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Abstract

During the past thirty years, a large body of second language research has targeted
vocabulary learning strategies (VLSs) from a cognitive perspective and most of this
research tends to treat them as de-contextualised phenomena. In order to develop and
broaden the scope of the current VLS research, | explore strategic vocabulary learning
from both cognitive and sociocultural approaches and focus on its dynamic, complex
and contextually situated nature. The present study, based on a multiple-case study
design, investigates the processes of strategic vocabulary learning of six Chinese
students who were from a pre-university course in three British universities, using
three data collection methods: classroom observations, interviews and VOCABIog
(including photovoice and diaries). The analysis of these six student cases shows that
they managed their strategic vocabulary learning in relation to their particular
settings, milieus and the British culture; they tended to select and deploy a number of
strategies rather than individual strategies to improve their learning, and various types
of strategy combinations were found; they appeared to operate their strategic
vocabulary learning as a dynamic system and this was particularly supported by the
findings about their varying degrees of consciousness, the inconsistencies between
their strategic approach and their strategy use and the changes in their strategy use.
Theoretical contributions for the VLS research and some practical recommendations

for vocabulary learning are also provided.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Background and context of the study

Due to the increasing internationalisation of UK higher education, the issue of
international students studying abroad is receiving greater research attention. In
particular, weakness in language skills is perceived as an important source of
academic and social problems by international students (Stephens, 1997; Gao, 2003;
Andrade, 2006; Turner, 2006). There is a clear need for exploring the processes of
strategic language learning of international students. Thereby, both students and
language teachers are likely to be able to gain insights which can help students

improve their language ability and adjust to academic and social life in the UK.

The transition from a non-English to an entirely English learning environment is not
easy. As an international Chinese student studying in the UK for over eight years, |
also encountered many linguistic challenges like many others, particularly during the
early period when enrolling on an international Foundation programme. This is a
type of pre-university course offered by UK higher education institutions (HEIS)
which provides international students with the academic training, language and study
skills to prepare them for undergraduate study in the UK (IFP_ Prospectus, 2009).
The largest group of international students joining such courses comes from China
(UKCISA, 2012). According to my previous study on academic adjustment of

Chinese students at British universities (Wang, 2010), Chinese students who took

1



this course often have just entered the UK and had limited prior knowledge of
studying in the UK higher education. Therefore, they tend to experience many more
differences and difficulties within the British learning environment during the early
phase (i.e. the first year students study in the UK) than the later phase (i.e. the period
when students have studied in the UK for more than three years). They devoted a
great amount of time to learning English as they had to pass both an IELTS test and
coursework in order to enter British universities successfully. They were more likely
to use and explore language learning strategies during the early phase, and their
intrinsic motivation in improving English seemed to decrease during the later phase.
This led me to conclude that it is worth exploring the strategic language learning
experiences of Chinese learners on international foundation programmes in the UK
and on this basis offering advice on how to be an effective language learner in order
to accelerate their adjustment to UK higher education. To further the depth and
validity of my research, | situate it in one particular learning domain, vocabulary
learning (VL), which has a significant role in relation to both the receptive (reading
and listening) and productive (speaking and writing) skills in association with

effective communication (Cohen and Macaro, 2007; Schmitt, 2010).

During the past thirty years, a large body of second language research has targeted
LLSs (including VLSs) from a cognitive perspective (e.g. Rubin, 1981; O’Malley
and Chamot, 1990; Gu and Johnson, 1996; Chamot, 2005). However, the critics of

the cognitivist approach of LLSs continue to increase in number in the literature. For
2



example, scholars (e.g. Wertsch, 1991; Ellis, 2008) criticise the fact that the
cognitive approach focuses on the individual organism, and the individual, mental
processes and skills tend to be studied in isolation. As a result, strategies tend to be
treated as de-contextualised phenomena and character traits of learners seem to be
depicted as relatively fixed. For example, ‘the Chinese learner’ is often viewed as
culturally determined; however this seems to stereotype Chinese learners (Watkins
and Biggs, 1996; Lee, 1997). In terms of VLSs, repetition and rote learning were
often believed as the preferred strategies to facilitate Chinese learners’ VL (Bedell
and Oxford, 1996; Fan, 2003; Gu, 2003). However, faced with different contexts or
learning goals, their use of VLSs can vary or change. In relation to my personal
experience, my vocabulary learning strategies (VLSs) have gradually developed
within the different cultural and learning environment and vary across different
settings in the UK. In my Masters study (Wang, 2010) on Chinese students’
transitional experiences in the UK, I also found that the strategic vocabulary learning
of the Chinese students seemed to be dynamic rather than static. | therefore became
interested in exploring the dynamic processes of strategic vocabulary learning of

Chinese students over time in British universities.

One way of developing and broadening the scope of the current VLS research
therefore seems to be to study strategic vocabulary learning in context and understand
it from a more interactional and dynamic perspective. In this thesis | propose a

theoretical framework derived from both cognitive and sociocultural approaches and
3



use this framework to guide research into the VLSs of Chinese learners in two
Foundation Programme contexts. The aim of this framework and related research is
not to deny cognitive views of learner strategies. Rather, it creates a synthesis between
the two approaches and uses it to understand strategic vocabulary learning better and
deeper. Furthermore, the framework and related research place the target phenomenon
in context and shifts the current focus in VLS research from the learning outcome to
the process of strategic learning (learners’ capacity for strategic self-regulation, such
as their capacity for metacognition and for combining strategies effectively in any
given situation), and from the quantity of strategy use to the quality of strategy use. It
therefore suggests that “strategic vocabulary learning’ (SVL) is a more appropriate

term than the term “VLS’ to be used in the current VLS research.

1.2 Overview of the study

The aims of this study are to explore the experiences of Chinese students learning
English vocabulary, to analyse their processes of SVL from both a cognitive and a
sociocultural perspective and to gain a dynamic understanding into their capacity for
strategic self-regulation in British universities. Three research questions are used to

guide this study:



1. In order to learn vocabulary strategically, how do Chinese learners manage the
relationship between their mental processes, agency and other aspects of their

UK context (both milieu and setting)?

2. In what ways and for what reasons do Chinese learners select and combine

strategies to enhance the process of strategic vocabulary learning in the UK?

3. How do Chinese learners manage their strategic vocabulary learning
dynamically:
a) during the academic year in the UK

b) as these learners move from the Chinese to the British context

Drawing on my previous study (Wang, 2010), intrinsic motivation of my participants
in learning and improving English was high during the early phase in the UK and
seemed to decrease later in their university life. Therefore, participants in the present
study were selected from a pre-university programme at three British universities.
These students who took this course just entered the UK and tended to devote more
time and energy to developing their vocabulary as they had to pass both an IELTS

test and their coursework.

I believe that my study will provide insights about SVL which will facilitate learners’

VL. It will help both learners and teachers to realise that SVL is a dynamic process and
5



students need to select appropriate VLSs in relation to their own contexts and goals.
This study also makes us aware of the importance of learner agency in the process of
SVL and reveals that this process requires their efforts not only to regulate their
cognitive and metacognitive processes but also to manage a plethora of social
processes and various aspects of their contexts. Although this study focuses on the
learner, | hope that teachers will also recognise the value of collaborative learning and

social interaction in developing VLSs when providing strategy instruction.

1.3 Structure of the thesis

This piece of work is comprised of eight chapters. The second chapter is the Literature
Review which looks at major theories and related empirical studies into LLSs and
VLSs. In particular, at the end of the chapter, | propose a cognitive-sociocultural
framework to help understand and research the target phenomenon, SVL. Chapter
Three describes the methodology of the study in terms of the research questions,
design, sampling, ethical issues, methods of data collection and data analysis. Chapter
Four, Five and Six present the findings that emerged from analysis of the data set
from six Chinese students based on three British university sites. Firstly, these three
distinctive finding chapters provide a fine-grained description and interpretation
through triangulating the data from different time, settings, participants’ perspectives
and various sources of evidence (including interviews, observations, photovoice and
diaries). Incorporating the learners’ voices into findings increases the richness and

transparency of the data. Secondly, the thick and deep description gives a solid
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foundation for the theoretical conclusions which I will put together in the synthesis
and discussion chapter. These are the principles behind these three finding chapters.
Chapter Seven is the Discussion which relates the findings from the previous chapters
back to the literature, synthesises the findings across the six different cases in relation
to the research questions and generates new theories to contribute to knowledge in this
field. Finally, the concluding chapter summarises the key findings from this study and
some suggestions for vocabulary learners and teachers are provided. In addition,
directions for future practice and research are proposed and the limitations of this

study are also acknowledged.



Chapter 2 Literature Review

Introduction

This chapter presents a critical literature review, covering theories and research findings
relating to the theoretical framework of my study. The first part of the chapter deals with
cognitive accounts of LLSs. It continues by focusing on VLSs and discussing their
theoretical and empirical basis from a cognitive perspective. A link is also established
between VLSs and other variables in relation to some empirical studies. Thereafter,
sociocultural accounts of VLSs are looked at. Lastly, a gap in the literature is identified and

then a synthesis between a cognitive and a sociocultural perspective on SVL is proposed.

2.1 Cognitive accounts of language learning strategies

During the past thirty years, a large body of L2 research has targeted LLSs from a cognitive
perspective (e.g. Rubin, 1981; O’Malley and Chamot, 1990, Macaro, 2006). It is first
worth reviewing the literature on cognitive accounts of LLSs and exploring how it can

contribute to the understanding of SVL.

