines may be seen as both a spare time activity and a school activity. However, the 

students do not find social media or music to be any great sources of vocabulary learning. A 

conclusion that can be drawn is that the students tend to prefer implicit vocabulary learning 

to explicit learning. However, the fact that a majority of the students who answered the 

questionnaire were boys is reflected in the results, since the vast majority of the students who 

find video- or computer games to be one of the greatest sources of learning new vocabulary 

are boys (22 out of 24). This is in line with what previous research on extramural English, 

and the effect it has on vocabulary learning, has shown (see Sundqvist 2009). This diversity 

suggests that students have very different views on vocabulary learning and that it will, 

ultimately, be hard to please them all when choosing methods for vocabulary learning and 

teaching.  

 

Table 9. How the students claim to learn new English vocabulary.     

Activities in which new vocabulary is learnt Number of times placed in top 4* Number of times placed in bottom 4** 

Watching English TV-series/movies 31  11 

Playing video- /computer games 28 14 

Reading English books/magazines 21 18 

Vocabulary homework 20 22 

Oral assignments 17 23 

Social media 16 22 

Music 15 25 

Written assignments 14 26 

* The number of times the alternative was placed as number 1, 2, 3 or 4. ** The number of times the alternative 
was placed as number 5, 6, 7 or 8. (n=42) 
 

The 75 students were asked both what they most often do when encountering an unknown 

word, as well as what method they would prefer to use. As can be seen in Table 10, the 

students seem to use the same methods when stumbling across an English word they do not 

know as when they want to translate a word from Swedish into English.  
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Table 10. What the students most often do when they encounter unknown English words or when 
wanting to find the English translation of a Swedish word. 
 
 

What the students most often do when they encounter an 

unknown English word. 

What the students most often do when they want to translate a 

word from Swedish into English.  

1. Online dictionary 1. Online dictionary 

2. Dictionary app 2. Dictionary app 

3. Ask a teacher/adult 3. Ask a friend 

4. Ask a friend 4. Ask a teacher/adult 

5. Nothing 5. Swe-Eng dictionary 

6. Eng-Swe dictionary     

7. Eng-Eng dictionary 

 

What the students most often chose to do was to use an online dictionary. What the students 

actually do also corresponds with what they mostly preferred, i.e. to use an online dictionary 

(Table 11). Examples of such online dictionaries, mentioned by the students, are Google 

translate and the Swedish sites synonymer.se and tyda.se. The only exception was that when 

they were to translate a word from Swedish into English they would ask a friend more often 

than they would ask the teacher, whereas it was the other way around when they encountered 

a new English word. However, to use a dictionary app was only in the fourth place of what 

they prefer to do (Table 11), whereas it is the method they actually make use of the second 

most often (Table 10). This might imply that the students prefer to ask a teacher or to use a 

traditional dictionary simply because that is how they know they will probably find the best 

answer or explanation. To ask the teacher is probably much less time-consuming, and that is 

perhaps why it is preferred to using the dictionary. The least popular way to go about when 

encountering an unknown English word was to use an English-English dictionary. As seen in 

Table 10, many students actually do not bother looking up words. The students more often 

choose to ignore an unknown word than to use a traditional dictionary.  

 

Table 11. What students prefer to do when they encounter unknown English words or when wanting 
to find the English translation of a Swedish word. 
 

What do you prefer to do when you are to translate a word from English into Swedish or Swedish into English? 

1. Online dictionary 

2. Ask a teacher/adult 

3. Eng-Swe or Swe-Eng dictionary 

4. Dictionary app 

5. Ask a friend 

6. (Eng-Eng dictionary)  
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As seen in Tables 10 and 11, a majority of the students use and prefer to use an online 

dictionary when they encounter unknown words. However, looking words up does not 

automatically mean they will be remembered. As can be seen in Table 12, only around half of 

the students actually make use of some sort of vocabulary notebook to write down new 

words. This method tends not to be used at all times, and it can only be speculated when this 

method is actually used. Nevertheless, the fact that 39 students do write down words at times 

shows that there is a willingness among them to use some strategy to remember what they 

have learnt.  