2.1.1 Definitions of language learning strategies
The definition of LLSs has been proposed in different ways (e.g. O’Malley and Chamot,

1990; Oxford, 1990; Griffiths, 2008, etc. see Appendix 1.1). Having looked at the views of



the above authors; there still seems to be a lack of an agreed definition of LLSs. I do not
intend to provide a comprehensive review of the problems of their definitions (e.g.
Dornyei, 2005; Grenfell and Macaro, 2007), but highlight and discuss some of the

important issues in relation to my study.

2.1.1.1 Observable behaviours or not?

There has been a long-standing debate about whether LLSs should be regarded as
‘observable behaviours or inner mental operations, or both’ (Ellis, 1994, 2008; Doérnyei,
2005, cited in Tseng, Dornyei and Schmitt, 2006: 80). This issue is closely related to the
research methods of my study (see more in Chapter Three). Seliger (1983) pointed out that
strategies were cognitive in nature, and it was unlikely for us to be able to access learners’
inner mental processes. However, early LLS researchers (Stern, 1975; Wesche, 1975;
Wong-Fillmore, 1976; Naiman et al. 1978/1996; Rubin, 1981; Chesterfield and
Chesterfield 1985) indicated that LLSs can be identified from learners’ physical
behaviours through observation and this research method helps exemplify the mental
process of the learners and identify some observable strategies. For example, from their
observation, Naiman et al. (1978/1996) suggested that cognitive processes (e.g.
memorisation, monitoring and guessing) can be identified through some observable
behaviours (e.g. Memorisation was associated with writing down new items; Monitoring

was associated with reviewing word knowledge through asking L2 native speakers for
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feedback).

Nevertheless, LLSs are cognitive in nature and, from a cognitive perspective, researchers
(e.g. O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; Macaro, 2006) argue that, for the most part, LLSs are
associated with unobservable inner mental operations. Therefore, in order to ascertaining
unobservable mental learning strategies, research in this area still tends to rely on learners’
self-reports (e.g. interviews, questionnaires and diaries) in which the learners are asked to
reveal their thinking processes (Chamot, 2001). Numerous studies (e.g. Park, 1997;
Wharton, 2000; EI-Dib, 2004) have used Oxford’s SILL to investigate the use of LLSs of

language learners around the world.

By contrast, some writers have claimed that strategies should not only be described as a set
of mental operations but also deal with specific actions of the body (e.g. Weinstein and
Mayer, 1986; Nyikos and Oxford, 1993; Cohen, 2011). For example, Winke and Abbuhl,
(2007) used classroom observation together with interviews, questionnaires, focus groups
and diaries to explore VLSs deployed by nine learners of Chinese. They showed that
VLSs are not exclusively part of an inner mental process and strategic behaviour can be
observable (e.g. checking unknown words in a dictionary and recording a new word in a
notebook). Therefore, SVL appears to be a complex process, involving learners’ mental

operations and their capacity for controlling a plethora of cognitive, social and affective

10



factors. With their learning goals, their plans and evaluative knowledge, they also carry
out observable strategic actions to facilitate their language learning. This dual nature of

strategies is explored in my study through use of multiple research methods.

2.1.1.2 The degree of consciousness

Within the cognitive paradigm, the degree of consciousness in strategic learning is seen as
another important aspect — however, the issue as to whether LLSs are conscious or
unconscious activities is still viewed as an unresolved problem (Ellis, 1994/2008; Griffiths,
2008). One view is that strategies can be conscious, sub-conscious or even unconscious
(Selinker, 1974; Faerch and Kasper, 1983; Oxford, 1990). In particular, O’Malley and
Chamot (1990) suggest that learning strategies are cognitive skills and knowledge of
strategies can move from the conscious to the unconscious. However, some authors (e.g.
Rabinowitz and Chi, 1987; Cohen, 1998; Griffiths, 2008) argue that strategies can only be
consciously involved in the learning process. Macaro (2006) further explains that
strategies must contain not only an action, but also a goal, evaluative knowledge about
strategies and a learning situation. Although learning behaviour might be subconscious, a
strategic action undertaken with a goal and evaluative knowledge against a learning
situation can only be conscious. The evidence from empirical research (see more in section
2.2.4) also supports the idea that learners intentionally use strategies for language learning

and these strategies help the students gain more control of their learning if they are used
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effectively. For example, Huang and Andrews (2010) explored the use of LLSs from 47
Chinese senior secondary students through conducting seven focus-group interviews in
mainland China. They found that strategies were goal-directed actions and the strategies
reported by the students particularly aimed at high grades in a variety of English tests.
The results also showed that the students tended to select a strategy or a number of
strategies appropriate to their particular learning situations. Their evaluative knowledge
about strategies played an important role in the processes of strategy selection. Therefore,
it would appear that strategies are conscious actions towards achievement of a learning
goal. A learner’s conscious intention is also important to determine whether something is a
strategy and not a behaviour (Cohen, 1998; Macaro, 2006; Ellis, 2008). To explore the
consciousness of learners’ strategic processes, in my study, each of the classroom
observations is supplemented by follow-up interviews. The researcher needs to know

whether students see their SVL as conscious processes.

2.1.1.3 Language learning and language use strategies

LLSs are often distinguished from language use strategies (Selinker, 1974; Tarone, 1980;
Cohen, 2011). Looking at their primary purposes, Tarone (1980) proposed a conceptual
framework to distinguish between learning and communication strategies. However, the
author also claimed that it was difficult to establish precise distinctions between them in

practice, in particular learning strategies and communication strategies often overlapped.
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As learners’ intentions are not fixed, it would be difficult to recognise whether strategies
are led by their motivation to learn or communicate (Chesterfield and Chesterfield, 1985;
Ellis, 2008). My previous study (Wang, 2010) also showed that some students deployed
language use strategies (e.g. using new words with local people) for both facilitating
communication and learning vocabulary. The results indicate that the intention of
language learners for employing language use strategies can be both to learn and use.
While they communicate, learners can be aware of the chances for language learning and
thus they might deploy strategies for learning through language use (Oxford, 2011).
Maclntyre et al. (2003) conducted research using questionnaires with fifty-nine university
students in a French language learning programme, the results also show a relationship
between learning French and the frequency of communication in French, and strategies
aiding language use can also foster language learning (see also Leaver et al. 2005).
Therefore, | consider the possibility that VLSs may contain some language use strategies
in my study and it appears to be unhelpful to accept a strong distinction between language

learning and language use strategies.

2.1.1.4 Fuzziness of the term of ‘strategy’
The term “strategy’ remains ambiguous and different authors have different interpretations
of it. Some have attempted to make a clear distinction between the terms ‘strategy’,

‘technique’ (Stern, 1983), and ‘tactic (Seliger, 1984, Winne, 2001), although the last two
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were often agreed more or less equally as ‘learning strategy’ (Chamot, 1987). Although the
authors above have tried to make the term ‘strategy’ clear, there is still no consensus
regarding its definition. Some other writers have tried to explore broader terms to define
‘strategy’. For example, the term *action” which includes both specific techniques and
general approaches is used to refer to ‘strategy’ (Oxford, 1990). However, the term seems
to be more concerned with learners’ observable behaviours and lacks consideration of their
mental processes. By contrast, the term “activity’ which seems to reflect both physical and
mental behaviour is proposed by Griffiths (2008). Yet, Oxford and Cohen (1992) also
pointed out that too many “‘fuzzy synonyms’ could cause confusion in the conceptualisation

of LLSs.

From the preceding discussion, in order to go beyond the fuzziness of the concept of LLSs,
I support Dornyei’s (2005) and Tseng el al.’s (2006) view of broadening the concept of
LLSs. Thus, | propose the term *strategic vocabulary learning’ (SVL) to address the nature
of strategy use (see details in section 2.5). It seems more useful for researchers to explore a
strategic process (including learners’ actual strategic behaviours and their mental
processes) rather than only specific techniques. Therefore, my study focuses on the
process of how learners manage their VL strategically and how they select strategies for

more effective VL.
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2.1.2 The ‘good language learner’
Over the past thirty years, a great number of strategy research studies have been
conducted on what could be learned from the ‘good language learner’ (GLL). A summary

of the main GLL studies is provided in the table below.
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Table 1 Selected ‘good language learner’ studies

Study Participants Method Results
Rubin 1975 Students in classroom settings (mixed ages) Observation Discovering some general strategies: a) willing to guess;
b) willing to communicate; ¢) being not afraid to make mistake;
d) preparing to attend to form; e) practising; f) monitoring own
and others’ speech; g) attending to meaning
Naiman et al. 1) 34 successful and 2 unsuccessful adult | Interview plus classroom | Five general strategies were identified
1978 learners; 2) Students of L2 French in grades 8, | observation
10 and 12
O’Malley et al. | 70 students in ESL classes (high-school-age) Both student and teacher There is a close relationship between strategy use and learners’
1985 interview and classroom proficiency level. The more successful learners seemed to use
observation more metacognitive than cognitive strategies.
Halbach 2000 12 undergraduate students of English in a Learning diaries There exists a great difference between successful and less
term-long English language course successful students, the former being the ones that use strategies
to a greater extent.
Norton&Toohey | One immigrant women and one 5-year-old ESL | Secondary data analysis The strategy use of good language learners were related not only
2001 child in what they did individually but also in the possibilities their

various communities offered them. Both learning communities
and learner identities appeared to play an important role in
strategic reactions.
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Early studies on GLLs (e.g. Rubin 1975, 1981 and Naiman et al. 1978/1996) tended to
identify common learning strategies shared by successful language learners and on
this basis suggestions were made for teaching these GLL strategies to less good
learners. Compared with these earlier studies, some later GLL studies used fewer
observation-based instruments and tried to integrate more varied qualitative methods.
For example, Halbach (2000) highlighted the importance of using diaries in the LLS
research and identified differences in strategy use between successful and less
successful learners. Unfortunately, the researcher simply analysed the data
quantitatively and addressed few qualitative aspects. Therefore, classroom
observation is needed in conjunction with in-depth interviews and learner diaries to
reveal further complexities about strategy use (e.g. changes in strategy use and
strategy combinations), rather than simply reporting what LLSs learners use and how

often they use them.