 

Table 12. Do the students use vocabulary notebooks? 

When you come across new English words, do you ever write them down in order to remember them? Number of responses 

Yes 1 (1%) 

Yes, sometimes 38 (51%) 

No, never 36 (48%) 

Total 75 (100%) 

 

To sum up, the 75 students generally had a positive attitude towards learning new 

vocabulary. A majority of the students realized that having a large vocabulary may be 

important in the future, but also that vocabulary size may affect their overall grade in 

English. A majority of the students even found vocabulary to be more important than 

grammar. The vast majority of the students even mentioned that they would like to spend 

more time on learning English vocabulary and a majority had also realized that they might 

need to devote more time to practicing vocabulary. The students found many advantages of 

having a large vocabulary, such as being able to communicate with people who do not 

understand Swedish and increased confidence and fluency. Another interesting finding was 

that the students tended to find the pronunciation of words to be more important than their 

meaning and usage. The results also show that the students actually claim to learn most 

vocabulary outside of the classroom, for instance when watching TV or playing games. Thus, 

most students claim to learn English words implicitly. However, not all students prefer to 

learn new vocabulary the same way. Some students for instance find vocabulary homework to 

be very good, whereas others see it as one of the worst ways of learning words. When wanting 

to translate words into either English or Swedish the students preferably use online 

dictionaries or they ask their teacher. Approximately half of the students write down new 

words they have learnt, at least from time to time.  
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4.2 The results of the teacher questionnaire 

4.2.1 The teachers’ attitudes towards vocabulary teaching 

This section will present the teachers’ attitudes towards teaching vocabulary (see Appendix B, 

questions 1-3 and 8).  

 

As was expected, the teachers found vocabulary teaching to be important. In fact, all 24 

teachers agreed that teaching vocabulary is important, as seen in Table 13. A majority of them 

(62%) actually thought it is very important to teach vocabulary.  

 

Table 13. Teachers’ views on the importance of teaching vocabulary.   

Teaching vocabulary is important Number of responses 

Strongly Disagree 0 (0%) 

Disagree 0 (0%) 

Agree 9 (38%) 

Strongly Agree 15 (62%) 

Total 24 (100%) 

 

When it comes to the relative importance of vocabulary and grammar, a majority of the 

teachers (71%) actually considered vocabulary to be more important to teach than grammar 

(Table 14). Whereas one fourth of them could not decide which language aspect is most 

important, only one teacher thought that grammar is more important to teach than 

vocabulary. The fact that six teachers actually disagreed with both statements might show 

that some teachers found it hard to rank vocabulary and grammar according to their 

importance.  

 

Table 14. The teachers’ views on the importance of teaching English grammar vs. English vocabulary.  

What is more important to teach – grammar or vocabulary? Number of responses 

Grammar 1 (4%) 

Vocabulary 17 (71%) 

Neither one is more important to teach than the other 6 (25%) 

Total 24 (100%) 

 

Almost all the teachers thought that a student’s vocabulary is important for his or her final 

grade in English. In fact, all but one teacher agreed on that (see Table 15). This implies that a 

majority of the teachers take the student’s vocabulary into account when grading his or her 

English, whereas one teacher seems to put less focus on the vocabulary aspect. Among other 
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things, this shows how difficult it is for teachers to interpret the syllabus, and that the 

support of the commentary materials is absolutely essential to ensure correct assessment.    

 

Table 15. Teachers’ views on the importance of the students’ vocabulary for their final grading.  

Is a student’s vocabulary important for the final grade in English? Number of responses 

Yes 23 (96%) 

No 1 (4%) 

Total 24 (100%) 

 

4.2.2 The teachers’ attitudes towards explicit and implicit vocabulary teaching 

This section will present the teachers’ thoughts on explicit and implicit vocabulary teaching 

(see Appendix B, questions 4-7).  

 

Seen in Table 16, a majority of the teachers (63%) thought that vocabulary should be taught 

both explicitly and implicitly. This implies that these teachers do not prefer explicit 

vocabulary teaching to implicit teaching of vocabulary or the other way around. Hence, once 

again, the results show that it is perhaps impossible to put two concepts, like explicit or 

implicit learning, against each other and it is hard to claim that one method is better than the 

other. Yet, a third of the teachers thought that vocabulary should mainly be taught implicitly, 

whereas only one teacher preferred explicit teaching, which might imply that implicit 

teaching of vocabulary is slightly more popular than explicit teaching.  

 

Table 16. Teachers’ views on explicit and implicit vocabulary teaching and learning.    

How should vocabulary be taught? Number of responses 

Explicitly 1 (4%) 

Implicitly 8 (33%) 

Both explicitly and implicitly 15 (63%) 

Total 24 (100%) 

 

As presented in Table 16, the teachers seemed to think that vocabulary should be taught both 

explicitly and implicitly, which in fact is in line with the findings in earlier studies. However, 

this is not what the teachers thought was the most effective for the students. As can be seen in 

Table 17, half of the teachers held the view that implicit vocabulary teaching is the most 

effective way for students to acquire new words, which is not in line with what previous 

research has shown. Only 17% thought that the students learnt new vocabulary most 

efficiently by explicit teaching methods. Hence, a majority of the teachers were of the opinion 

that their students learn more vocabulary when involved in implicit learning, but 63% still 
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thought that vocabulary should be taught both explicitly and implicitly. A third (33%) of the 

teachers, however, could not claim that either one of the teaching methods is more effective 

than the other. Nevertheless, the preference for implicit vocabulary learning corresponds to 

the preference found among a majority of the students (Table 9), who claimed to prefer to 

learn vocabulary in ways that can be said to be implicit.   

 

Table 17. Teachers’ views on whether explicit or implicit vocabulary teaching and learning is most 
effective for students.   
 

What kind of vocabulary teaching is most effective?  Number of responses 

Explicit teaching 4 (17%) 

Implicit teaching 12 (50%) 

Neither explicit nor implicit vocabulary teaching is the most effective 8 (33%) 

Total 24 (100%) 

	  

4.2.3 The teachers’ methods when teaching vocabulary 

This section will present the teachers’ methods of vocabulary teaching (see Appendix B, 

question 9).  

 

When the teachers were to describe the methods they themselves use when teaching 

vocabulary, a majority in fact described a combination of teaching methods, which 

corresponds to what was presented in Table 16, namely that 63% of the teachers thought that 

vocabulary should be taught both explicitly and implicitly. A total of 14 teachers (60%) 

described methods on vocabulary teaching that involved a combination of both explicit and 

implicit teaching, but only 17% explicitly wrote that they prefer a combination of both 

methods when teaching vocabulary. As seen in Table 18, out of several different explicit 

teaching methods described, “traditional” vocabulary homework, i.e. translating words from 

L1 to L2 or the other way around, was rather popular among the teachers, about half of them 

using such assignments regularly. Half of this group made use of vocabulary assignments on 

a weekly basis. Other popular vocabulary assignments were different kinds of word games, 

which were mentioned by five of the teachers, and specific websites designed for vocabulary 

training, which three of the teachers mentioned.       

 

As presented in Table 18, the implicit learning methods the teachers mentioned involved 

reading books, watching movies, listening to music and playing computer or video games. In 

fact, reading was identified as one of the most important sources of implicit vocabulary 

learning by 40% of the teachers. Another way to work with vocabulary was to use movies as a 

means of language learning, which four teachers mentioned, or to work with music and lyrics, 
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which was mentioned by three teachers. Several teachers argue that when talking about and 

discussing what the students have watched or heard, the students get the opportunity to 

practice the use of new words; hence movies and music are great sources of vocabulary. Two 

teachers wrote that many students learn new vocabulary when playing computer or video 

games and one teacher stated that “kids who play video or TV games practically always know 

more words than their classmates.” Another teacher explained that she always uses English 

as the classroom language, since listening to English is a way for her students to learn new 

words implicitly.  

 

Table 18. The methods, mentioned by the teachers, when teaching vocabulary.  