However, many authors argue that ‘good’ strategies which are used by successful
learners might not be appropriate to other learners and such transfer is not possible
because there appears to be considerable variations in strategy use among learners.
Such authors tried to look beyond the good/poor learner strategies dichotomy and
assess LLSs in terms of gender (e.g. Choi and Silverman, 2003; Lin, 2011; Saeedeh et
al. 2012), age (e.g. Ehrman and Oxford, 1989), proficiency level (e.g. Bialystok, 1981;
Green and Oxford 1995; Griffiths, 2003; Lai, 2009) and affective factors (e.g.

Maclntyre and Noels, 1996; Kaylani, 1996; Yang, 1999). For example, Oxford and her
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colleagues (e.g. Oxford and Nyikos, 1989; Ehrman et al. 2003) drew particular
attention to the relationship between LLSs and learners’ learning styles. Based on their
findings, they suggested that learning strategies did not operate independently, and
LLSs and learning styles are often interrelated. One variable which is often related to
strategy use is motivation. For example, Maclintyre and Noels (1996) conducted a
study on 138 students of mixed ages in the Modern Language Department at a large
university using Oxford’s SILL, wusing variables defined by Gardner’s
social-psychological model (1985) to assess the frequency of use for 50 LLSs. They
showed that more highly motivated students seemed to know and use more strategies.
Also, if used effectively, strategies could motivate learners in learning vocabulary.
More specifically, they showed an increase in the use of cognitive and social strategies

among the highly motivated students.

Some authors (e.g. Palfreyman, 2003, 2006; Grenfell and Macaro, 2007) further
problematise the view that strategies exist as de-contextualised phenomena, and argue
that such de-contextualisation might be disempowering for learner development and
reinforce a static picture of learners’ strategies. Drawing on the work of \fygotsky,
Norton and Toohey (2001) examine two cases of immigrant language learners in
Canada and look at their strategy use in relation to their particular contexts. They
indicate a relationship between the learners’ active participation in the process of
strategic learning and good language learning. In particular, they made an attempt to

analyse GLLs from a new perspective, and shifted away from a focus on the general
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profile of the good language learner to a focus on individuals’ strategic responses to
their particular social communities. Gao (2006) also puts forward a notion that
learners’ strategy use is dynamic across contexts and it is a temporally and
contextually situated phenomenon. Therefore, it would appear that strategies are not
inherently good or bad and If strategy use is being recommended for learners, then it
IS important to research it within the context and think about ‘how and in what
circumstances, and perhaps for whom the strategies being recommended actually
work’ (McDonough, 1995: 81). | address this important point in my study and explore

strategy use across different settings.

2.2 Cognitive accounts of strategic vocabulary learning

To further the depth and validity of my research, | have decided to situate my study in
one particular learning domain, that of vocabulary learning, which has a significant
role in both the receptive and productive skills in association with effective
communication (Cohen and Macaro, 2007). The following sections review the
literature on the VLS research. It starts by exploring what learners need to know in
order to learn a word and then reviews the literature in relation to how they learn

words from a cognitive perspective.

2.2.1 What is involved in learning a word?

There are various aspects of vocabulary knowledge to consider when learning a word,
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including its meaning, spelling, pronunciation, grammatical patterns, collocations,
register, formation, connotations and frequency (Hedge, 2000: 112-6; Hulstijn, 2001).
However, learners can decide what aspects of knowledge they need to know in
relation to their own learning goals and contexts. They might need to learn some or

all of them.

Researchers often emphasise two kinds of learning which are involved in the process
of VL, receptive and productive learning (Nation, 1990: 5). Receptive mastery
involves being able to recognise and understand a word. Productive mastery refers to
the ability to produce a word when speaking and writing. To explain how learners
acquire vocabulary, the traditional view is often that they get words receptively first
and later achieve productive mastery (see the review from Schmitt, 2000). Some
researchers (e.g. Melka, 1997) found that VL appears to be a complex process and it
does not always follow the traditional view. Learners appear to have different
purposes for learning vocabulary in everyday life. In relation to my previous study
(2010), I found that when the quantity of vocabulary was the main goal (e.g. for
language tests), receptive mastery seemed to be more important for the students.
When the quality of vocabulary was the main goal (e.g. for using it in writing),
productive learning was perceived as more important. According to Chamot (2005),
LLSs including VLSs are goal-directed; and this will be explained more in my
theoretical framework. Therefore, depending on their different learning goals, learners

may choose different VVLSs to achieve either receptive or productive mastery, or both.
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Coady (1993) argued that the receptive/productive distinction should be seen as a
continuum rather than a dichotomy, because no very clear distinction exists between
these two. To learn a word, | agree that it is important for the learner to be able to know
and use a word rather than concentrate on the distinction between these two. However,
drawing on my previous study (2010), some students pointed out that sometimes it
was more effective to distinguish between receptive vocabulary and productive
vocabulary and choose different VLSs for each type of vocabulary. They often
intended to master every word both receptively and productively. Yet, when faced
with different tasks and contexts, they tended to decide whether they need to master a
word receptively, productively or both. This aspect is also explored in my study (e.g.

whether students distinguish productive vocabulary from receptive vocabulary).

2.2.2 Classification of vocabulary learning strategies

Different kinds of LLS classification schemes have been proposed (e.g. Rubin
1975/1981; Stern, 1975; Wong Fillmore, 1979; O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; Oxford,
1990). In particular, compared with the earlier ones, O’Malley and Chamot’s (1990)
and Oxford’s (1990) schemes appear to be more comprehensive and theoretically
motivated, and also play an important role in helping researchers to identify various
patterns of VLSs (Cohen, 1998; Nyikos and Fan, 2007). In order to have a better

understanding of the classification of VVLSs, | will first review these two schemes.

O’Malley and Chamot’s (1990) identified twenty-six strategies which were divided
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into three broad categories: a) metacognitive strategies for planning and managing the
language learning process; b) cognitive strategies for directly operating incoming
information and controlling this process; c) social/affective strategies for regulating
affect to interact with other learners and native speakers. Oxford (1990) defined Direct
Strategies (including memory strategies, cognitive strategies and compensation
strategies) as those directly contributing the language learning process and Indirect
Strategies (metacognitive strategies, affective and social strategies) as those which do

not directly involve the target language but support the learning process.

I agree with O’Malley and Chamot (1990) who treat memory strategies as one type of
cognitive strategy because they naturally serve cognition (Hsiao and Oxford, 2002).
Oxford (1990) also makes a significant contribution to the breadth and the
organisation of a hierarchical structure for many VLS classification schemes. In
particular, the social strategies which she identified provide some insights into
researching SVL (see more in section 2.5.3). According to Oxford (1990, cited in
Williams and Burden, 1997: 153), the main goal of LLSs is to develop learners’
communicative competence; thus she broadens the conceptualisation of LLSs to go
beyond many cognitive processes and distinguishes social and affective strategies.
Affective strategies help learners control their emotions and attitudes about language
learning. Social strategies support language learning through increasing cooperation
and empathy with others. The purpose of these strategies is to increase interaction with

the target language. By contrast, O’Malley and Chamot do not draw specific attention
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to these two types of strategies, and list fewer social/affective strategies in their

scheme.

In my study, | separate affective strategies from social strategies and explore both how
affective control influences VL and also how social interaction influences the learning
process. Although Oxford did not theorise them at that time, she later pointed out the
importance of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory in understanding these two categories
(e.g. Hsiao and Oxford, 2003; Oxford and Schramm, 2007). Furthermore, Macaro
(2006) suggests that affective strategies need to be placed in the category of
metacognitive strategies, because they also require knowledge of oneself as a learner
through the monitoring of one’s learning via metacognition. In my view, although
affective strategies require learners’ metacognitive knowledge, learners also need to
make further strategic efforts to explore and deploy some ways which could help
them directly optimize their emotions and attitudes, and deal with their affective
problems (such as low motivation and frustration) for the purpose of language
learning. The affective side of language learning is a complex phenomenon which is
not simply part of metacognition and cannot be fully explained by theories in
relation to metacognition (Oxford, 2011: 66-7). Therefore, in my view, affective

strategies should be separated from the category of metacognitive strategies.