Explicit vocabulary learning Implicit vocabulary learning 

Traditional vocabulary homework                                    12* Reading books                                                                             10 

Vocabulary assignments as weekly homework                  6  Watching movies                                                                           4  

Word games                                                                       5 Listening to music                                                                          3 

Working with dictionaries                                                    5  Playing computer/video games                                                     2 

Websites for vocabulary training                                         3  Talking English in the classroom                                                   1 

*Number of times mentioned by the teachers.  

 

Except for describing their methods when teaching vocabulary, half of the teachers also 

expressed the importance of learning words in a context. These teachers mentioned that 

learning words in isolation is not very effective. They want their students to be able to use 

new words in different contexts, in order for the students to truly acquire the words. A fifth of 

the teachers mentioned that finding and learning synonyms is important in the process of 

learning new vocabulary. Working with dictionaries or playing word games where a word has 

to be explained without using the actual word are examples, mentioned by the teachers, of 

how to learn such word aspects like synonyms (see Table 18). Another important aspect of 

vocabulary teaching and learning, which several teachers mentioned, is that the methods 

need to be varied, in order to keep the students interested in learning new words.  

 

To sum up, the results show that the teachers thought that teaching vocabulary is important 

and the general attitude is that it is more important to teach vocabulary than it is to teach 

grammar. A majority of the teachers also thought that the students’ vocabulary is of 

importance when grading their English abilities. Half of the teachers believed that the most 

effective way for students to learn new vocabulary is by implicit vocabulary teaching, yet the 

results also show that many teachers see a combination of explicit and implicit vocabulary 

teaching as both inevitable and important. According to the teaching methods presented in 

4.2.3, both explicit and implicit vocabulary teaching occur in the classrooms of these 
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teachers. The traditional vocabulary homework even seems to remain one of the most 

common ways of explicit vocabulary learning.  

 

5. Discussion 

The present study aimed at finding out about attitudes towards the learning of English 

vocabulary among students in ninth grade and teachers of English. 75 students and 24 

teachers provided their views on the topic. This group of respondents is of course too small in 

order for me to make any general conclusions about what all students or all teachers of 

English think of vocabulary learning. Nevertheless, some of the main results are very 

interesting to discuss and also to compare with previous research on the topic.   

 

The results clearly show that the 75 students and the 24 teachers generally had positive 

attitudes towards English vocabulary learning. According to the syllabus (the Swedish 

National Agency for Education 2011a: 32), being able to “express themselves and 

communicate in speech and writing” is what the students are supposed to be taught in 

English class. The students’ results show that they have realized that their vocabulary plays a 

part in the development of this ability and also that their grades in English are influenced by 

their vocabulary knowledge.  

 

A majority of the 24 teachers who answered the questionnaire claimed that vocabulary 

should be taught both implicitly and explicitly, which is also what many researchers of second 

language acquisition promote (Chacón-Beltrán et al. 2010). Nevertheless, when asked to pick 

out the more efficient of the two, most of the teachers chose implicit vocabulary learning. 

That vocabulary is learnt the best implicitly was in fact one of the persistent beliefs among 

both learners and teachers, according to Milton (2009:1). However, this clearly contradicts 

what most studies have shown, namely that explicit vocabulary learning is the very best way 

to acquire new words (Hulstijn and Laufer 2001; Lightbown and Spada 2006; Milton 2009; 

Allan 2010; López-Jiménez 2010; Schmitt 2010). This discrepancy could have to do with the 

fact that none of the previous studies have been conducted on Swedish students. Perhaps 

Swedish students are not as willing to put that much effort into learning vocabulary as it 

takes when involved in explicit learning, and teachers might have registered this attitude 

among the students. It is of course easier to engage the students in tasks where they are not 

aware of the fact that they are involved in a learning process than it is to motivate students to 

learn 30 words on a list. However, a majority of the 75 students in this study answered that 

they would like to spend more time on vocabulary learning and a majority had also realized 

that they indeed needed to. Perhaps these students will have to put more time and effort into 
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learning vocabulary explicitly in school, even though it is in fact tedious and time-consuming 

work. Swedish students probably need to be prepared to devote more time to such tedious 

work and perhaps the teachers need to put a little extra focus on teaching vocabulary 

explicitly since this in fact is how most L2 learners around the world learn vocabulary the 

best.   

 

The students’ results show that they share the teachers’ ideas of implicit vocabulary learning 

to be most efficient, since the students found playing computer- or video games or watching 

movies and TV-series to be the best ways to learn new words. The fact that a majority of the 

students who ranked gaming to be the greatest source of new vocabulary were boys is also 

confirmed by Sundqvist’s (2009) study, which showed that boys who spent much time 

playing games outperformed girls of the same age on vocabulary tests. In my study the 

students were not asked the same questions as the teachers, and the concepts of explicit and 

implicit learning were never even mentioned to them, but the students still placed two 

implicit learning methods in the top. The fact that these results contradict what most studies 

on vocabulary acquisition have shown might indicate that it is hard to tell how the students 

actually acquire new vocabulary. In fact, the students themselves probably cannot identify all 

the learning-processes they are exposed to, not to mention how hard, or even impossible, it is 

for them to analyse their own learning. It is especially hard to tell how people learn English 

words in a society where English surrounds most people on a daily basis, such as on TV, in 

magazines and on the Internet. Nevertheless, the fact that students prefer to learn vocabulary 

via computer games or by watching movies would suggest that teachers might need to learn 

how to incorporate technology into the language classroom. This is something Blake (2013) 

mentions as inevitable in order for the teachers not to be out of touch with their students. 

Therefore, teachers will have to learn how to embrace the new language tools that are 

available. This would not only lead to more varied language teaching, but it might also make 

students find language learning even more interesting and worthwhile than they already do. 

For instance, students could make use of technology to create their own wordlists, which 

could encourage vocabulary learning.   

 

When students encounter English words they do not know or when they want to know the 

English translation of a Swedish word they prefer to use the Internet to look the words up. 

Schmitt and Schmitt (1995) argued that learners of second languages should be encouraged 

to write down new vocabulary in notebooks to keep them in mind. However, having looked 

up a word, only half of the 75 students bother to sometimes write it down in order to 

remember it. This is in spite of the fact that almost every student has access to an individual 

computer in school, which indicates that creating word lists could be an easy thing. And 
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perhaps teachers should encourage their students to create such notebooks, in which they 

can categorize and order new words. This method is something that can be helpful, especially 

when encountering and learning new words implicitly. It would also allow students to go 

back and repeat new words, which both Nation (2001) and Milton (2009) mention as being 

very important when actually wanting to learn new vocabulary.      

 

Wilkins (1972:111) stated 40 years ago that “Without grammar very little can be conveyed, 

without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed”. As turns out, the present study confirms the 

point Wilkins was making. Both the students and the teachers of English seem to agree with 

Wilkins and a majority of the presented L2 researchers, namely that vocabulary is important 

to learn and teach, even more important than grammar. But as Wilkins’ quote indicates, 

students and teachers also find it hard to say that either vocabulary or grammar is most 

important. Grammar is important when getting a message through, but if the correct words 

are not used it does not matter that the grammatical structures might be correct. What this 

survey has shown is that it is of great importance to learn vocabulary in a second language if 

you want to be able to convey your message. 

6. Conclusion 

The aims of this study were to investigate students’ and teachers’ attitudes towards 

vocabulary learning and teaching, how students claim to learn new vocabulary as well as 

whether the teachers prefer explicit or implicit vocabulary teaching.  

 

The results showed that both the students and the teachers generally had positive attitudes 

towards vocabulary learning; learning vocabulary was even seen as more important than 

learning grammar. The results also showed that a majority of the ninth grade students 

claimed to learn new words by playing computer- or video games and by watching English 

movies or TV-series. When the students are to translate words into English or into Swedish, a 

majority preferred to use an online dictionary or to ask a teacher or an adult. However, only 

half of the students wrote down new words in order to remember and repeat them. When it 

came to the teachers, they used both implicit and explicit methods when teaching vocabulary. 

A majority of them did not prefer one method to the other, though. Half of the teachers could 

tell, however, that students seemed to learn vocabulary most effectively implicitly. This was 

also confirmed by a majority of the students. 