Based broadly on O’Malley and Chamot’s (1990) and Oxford’s (1990) classifications,

researchers have made a number of attempts to classify VLSs, for example, Ahmed’s
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(1989) macro-strategies and micro-strategies; Sanaoui’s (1995) structured and
unstructured strategies; Gu and Johnson’s (1996) cognitive and metacognitive

strategies.

However, compared with other classification schemes, Schmitt’s (1997) taxonomy
seems to be the most extensive one specifically focused on VLSs (see reviews from
Segler et al. 2001; Ghazal, 2007; Akbari and Tahririan, 2009). He incorporated
cognitive, metacognitive, memory, determination and social strategies adapted from
Oxford’s (1990) classification scheme, and introduced two more major classes:
discovery strategies and consolidation strategies. This scheme provides some insights
into researching SVL and the strategic discovery and consolidation processes are also
important aspects to be incorporated in my study. Schmitt also recognises the value of
social interaction and incorporates social functions in his scheme. According to
Schmitt (2000), learners’ VLS use needs to be explored on the understanding that
learners are located in specific social and cultural contexts. Nevertheless, Schmitt and
other researchers seem to mainly address VLSs from a cognitive perspective, which
sheds little light on how social interaction facilitates VL. This aspect is explored in my

study.

2.2.3 Theoretical basis of vocabulary learning strategy research
VL has been viewed as an individual cognitive process in the literature, and VLS

research has been deeply rooted in cognitive and psycholinguistic traditions. This
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seems to be the reason why many studies (Cohen and Aphek, 1981; Brown and Perry,
1991; Avila and Sadoski, 1996; Hulstijin, 1997; Schmitt, 1997) concentrate on
strategies such as associative strategies. Within this cognitive paradigm, in particular,
the depth of processing theory (Craik and Lockhart, 1972) plays an important role in
guiding VLS research. It would appear that the deeper the active manipulation of
information involved, the more vocabulary acquisition can be promoted. Indeed,
compared with surface processing strategies (e.g. repetition and rote memorisation),
the research does support that some deep processing strategies have more positive
influence on learners” VL, for example, the effectiveness of the keyword method
(Brown and Perry, 1991; Hulstijn, 1997). However, some researchers have also
challenged the depth of processing theory and provided counter-evidence. For
example, Cohen and Aphek, (1981) and Gu (2003) found that repetition can be
effective and its effectiveness was closely correlated with learners’ cultural

background and language proficiency.

Apart from research on those de-contextualised VLSs above, strategies used to learn
new words from context has also attracted much attention in the VLS research. In
particular, most research on contextualised VLSs has been carried out through reading
comprehension (e.g. Fraser, 1999; Gu, 2003; Horst, 2005). One of the most influential
theories supporting the research is schema theory. Schemata are viewed as the
‘building blocks of cognition’ stored in hierarchies in long-term memory (Rumelhart,

1980). Based on the notion of lexical entries as schemas, Coady et al. (1985) propose
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that both high-frequency and low-frequency words can be learned through contact in
context (with the need of some strategic training) via the medium of reading. In
particular, high-frequency words have been successfully learned through repeated
exposure because of more distributed recognition, recall and practice (Nation, 1990;
Coady, 1993). Also, O’Malley and Chamot (1990: 18) claim that ‘the information
from long-term memory can be used to enrich the learner’s understanding or retention
of the new ideas by providing related information or schemata into which the new
ideas can be organized’. This context appears to offer a more meaningful way to learn
collocations and prepositions rather than placing learners in abstract situations

(Oxford and Scarcella, 1994; Nyikos and Fan, 2007).

Drawing on schema theory, the researchers above suggested that contextualised
VLSs (e.g. guessing meaning from textual context; using a dictionary to search the
contextual and grammatical clues of vocabulary) can be more effective than
de-contextualised VLSs (e.g. rote memorisation). However, the empirical evidence in
the following section has been put forward to argue that contextualised VLSs are not

always superior to de-contextualised strategies.

2.2.4 Empirical work on vocabulary learning strategies
Reviewing the literature, it would appear that VLS research mainly covers three areas,
a) patterns of VLS use b) effectiveness of different kinds of VLSs, and c) factors

affecting specific strategy choice.
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a) Patterns of vocabulary learning strategy

As mentioned above, many researchers tried to propose different VLS taxonomies,
and some of them (e.g. Gu and Johnson, 1996; Schmitt, 1997; Fan, 2003) in particular
used a quantitative approach and conducted large-scale studies to find patterns in VLS
use. For example, Schmitt (1997) suggested a tendency for the learners with higher
proficiency levels to be likely to use complex and contextualised VLSs (e.g.

inferencing from context) compared with those with lower proficiency level.

However, more recently criticism of the VLS research in this area was put forward.
For example, Gu (2003) and Nyikos and Fan (2007) argue that the VLS research
concentrates on what strategies the individual learners use, yet the actual process of
VL seems to be a more crucial for learners. While it is useful to identify some specific
strategies and general patterns, it is more important to investigate how and why
participants employ these strategies. Also, quantitative studies have been
predominantly employed in the VLS research above, with a heavy reliance on
questionnaires (Ehrman el al. 2003). These existing instruments, e.g. Gu and
Johnson’s (1996) “Vocabulary Learning Questionnaire’, tend to focus on the quantity
rather than the quality of the strategies, and thus learners’ character traits are often
assumed as being relatively fixed (Tseng, et al. 2006). Therefore, a qualitative
approach needs to be integrated into VLS research in order to provide a deeper
understanding of strategy use and development (Gu, 2003). Drawing on these critical

observations, my study places more emphasis on the qualitative approach and shifts its
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focus away from frequency lists on to the processes of learners’ SVL (see more in

Chapter 3).

b) The effectiveness of vocabulary learning strategies

The effectiveness of VLSs is another area that has been investigated for over twenty
years. There appears to be three aspects that have been studied: 1) examining the
effectiveness of de-contextualised VLS strategies (e.g. Cohen and Aphek, 1981;
Brown and Perry, 1991); 2) comparing the effectiveness of de-contextualised
strategies with contextualised strategies (e.g. Hulstijn et al. 1996; Folse, 2006); 3)

exploring how effective learners actually perceive VLSs (Schmitt, 1997; Fan, 2003).

Firstly, drawing on the depth-of-processing theory, a considerable amount of research
(see a review in Appendix 1.3) has been carried out since the early 1980s emphasising
associative strategies, particularly the ‘keyword method’ (Atkinson, 1975), and

suggests that associative strategies are effective for VL.

However, some researchers also found limitations to the research into associative
strategies. For example, Wang et al. (1992) reported inconsistent findings regarding
the studies (see Appendix 1.3). Although the keyword method did reinforce
short-term vocabulary retention, the results showed that long-term rate of forgetting
was faster for learners instructed to use the keyword method by comparison with the

rote learning. Also, although associative strategies might be effective in the studies
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reviewed in Appendix 1.3, these results may not be necessarily applicable to other
contexts and researchers need to take account of individual differences, such as
proficiency levels, learning environments and cultural backgrounds. For example,
Laufer and Osimo (1991) suggested that the keyword and associative strategies highly
depended on individuals’ imagination and learning styles and learners needed much
time to look for an association. O’Malley et al. (1985) also showed that Asian learners
could not take advantage of the keyword method. Due to their learning culture, rote

repetition appeared to be their more preferred way of learning.

Secondly, most research on contextualised VLSs has been studied through reading
comprehension (e.g. Parry, 1993; Huckin and Bloch, 1993; Horst, 2005). This is an
area which has received extensive attention in recent years because incidental learning
through reading appears to be a more meaningful way to reinforce VL (see Huckin et
al. 1993; Nyikos and Fan, 2007, for reviews). However, some VLS studies also show
the shortcomings of contextualised vocabulary inferencing strategies (e.g. Hulstijin,
Hollander and Greidaunus, 1996; Wesche and Paribaknt, 2000). In particular,
summarising the work, Hulstijin et al. (1996: 327-8) identify a number of reasons for

this:

1. Learners may only pay attention to the meaning but ignore the form of new words.
(see also Coady, 1993; Wesche and Paribaknt, 2000)

2. Learners may make errors in inferencing the meanings of unknown words

3. Usually, a single encounter with a new word does not guarantee its acquisition.
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Thirdly, much of the research (e.g. see Appendix 1.3) seems to focus on what happens
when learners are trained to use de-contextualised and contextualised VLSs. Yet, the
role of learner voice is often neglected (see also Nyikos and Fan, 2007). Nevertheless,
a number of studies (e.g. Schmitt, 1997; Harley and Hart, 2000; Fan, 2003) have been
conducted to explore learner perceptions regarding the actual effectiveness of VLSs.
For example, although the benefit of using vocabulary notebooks has been suggested
by many studies (e.g. McCarthy, 1990; Fowle, 2002), Walters and Bozkurt (2009)
gained insights from the learner’s perspective. The results from student interviews
showed that some participants did not have a positive attitude towards its usefulness.
By contrast, Fan (2003) presents a more complex picture and explores the relationship
between learners’ perceived effectiveness and actual usefulness of VLSs. The
researcher found three kinds of relationships: a) strategies which were perceived to be
useful and were often used; b) strategies which were perceived to be useful, but were

seldom used; c) strategies which were rarely used and also perceived as not useful.

¢) Factors influencing vocabulary learning strategy use

Like much of the LLS research, VLS research also looks at individual variation in
strategy use. A number of studies have been carried out into the relationship between
gender and VLSs (Grace, 2000; Catalan, 2003; Gu, 2005). For example, Catalan (2003)
showed that while male and female students differed significantly in the number of
strategies used, similar patterns which were shared in the types of VLSs between

males and females could also be found. However, this study only focused on the
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gender variable and other variables were left out. The reasons for these gender

differences in strategy use also need to be investigated.

VLS researchers often associate strategy use with learners’ proficiency levels (e.g.
Ahmed, 1989; Sanaoui, 1995). In particular, emphasis has been put on the students
who have higher levels of English proficiency and researchers have tended to identify
what specific strategies they employ (Gu, 2003). In Fan’s (2003) study, the results
showed that the students who were most proficient in English tended to use a variety
of VLSs. A considerable amount of evidence (e.g. see Kojic-Sabo and Lightbown,
1999; Nation and Moir, 2008) also indicates that advanced learners are more
conscious of their VL and employ more metacognitive strategies. However, the value
of the VLS research on this theme has been questioned. For example, authors such as
Harley and Hart (2000) and Nyikos and Fan (2007) have argued that greater overall
frequency of strategy use by higher proficiency learners does not necessarily apply to
all learners, because there is individual variation in strategy use even among advanced

learners.

VLSs are influenced not only by learners’ individual differences (also called internal
factors), but also by the effect of their learning context (also called external factors).
From a sociocultural perspective, some studies have explored this theme. Firstly, a few
studies explore differences in VLS use across environments with a particular focus on

the comparison between EFL and ESL settings. Many of these studies were conducted
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in North American settings (e.g. Kojic-Sabo and Lightbown, 1999). Wang and Gieve’s
(2008) study seems to the one of few studies to compare VLS use between EFL (in
China) and ESL (in Singapore) settings in Asian contexts. The Chinese students were
found to use more memorisation and rehearsal types of VLSs. In contrast, the
Singapore students reported greater use of social interaction and daily communication
strategies. They also suggested that other variables (such as cultural differences and
motivation) needed to be considered. The findings from both studies (Kojic-Sabo and
Lightbown, 1999 and Wang and Gieve, 2008) showed that the amount of exposure to
the target language and the teaching emphasis (e.g. whether it was communicatively
based) were important considersations to understand the VLS use of EFL and ESL

learners.

Secondly, researchers have tried to explore the changes or development in VLS use
within a different learning context. For example, Leeke and Shaw’s (2000) study
focuses on VLS development, but their investigation is limited to only one kind of
VLSs, keeping vocabulary records. One major change was that only a few students
continued to make vocabulary lists when they were learning vocabulary in an L2
environment. In particular, two factors appeared to influence their strategy use,

learners’ motivation and the stage of learning reached.

Thirdly, some studies (e.g. Sanaoui, 1995; Schmitt, 1997; Gu, 2003) focus on one

homogeneous group of learners and explore whether their own sociocultural contexts
32



affect their VLS choice. In particular, Gu (2003) argues that neither the strategic
vocabulary learning behaviours nor the approaches of the Chinese learners should be
stereotyped. His research findings challenge other studies (e.g. Ballard and Clanchy,
1984; Watkins and Biggs, 1996) and show that the Chinese learners do not always rely
on rote learning or repetition strategies. A complex of sociocultural variables, such as
task, learning culture and educational background, influence their VLS choice. In my
study, | focus on the international Chinese students and explore their differences in

strategy use across cultures within a different learning environment.

From the preceding discussion, a large body of research has focused on VLSs from a
cognitive perspective during the past forty years. As mentioned above, there appears
to be a number of weaknesses in applying a mainly cognitive approach to VLS
research. In particular, the cognitive approach focuses on the individual organism and
strategies which tend to be treated as de-contextualised phenomena. It is argued that
such de-contextualisation might be disempowering for learner development within a
social setting (Palfreyman, 2003; Macaro 2006). Many cognitive researchers also
focus on the constructs of different kinds of VLS taxonomies or discrete-item lists. Yet,
variables within individual learners lead to many problems in the classification of
VLSs. Thus there is a need to shift the focus of VLS research to the quality of strategy

use and address individuals’ learning experiences within their contexts.
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2.3 Sociocultural accounts of strategic vocabulary learning

One way of developing and broadening the scope of the current VLS research would
be to consider learners in their contexts and understand VLSs from a more
interactional and dynamic perspective. In this regard, Vygotskian sociocultural theory
in particular has the potential to make a great contribution towards enriching cognitive
accounts of VLSs, although these two paradigms are often treated as
‘incommensurable’ (e.g. Platt and Brooks, 1994; Zuengler and Miller, 2006; Gao and
Zhang, 2011). Wgotsky’s original works (1978; 1981) are principally theories of child
development. He argues that children do not develop in isolation; rather that learning
takes place when the child is interacting with the social environment. Although his
theories are developed from children’s learning processes, other sociocultural
researchers later note that many of his ideas (e.g. mediation, internalisation and the
zone of proximal development (ZPD)) can be applied to L2 adult learning processes
and play an important role in the field of second language learning (Lantolf, 2000;
Ellis, 2008). Combining a cognitive approach with a sociocultural approach, it is
hoped that ‘a fuller picture emerges of the potential of interactive language learning
and that our combined analysis illuminates more in the data than either approach

would do on its own’ (Foster and Ohta, 2005:423).

2.3.1 A VWygotskian view of strategic vocabulary learning

Wygotsky (1981) does not deny that individuals are guided by their own mental
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processes. However, he argues that these alone cannot provide a coherent picture and
explain the nature of learning. He creates an account of human mental processes
which recognises an ‘interpsychological’ relationship between these mental processes
and their cultural, historical and institutional settings. In particular, this
interpsychological functioning is reflected in his well-known *general genetic law of

cultural development’:

Any function in the child’s cultural development appears twice, or on two planes. First it
appears on the social plane, and then on the psychological plane. First it appears between
people as an interpsychological category, and then with the child as an intrapsychological
category. This is equally true with regard to voluntary attention, logical memory...Social
relations or relations among people genetically underlie all higher functions and their
relationships. (Vygotsky, 1981, p. 163)

Vygotsky’s genetic analysis seems to contribute to a broader understanding of VLSs
from two particular aspects. Firstly, it stresses the social origins of higher mental
functions such as memory, rational thinking and learning (including LLSs). For
example, as mentioned above, in most cases, VLSs are deployed consciously.
Consciousness, which is used as one of the key elements to characterise VLSs.
Drawing on Vygotsky’s notion of consciousness, it is argued that intellectual side of
human consciousness cannot be isolated from social context. It is mediated by
culturally constructed semiotic artefacts and sociocultural practices (Wertsch, 1985).
The literature review in the previous section shows that some VLS research focuses
on associative strategies, and tends to study the individual in isolation. However, there

seems to lack consideration of the relationship between associative strategies and
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other sociocultural factors. To overcome this weakness, researchers need to see that
VLSs exist or develop not only as the result of individual cognitive choice but also of

the mediation of particular social communities.

Vygotsky’s (1981) genetic analysis also emphasises the process of transformation
from a social influence outside the individual to a social influence within the
individual, and thus provides a dynamic organisation of learners’ consciousness rather
than focusing on the actual product of learning. For example, according to Wertsch
(1985), although the development of memory conventionally tends to be viewed in
terms of learners’ quantitative increments (e.g. looking at their information-process
capacity), Vygotsky argues that memory is not a single process and it changes at
different stages of development. Therefore, a static formation of human consciousness
should not be reinforced. The sociocultural approach appears to go beyond the current
VLS research that focuses on the constructs of different kinds of language strategy
taxonomies and actual techniques which individual learners employ, to show a deeper
understanding of how VLS development takes place over the course of a particular

interaction in a specific sociocultural setting.

As mentioned above, VWygotskian sociocultural theory appears to provide a different
view of an individual’s cognitive development. By comparison with a purely
cognitive approach, it stresses the important role social interaction and cultural

institution(s) play in the individual’s cognitive growth. It is a development of
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cognitive theory, although it takes a different perspective. More importantly, it enables
us to bridge the gap between a cognitive and a sociocultural perspective by showing
the theoretical contributions from each perspective (Cohen and Macaro, 2007, see
more in section 2.4). The sociocultural approach has the potential to contribute
towards the understanding of strategic learning. In his own writing (1978, 1981),
Wygotsky did not directly conceptualise the term ‘strategy’. However, from the
perspective of strategy theory, it could be said that an individual’s strategic
functioning grows into self-regulation as a result of the initial production of their
mental processes in social interaction. Drawing on the Vygotskian sociocultural theory,
some authors (e.g. Donato and McCormick, 1994; Parks and Raymond, 2004; Gao,
2010) have incorporated sociocultural theory with LLSs, although LLSs are mainly

conceptualised from cognitive and psycholinguistic perspectives.