 

For further research on this topic it would be interesting to interview or discuss vocabulary 

learning together with students, in order to be able to find out more about their English 
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vocabulary learning preferences. It would also be interesting to conduct a survey on two 

groups of Swedish students, similar to what some researchers have already done on groups in 

other countries, where one group is to be explicitly told that they should learn a number of 

new words and another group is exposed to these words implicitly for a certain amount of 

time. A test could then show which group of students acquired the vocabulary the best.  
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Appendix A – The student questionnaire 

Engelska ord 

Denna enkätundersökning handlar om dina åsikter om och din inställning till att lära dig nya 

engelska ord. Genom att svara på frågorna kommer du ge mig viktig information till min 

uppsats som handlar om ordinlärning. Din medverkan är helt frivillig - du behöver inte svara 

på frågorna om du inte vill, och du får vara helt anonym - jag kommer alltså inte kunna se 

vem som har svarat vad. Enkäten består främst av påståenden där du ska svara om du håller 

med i påståendet eller inte. 

För att du lättare ska kunna svara på de kommande frågorna går jag först igenom ett exempel 

med ett påstående där jag förklarar hur du kan tänka kring de olika svarsalternativen. 

Exempelfråga: 

Påstående: Jag tycker det är viktigt att gå i skolan 

Håller med helt = Ja, jag tycker det är jätteviktigt att gå i skolan 

Håller med = Ja, jag tycker det är viktigt att gå i skolan 

Håller inte med = Nej, jag tycker inte att det är så viktigt att gå i skolan 

Håller inte med alls = Nej, jag tycker det är helt onödigt att gå i skolan 

 

Jag är  tjej____       kille____                 

 

Nedan följer ett antal påståenden. Kryssa i det svarsalternativ som du tycker stämmer bäst 

in på hur du känner inför varje påstående. 

 

1. Jag tycker det är viktigt att jag lär mig nya engelska ord 
Håller med helt      Håller med  Håller inte med Håller inte med alls 

 
2. Jag tror att det kommer vara viktigt för mig i framtiden att kunna många engelska 

ord  
Håller med helt      Håller med  Håller inte med Håller inte med alls 

 
3. Jag tycker det är viktigare att jag lär mig många engelska ord än engelsk 

grammatik 
Håller med helt      Håller med  Håller inte med Håller inte med alls 
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4. Jag skulle vilja ägna mer tid åt att lära mig nya engelska ord 

Håller med helt      Håller med  Håller inte med Håller inte med alls 
 

5. Jag skulle behöva ägna mer tid åt att lära mig nya engelsk ord.  
Håller med helt      Håller med  Håller inte med Håller inte med alls 

 
6. Jag tror att jag kan få ett bättre betyg i engelska om jag kan många engelska ord. 

Håller med helt      Håller med  Håller inte med Håller inte med alls 
 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I de två kommande frågorna vill jag att du funderar över vad det kan innebära att 

kunna många engelska ord samt vad du tycker är viktigt att veta om ett nytt ord. 

Försök att svara med hela meningar!  

 
7. Finns det några fördelar med att kunna många engelska ord? I så fall, vilka? 

 
8. Vad tycker du är viktigt att veta om ett ord? (T.ex. hur det stavas, hur det uttalas, vad 

det betyder, hur det kan användas mm.)  
 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

9. Rangordna hur du tycker att du lär dig engelska ord. 
 1 = det sätt du tycker att du lär dig nya ord allra bäst på 2 = det sätt som du tycker 
att du lär dig näst bäst på  ---> 8 = det sätt du tycker att du lär dig minst bra på. 
Alltså: Leta rätt på det alternativ som du tycker att du lär dig bäst på och skriv 1 i 
rutan, leta sedan rätt på det alternativ du tycker att du lär dig näst bäst på och skriv 
2, och så vidare tills varje alternativ har en siffra.  
 
Genom att göra ordläxor 
Genom att göra skriftliga skoluppgifter 
Genom att göra muntliga skoluppgifter 
Genom att läsa engelska böcker/tidningar 
Genom att titta på engelska TV-serier/filmer 
Genom att lyssna på engelsk musik 
Genom att spela dator-/TV-spel 
Genom sociala medier (Facebook, Twitter, bloggar.) 
 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
I de två nedanstående frågorna ska du ange vad du brukar göra om du stöter på ett 

engelskt eller ett svenskt ord som du vill översätta.  