L2 strategies first refer to Viygotsky’s higher order functions (Donato and McCormick,
1994; Oxford, 1999). Drawing on Vygotsky’s genetic approach, LLSs are generated
from socioculturally constructed practice (Donato and McCormick, 1994). In other
words, language learners are initially inexperienced but gradually develop their
strategies in social practice (e.g. schooling and language courses). For example, within
a given English language course, various kinds of VLSs, such as the keyword method,
word inferencing and repetition, can be taught through strategy instruction. Students
can gradually develop a capacity for strategic learning with their teachers’ or peers’

help (or scaffolding) and find more appropriate VVLSs to suit their different purposes
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(e.g. contextualised vocabulary inferencing strategies may be more efficient for
extensive reading). Based on Vygotsky’s genetic analysis, it would appear that two of
the many phenomena in this connection seem to play an important role in
understanding VLS development: the concepts of mediation and internalisation. These

two will be discussed in the following sections.

2.3.1.1 Mediation

The concept of ZPD was conceived by VWygotsky as a metaphor to represent the way in
which less capable learners could be directed from their actual developmental level to
the level of their potential development towards becoming more strategic learners.
Mediation can occur externally, for example when a novice is scaffolded by mediated
‘tools’ (e.g. a stick) and ‘signs’ (especially language) to the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). In
this transformational process, scaffolding from symbols (especially language), tools
(e.g. books) and agents (i.e. more capable others) plays a crucial role and promotes

these less capable learners’ potential development (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006).

The metaphor of ‘scaffolding’ was first introduced by Wood et al. (1976) and was used
to explore the nature of the support that an adult gives to a child to learn how to
perform a task in the context of heuristic interactions. It primarily emphasises verbal
interaction and reflects an interrelationship between the individual and other persons
(Ellis, 2008). Although scaffolding has been viewed as one of the main ways of
considering the role of external mediation, it has also been recently criticised. It has
often been argued that the idea of scaffolding focuses on a ‘one-way’ process and

ignores negotiation between novice and more advanced partners (Daniels, 2001,
38



Wood and Wood, 2009). Scaffolding is difficult to apply in peer-peer interactions,
although it is often used in teacher-student interactions (Ellis, 2008). In order to stress
this process of negotiated learning, ‘collaborative dialogue’ (Swain, 2000) has been
used as a preferable term to explain the mediating function of interaction in language
learning. In relation to VLSs, the development of SVL can be seen as a social process
whereby learners are able to question their old strategies and develop more
appropriate strategies through collaborative dialogue with more capable others (e.g.
their teachers and peers). This is why the importance of VLS instruction has been
often stressed in the literature (O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; Atay and Ozbulgan,
2007; Mizumoto and Takeuchi, 2009). Parks and Raymond (2004) also investigated
the development of Chinese students’ learner strategies in a MBA programme at a
Canadian university, data was collected through interviews, classroom observation
and students’ course work from this longitudinal study. The results showed that
Native-English-speaking students played an important role in mediating the Chinese
students’ strategy use. As they increasingly interacted with their Canadian
coursemates, their learning strategies in reading, class lectures and team work

developed.

Interpersonal interaction is not only a way in which social resources can mediate
strategic learning, but also other kinds of artefacts can play a mediational role in
strategic learning (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006). For example, not only did Gao (2003)
look at the impact of mediating agents (such as language teachers and friends), but
also the impact of the mediating discourse and mediating artefacts (assessment

methods) on the development of VLSs. Through interviewing 13 Chinese students in
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one British university, the results of his study showed that in Britain the Chinese
students adopted different strategies from those in China and developed their own
VLSs in order to adjust to the new assessment types in the British university. Huang
and Andrew’s (2010) study of 47 Chinese senior secondary school students in China
also found that their processes of strategy use and development were mediated by
cultural artefacts in the form of tasks. In particular, task goals, as sub-goals
embedded within the general goals of learning, helped students to make sense of why
they were working on a particular task and influenced their strategy choices for a
specific task. As a result, the strategy use of the students tended to vary across the
task types, task stages and task demands. From a sociocultural perspective, both
studies show the potential power of mediation in learners’ strategy use, and suggest
that learner strategies are a by-product of mediation and appear to be not fixed; rather,

they continually grow or change through interacting with their specific contexts.

2.3.1.2 Semiotic mediation in vocabulary learning

In this section, special emphasis will be placed on the role of psychological tools
(what Vygotsky also termed “signs’ or words) in VL. For Vygotsky (1978), ‘word’
does not simply correspond to the general meaning of word; rather it is more
semiotically oriented and refers to a ‘meaning unit’. Words which appear to be
culturally and socially constructed play an important role in mediating human action

(e.g. language learning) (Wertsch, 1985).
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Meditational tools include both signs (also called psychological tools, such as
language, mnemonic techniques and diagrams) and literal ‘tools’ (also called technical
or physical tools, such as hammers and shovels). Although he regards tools and signs
as the same phenomena, Wgotsky also demonstrates some fundamental differences

between these two:

1. Atool is externally oriented, but a sign is a means of internal activity aimed at humans
mastering themselves (Lantolf, 2000).

2. A technical tool changes the process of natural adaptation on the basis of labour
operation. The sign, on the other hand, changes the entire structure of mental functions
(Wertsch, 1985).

3. Tools are used to alter the material world. While signs are in themselves not able to
influence such changes, they can reconstruct a human’s mental operations (Lantolf and
Thorne, 2006).

As explained above, unlike literal ‘tools’, VWygotsky (1978) views the operation of
signs as playing a central role in the reconstruction of mental functions and giving rise
to a fundamental transformation of higher mental functions, such as learning and
planning. Drawing on his genetic analysis of mental processes, signs could therefore

play a mediational role in the both interpsychological and intrapsychological planes.

On the interpsychological plane, sign systems are used to mediate cognitive activities.
Through these sign operations, external interactions are internalised and help to
communicate and understand cultural and social meanings (Wertsch, 1985). In

relation to VL, Vygotsky (1978) shows how children use signs to learn words. He
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demonstrates that signs (e.g. pictures or figures) can act as memory aids to facilitate
VL and retention of new words. For example, children would attempt to make a
connection between the figure £—: and the word ‘bucket’, and this kind of
connection helped them memorise the word. They interacted with the sign and formed
a mediating link between the sign and their mental operations. Like children, L2 adult
learners can also learn new words through mediated symbolisation. This idea of
semiotic mediation could provide a deeper understanding of VL. For example,
creating memory aids to facilitate VL could be viewed as forms of associative strategy.
Forming associations with new L2 words is not merely an individual process. Rather,
it is also a process of social interaction between culturally constructed signs (e.g. L1
words) and an individual. VVygotsky’s sociocultural approach suggests that individual
learners are active agents engaged in mnemonic activities, and this is developed in my

theoretical framework later.

Semiotic mediation plays an important role not only in the interpsychological plane,
but also in the intrapsychological plane. Mental processes are transformed into
potential development through internalising signs. As mentioned above, for Vygotsky,
the word itself can be a form of sign and can act as an internal mediator, playing a
central role as a means for mediating consciousness as a whole. In other words, as a
psychological sign, the word also affects VL and cognitive development. Through
semiotic mediation (the word itself), a transition from actual development to the level

of potential development of VVLSs is looked at in my study.
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Oxford appears to be the first researcher to associate social strategies (such as asking
questions and cooperating with others) with semiotic mediation. According to Oxford
(1999, cited in Oxford and Schramm 2007: 52-3), social strategies help higher order
functions (e.g. analysing and synthesising, also called ‘cognitive strategies’;
monitoring, planning and evaluating, also called ‘metacognitive strategies’) to be
internalised through collaborative dialogue. Social strategies can be viewed as a form
of social mediation which plays a crucial role in the process of internalisation. In
particular, Donato and McCormick (1994) in their study show that individual learners’
mental processes can be mediated by the language of another human being in social
interaction, and through this speaking activity they develop from other-regulation to
self-regulation, including strategic orientations to problem solving. The
problem-solving processes verbalised in collaborative dialogue become part of their
learning (Berk and Winsler, cited in Oxford and Schramm 2007: 53). In this speaking
activity, assistance (or scaffolding) from more capable others (e.g. teachers and peers)
becomes a form of semiotic mediation which help the construction of VLSs. Through
the verbal interaction, learners can increasingly gain voluntary control of the
intrapsychological plane over natural mental functions. Therefore, social strategies
appear to be important ways of developing learners’ vocabulary knowledge and
supporting the process of strategic vocabulary learning. However, less attention has
been drawn to them in the literature, and there also seems to have been insufficient
LLS research into the usefulness and limitations in the use of social strategies from a

sociocultural perspective.
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2.3.1.3 Internalisation

Vygotsky (1978) views internalisation as the process whereby a person’s
interpsychological mental functioning transfers into intrapsychological functioning,
and focuses on the genetic relationship between external and internal activities. He
proposes that the crucial element for determining the nature of intrapsychological
functioning is social reality rather than physical reality, and associates the notion with
higher mental functions rather than with the early stages of mental development
(Wertsch, 1985). Therefore, Vygotsky’s notion of internalisation relates to my
research study since it has the potential to explain the development of L2 adult
learners’ VLSs (a higher mental function) in a different socioculturally constructed
learning environment (social reality). In particular, in the LLS literature, one of the
potential contributions to deepening the understanding of LLS development is that
Vygotsky’s notion of internalisation is developed in relation to the idea of

self-regulation.

Self-regulation is typically considered as a cognitively-based concept (Zimmerman,
2000). For example, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) apply their cognitive information
processing approach to self-regulation, and argue that knowledge of strategies moves
from the declarative (conscious and fact-oriented) to the procedural (autonomous and
habitual) through learning. To broaden this, a sociocultural approach stresses the
importance of internalisation in self-regulation and implies that learners undergo a
more dynamic process of transformation. As a consequence of internalisation, humans
gained voluntary control of the plane over natural mental functions by converting
socioculturally formed mediated signs into thinking activity (Lantolf and Thorne,

2006). To further clarify their claim, Ellis (2008) points out that internalisation is the
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process of moving from object/other regulation to self-regulation. Although Vygotsky
primarily applies his approach to child mental development, Ellis has suggested that
L2 adult learners would also experience this transformational process, where they are
finally capable of independent ‘strategic functioning’ (p. 533). In relation to VL, for
example, at an early stage of learning, a L2 adult learner constantly looks up unknown
words by using a dictionary (this is object-regulation). Later on, the learner might
learn to use the strategy of inferring word meanings influenced by teacher-led VLS
instruction and gradually develop VLSs through this other-regulation. Finally, the
learner is able to use more appropriate VLSs in relation to different learning objectives

and make the strategies his/her own (this is referred to as ‘self-regulation’).

In relation to sociocultural views of strategic self-regulation, some researchers’
interest in VLS instruction has shifted from a predominantly teaching-oriented
perspective to one that stresses the learner’s active role in the process of strategic
learning, from simply other regulation to the processing of moving from other
regulation to self-regulation. For example, Atay and Kurt (2006) tested the effects of
post-reading activities on vocabulary learning with a total of 62 elementary school
EFL pupils in Turkey. In particular, the researchers compared the effects of two types
of task-based instruction: interactive and non-interactive task-based instruction. The
results of this study showed that jigsaw activities based on reciprocal teaching
techniques proved to be a more effective way of enhancing young learners’ L2
vocabulary knowledge and provided more opportunities to train learners to use

metacognitive strategies in vocabulary learning. Based on the findings, the researchers
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suggested that Vygotsky’s (1978) socially interactive learning, using scaffolding and
collaboration, has the great potential to contribute to VLS instruction. Such a pattern
of teaching could promote students’ collaborative relationship towards developing
more effective strategic approaches. In Mizumoto and Takeuchi’s (2009) study,
teachers did not only teach memory and metacognitive strategies for vocabulary
learning, but also created an interactive environment and a dynamic atmosphere
through group discussions and tasks (e.g. vocabulary learning journal). The teachers
observed the interactions of the groups and provided the students with scaffolding
when necessary. The researchers found that the social interaction, including the
peer-peer and teacher-student interaction, helped to promote scaffolding in the ZPD
wherein learners themselves can help each other with different kinds of VLSs by
sharing how they approached the task. This is not to say that the explicit teacher-led
instruction is not important, however, based on their research findings, the researchers
suggest that task-based instruction would allow vocabulary learners to play a more

active role and discover their own appropriate VLSs and strategic approaches.

This process of self-regulation needs to be emphasised in VL, because it is viewed as a
broader and more versatile notion of strategic learning (Cohen and Macaro, 2007). In
relation to VVLSs, most researchers (e.g. Ahmed, 1989; Nation, 1990; Oxford; 1990;
Sanaoui, 1992; Schmitt, 1997, 2000) still draw much attention to what specific VLSs
individuals use. Cohen and Macaro (2007: 23) suggest that there is a need to shift the
LLS research from ‘an interest in the quantity of strategy use to an interest in the

quality of strategy use’. In other words, researchers need to draw more attention to the
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process of self-regulation itself rather than the actual techniques.
Wygotsky’s ’transformative model’ of cognitive development is crucial to my research
because it takes account of the individual with a sense of ‘self’, which is continually
developing and changing through social interaction (also called external activity) and
internalisation. Reviewing the previous studies above, it would appear that strategic
learning can be regarded as a learner’s socially mediated plan which implies a
dynamic movement from social to self (Oxford and Schramm 2007). The realisation

of this trajectory of change in learners’ strategy use is explored in this research.

Another way of looking at the role of internalisation in strategic vocabulary learning is
to consider how private speech plays a part in the process of self-regulation.
According to Ellis (2008), like children, adults also employ private speech when they
learn a second language. Private speech functions such as repeating words; covertly
answering a question and repairing another’s errors strategically assist learners to
master new words (adapted from Ohta, 2001: 40). For example, Borer (2006, cited in
Ellis, 2008: 531) found that adult EAP learners memorised words better when they
privately involved deeper processing to form mnemonics. Although associative
strategies are predominantly looked at from a cognitive perspective, sociocultural
theory recognises that learners play an active role in the process of remembering
words rather than rely on their information-processing capacity. Thus, learners can
gain control over their mental functions and construct themselves dialogically through
the mediation of private speech. However, the evidence from some studies (e.g.
Centano-Cortes and Jimenez-Jimenez, 2004) also shows that not all L2 learners
employ private speech, and the researchers argue that the frequency of using private

speech depends on the nature of the task.
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2.3.1.4 Activity Theory

The sociocultural approach has given rise to another conceptualisation of LLSs. Based
on the Wgotsky’s (1978) work, Leont’ev (1981) proposes a theory of activity to
explain human thinking and action. For Vygotsky, cultural tools which are
constructed objectively in society primarily mediate the human mind. Leont’ev
accepts Wygotsky’s idea of the importance of cultural mediation. However, he
reemphasises activity as the principle that mediates human consciousness and leads to
the internalisation of external human actions (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006). He places
Vygotsky’s work from the development of human behaviour in a specific hierarchy.
According to Leont’ev’s (1981) Activity Theory, the hierarchy structures human
activity into three levels. These are 1) the activity level that is motive-oriented and is
carried out by community or society; 2) an action that is goal-oriented behaviour; and
3) the operation level that is the way an action is carried out, and depends on the
social-material conditions under which actions are executed. Incorporating Activity
Theory, Oxford and Schramm (2007) redefine LLSs as a specific pattern of action
towards achieving a particular social purpose. For example, to achieve an objective
(e.g. learning a new word), a student (a subject) can carry out different kinds of actions
(e.g. VLSs) and these actions are always goal-directed, object-oriented within a
particular social setting. This activity pattern allows researchers to define strategies
more dynamically and completely, rather than characterising them with reference to

static categories and discrete-item lists (Donato and McCormick, 1994).
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Donato and McCormick (1994) were the first to set LLS research within a
sociocultural framework derived from Activity Theory. The participants were asked to
take part in a project and reflect upon their changes in LLSs through the use of a
performance-based, portfolio assessment procedure. The results showed a cyclical
pattern in strategy development, and implied a movement from the unfocused/general
to the focused/specific goals and strategies. Using strategies is based on the goal
setting and this project also helps the students’ LLSs expand from the general to
highly specific plans of action through time. They emphasise activity as the principle
that mediates learners’ strategy use and indicate that LLSs are a specific pattern of

action towards achieving a particular social purpose.

Activity Theory is further developed by some writers (e.g. Engestrom, 1999) as an
interactive system and in particular they emphasise the importance of the notion of
‘agency’ in the activity system. Agency does not only mean carrying out actions or
doing something, but it also relates to the significance of these actions for the human
agent. Agency is socially and culturally constructed and thus specific sociocultural
environments matter for human actions and each individual action has its own
meaning and interpretation (Lantolf and Pavlenko, 2001; Oxford and Schramm 2007).
In relation to LLSs, Norton (1995; 2000) examined two cases of successful language
learners in Canada and indicated the relationship between strategy development,
learner agency and their social context. After entering Canada, sociocultural factors

(e.g. social networks) enabled both learners to exercise their agency in forming and
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reforming their identities. Because of the high need for achievement, they showed
high levels of willingness to learn English and wanted to be active language learners.
This made them “invest’ more in their language learning and develop their LLSs. The
researcher focuses on the processes of strategic language learning and explains how
they exercise their agency as a learner and how their LLSs improve due to their
developed identities within the particular circumstances of their learning situations.
This brings a new insight to current LLS research and shifts from the notion of the

quantity to the quality of strategy use.

2.4 Theoretical framework

I propose a theoretical framework which synthesises the literature review above from
both a cognitive and a sociocultural perspective. The aim of this framework is not to
deny cognitive views of learner strategies. Rather, the current approach by Cohen and
Macaro (2007:49) which aims to ‘honor both approaches and attempt to show how
they can enrich and be enriched by the other’ is taken into consideration, and an
attempt is made to explore the potential compatibility and complementary of the two
perspectives. Within this framework (see Figure 2.1 below®), it creates a synthesis

between the two approaches in order to understand SVL better and deeper.

! Colour scheme: the aspects which are related to sociocultural approach are represented in ORANGE; the
aspects which are related to cognitive approach are represented in GREEN
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Figure 2.1 A cognitive-sociocultural framework for strategic vocabulary learning
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The framework takes into account that both cognitive and sociocultural approaches in
order to make a theoretical contribution towards understanding strategic vocabulary
learning. Instead of using the term vocabulary learning strategy (VLS), the framework
suggests the term ‘strategic vocabulary learning’ (SVL) because this is seen as a term
which emphasises the process of VL rather than merely the product (i.e. techniques or
strategic behaviours). From the preceding review, it is clear that there is no consensus
regarding the definition of LLSs. In order to avoid this circular argument, the
framework does not define the term “VLSs’, rather, it describes important features of

SVL from both a sociocultural and a cognitive perspective.