 

10a. Om jag läser eller hör ett engelskt ord som jag inte förstår så gör jag följande: 
a. Jag slår upp ordet i en engelsk-svensk ordbok.  

 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

b. Jag slår upp ordet i en engelsk-engelsk ordbok.  
 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 



35 

 

c. Jag slår upp ordet i en engelsk-modersmål ordbok (om annat modersmål än 
svenska) 

Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 
d. Jag frågar min lärare/någon vuxen vad ordet betyder.  

     Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 
e. Jag frågar en klasskompis vad ordet betyder.  

 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

f. Jag använder ett uppslagsverk i datorn.  
 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

g. Jag använder en app i min mobiltelefon. 
 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

h. Jag struntar i att slå upp ordet.  
 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

 

10b. Ange de två sätt som du helst använder för att översätta ord från engelska till 

svenska (från alternativen ovan!):  

 

11a. Om jag vill översätta ett svenskt ord till engelska så gör jag följande: 
i. Jag slår upp det i en svensk-engelsk ordbok.  

 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

j. Jag slår upp ordet i en modersmål-engelsk ordbok. 
Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

k. Jag frågar min lärare/någon vuxen vad den engelska översättningen är.  
     Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

l. Jag frågar en klasskompis vad den engelska översättningen är.  
 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

m. Jag använder ett uppslagsverk i datorn.  
 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

n. Jag använder en app i min mobiltelefon.  
 Ofta Ibland  Sällan  Aldrig 

 

11b. Ange de två sätt som du helst använder för att översätta ord från svenska till 

 engelska:  

 

12. När du stöter på nya engelska ord, skriver du då ned dem i en glosbok eller 

 liknande för att komma ihåg dem? 

Ja, alltid.  Ja, ibland.  Nej, aldrig. 

 

 

 
Tack för din medverkan! 
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Appendix B – The teacher questionnaire 

Learning and teaching English vocabulary 
 

By filling in the following questionnaire you will provide me with important information 
based on your views on vocabulary teaching and learning. Before you start filling in the 
questions, I want to clarify some expressions I use. With explicit vocabulary learning I mean 
teaching where you tell the students to use planned strategies to actively pay attention to 
learning new words. An example could be a task where you want the students to fill in words 
in gaps in a text or when the students have weekly vocabulary homework. With implicit 
vocabulary learning I mean that the students learn new words when engaged in classroom 
activities (reading, writing, listening or speaking in class), without any planned directions or 
instructions from you as a teacher. Now, feel free to start answer the questions!  
 
Female____ Male____ 
 
I have been teaching English for ____ years 
 
Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with the following statements:  
 

1. Teaching vocabulary is important   
Strongly Disagree- Disagree - Agree- Strongly Agree 
 

2. Teaching grammar is more important than teaching vocabulary 
Strongly Disagree- Disagree - Agree- Strongly Agree 

 
3. Teaching vocabulary is more important than teaching grammar 

Strongly Disagree- Disagree - Agree- Strongly Agree 
 

4. Vocabulary should be taught explicitly 
Strongly Disagree- Disagree - Agree- Strongly Agree 
 

5. Vocabulary should be learnt implicitly 
Strongly Disagree- Disagree - Agree- Strongly Agree 
 

6. Teaching vocabulary explicitly is the most efficient way for the students to learn new 
words 

Strongly Disagree- Disagree - Agree- Strongly Agree 
 

7. Teaching vocabulary implicitly is the most efficient way for students to learn new 
words 

Strongly Disagree- Disagree - Agree- Strongly Agree 
 

8. The students’ vocabulary is important for their final grade in English 
Strongly Disagree- Disagree - Agree- Strongly Agree 
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9. Please describe your methods on teaching vocabulary to your students. 
For example, you may describe the most common explicit exercises you use or describe your 
methods for teaching vocabulary so that the students learn it implicitly. Feel free to answer 
in either English or Swedish! 

 
* Additional comments: 

 
 

Thank you for your contribution! 