With regard to previous work (e.g. O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; Cohen, 1998, 2011,
Macaro, 2006), the cognitive perspective (represented in green) suggests that learners
play an important role in strategic language learning in terms of the different levels of
consciousness involved in the process. In relation to this, cognitivist research plays an
important role in studying the influence of internal factors on VLS use and the
importance of learners’ perceptions of the usefulness of VLSs (Zimmerman, 2001).
The sociocultural perspective (represented in orange) describes ‘strategic learning’ as
a learner’s socially mediated action or plan and focuses on the transformed process
from external activities (the social) to internal activities (the individual).
Socioculturally oriented researchers (e.g. Donato and McCormick 1994; Norton and
Toohey, 2001; Gao, 2006; 2010) have shed light on the mediational role of context on

learners’ development (e.g. situated VLS use in a particular sociocultural context). In
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my theoretical framework, drawing on both approaches (see more in the previous
sections), SVL is not located solely within the individual and cannot be isolated from
learners’ context. Moreover, it does not neglect individual variation in strategy use.
The framework suggests that SVL is not determined by context, but rather takes place
through a more dynamic interaction between learners’ own efforts (agency) and their
contexts. The following subsections will provide a more detailed explanation of this
framework and a deeper understanding of some important themes from both
perspectives including strategic self-regulation, learner agency, vocabulary learning

strategies and strategy combinations.

2.4.1 Strategic self-regulation

The previous sections show that variables amongst individual learners have caused
many problems in the definition of ‘learner strategy’ and it has been also proposed that
there is a theoretical *fuzziness’ in the research that has been undertaken (Hsiao and
Oxford, 2002; Tseng et al. 2006). In order to address these problems, the framework
shifts the focus from the product (learner strategy) to the L2 learning process (learners’
capacity for self-regulation, such as capacity for metacognition, for combining
strategies effectively in any given situation), from the quantity of strategy use to the
quality of strategy use. Therefore, it proposes that “strategic self-regulation’ (Oxford
and Schramm, 2007) is a more important notion to be considered in the process of

SVL, since both cognitive and sociocultural approaches place an emphasis on
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self-regulation. These two approaches discuss the concept from different perspectives,
and they seem to be both valuable; thus the framework adopts a multiperspectival

viewpoint.

2.4.1.1 Cognitive views of strategic self-regulation

From the cognitive perspective, self-regulation refers to a process whereby learners
metacognitively, motivationally and behaviourally participate in their own thoughts,
feelings and actions through goal setting, planning, monitoring, evaluation and
affective control (Zimmerman, 1986). According to Zimmerman (2001), models of
self-regulation are psychologically based, and self-regulated strategic learning often
refers to a cyclical process in which language learners purposefully employ specific
LLSs, monitor their effectiveness, evaluate and modify their strategy choice/use (such
as replacing one VLS with another). For example, in relation to my previous study
(2010), one of the participants regularly used repetition strategies which were efficient
for remembering massive numbers of words within a short time. They seemed to be
very common in an exam-oriented academic culture. However, after coming to the
UK, the purpose for VL was shifted from simply passing English tests to improving
communicative competence more holistically. Repetition learning became
marginalised as the student found that it was less useful in communicative activities.

Instead, social strategies were increasingly deployed.
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Information processing is one of the most prominent cognitive ways in which of
self-regulated learning is modelled from a cognitive perspective. According to Winne
(2001), individuals can increasingly develop their capacity to construct information
and regulate their own responses. His model of strategic self-regulation involves four
phases: defining the task, setting goals and plans, enacting strategies and adapting
metacognitive strategies. Control is also increased through use of acquired learning
strategies. Another aspect which is developed by O’Malley and Chamot (1990) in
particular relates the notion of self-regulation to LLSs. They argue that knowledge of
strategy moves from declarative (conscious and fact-oriented) to procedural
(autonomous and habitual) through learning, as well as learners’ own practice and
evaluation. In other words, learners select information (in this case, VLSs), monitor its
usefulness and make modification in appropriate contexts. In my theoretical
framework, both models of information processing which describe strategic
self-regulation address the notions of cognitive and metacognitive control in the

process of SVL.

Based on the models above, my framework also stresses that the notion of ‘learner
agency’ can broaden a cognitive perspective of learner strategies. Strategic learning is
not only about the knowledge of mental processes but also about knowledge of the self,
and involves the process in which individuals manage all sorts of their own
psychological factors (such as emotion and motivation) (Williams and Burden, 1997;

Dornyei and Ushioda, 2009). This framework takes account of vocabulary learners
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with their own sense of being self-regulated agents, who are continually developing
and increasingly take control of their vocabulary learning/building towards learning as

autonomous learners.

2.4.1.2 Sociocultural views of strategic self-regulation

The framework also addresses the importance of social mediation and interactive
dialogue in the development of learners’ strategic self-regulation. Vygotsky (1962)
suggests that learning is mediated through dialogue with more capable others, and
explains an underlying process: social interaction with others (as a form of dialogue)
involves turning thought into words and through internalisation words turn into
thoughts. Strategic self-regulation is possible when learners actively co-construct and
internalise the essential features of the dialogue that occurs with the more capable
others (Kozulin et al. 2003, cited in Oxford and Schramm, 2007: 52). The framework
also incorporates McCaslin and Hickey’s (2001) ‘model of co-regulated learning’
which is a development of \WWgotsky’s model and places an emphasis on the
co-regulation. Co-regulated learning plays an important role in the growth of strategic
self-regulation. The more capable others (e.g. teachers) provide supportive
scaffolding opportunities to promote learners’ mediation processes of strategic
learning, motivation and self-evaluation. Co-regulated learning between more capable

others and learners provides a link to eventual learner self-regulation.
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Like cognitively oriented researchers, sociocultural theorists, such as \Wygotsky (1978)
also view the eventual goal of learning as being autonomy. According to Little (1991:
4), autonomy is viewed as the learner’s capacity for ‘detachment, critical reflection,
decision-making, and independent action’. Self-regulation is closely linked to
autonomy. The strategic individual is capable of autonomous functioning, such as
planning, monitoring and evaluating the learning process, which is self-regulation
(Mitchell and Myles, 1998). As a self-regulated agent, eventually the learner should be
able to appropriate and reproduce his/her own strategic approaches towards becoming
an autonomous learner. However, the sociocultural approach argues that the term
‘autonomy’ does not mean learning without teaching or interaction (Ushioda, 2003).
The framework supports this view and suggests that unskilled or dependent students
can gradually develop strategic competence to become autonomous learners through
the processes of social mediation and interactive support. During these processes,
interactive dialogue is used as an important mediational tool to scaffold them from

other-regulation to self-regulation (Myers and Mitchell, 1998).

As mentioned above, the framework shows that both approaches contribute towards
the understanding of strategic self-regulation. More importantly, it creates a positive
dialogue between the two perspectives to help expand or modify their theoretical

understanding of SVL from the other viewpoint.
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2.4.2 A dynamic understanding of strategic vocabulary learning
My framework also provides a dynamic understanding of SVL and suggests that it is a
temporally and contextually situated phenomenon. In particular, it stresses the

dynamic relationship between learners’ SVL, their agency and their contexts.

2.4.2.1 Interaction between learner agency and context

My theoretical framework features another notion, learner agency, from both a
cognitive and a sociocultural perspective. Before explaining the notion, it is necessary
to define what | mean by a self-regulated agent and a mediating agent. One view is that
learners themselves are the social agents who actively engage with other people and
contexts in their language learning process (Toohey and Norton, 2003; Ushioda,
2008). The other view is that a social agent is a type of mediator (‘social resource’ e.g.
their teachers, peers and parents) to help learners learn language (Donato and
McCormick, 1994). Gao (2010) associates the term ‘social agent’ with both views, but
there seems to be a lack of clarification of this term in his book. Readers may be
confused whether a social agent means the language learner or other social resources.
Therefore, to avoid misunderstanding, | suggest two terms, ‘self-regulated agent’ and
‘mediating agent’ (see Figure 2.2). A self-regulated agent refers to the learner self who
is actively managing his/her SVL and inter-relationships with other people.
‘Mediating agents’ means the other social resources which can help individual
learners transfer from other-regulation to self-regulation and mediate their learning

experience.
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Social Agents

—

Self-regulated agents Mediating agents (Gao, 2010)
Vocabulary learners /
Teachers Parents Others (e.g.
Peers local people)

Figure 2.2 Social agents

To avoid the de-contextualisation of a purely cognitive approached to SVL, my
framework situates learner agency in context. Here, the term ‘context’ includes three
levels. Firstly, it refers to particular settings at a micro-contextual level which include
place, time and situated activities, and looks at how learners exercise their agency to
manage their SVL in relation to their specific learning situations. Secondly, it also
refers to “milieus’, e.g. social, learning and academic milieus (adapted from Bourdieu,
1984). By comparison with the term ‘environment’, ‘milieu’ appears to be more
conceptual and generalised, and includes aspects such as assessment and the teaching
approach in general. It is well matched to the intermediate-contextual level. Whereas
environment reflects more tangible aspects, such as landscape and building, are more
related to ‘setting’ at a micro-contextual level. Thirdly, ‘context’ also broadly refers to
a culture at a macro-contextual level. My framework suggests that these three levels
are interrelated and the processes of SVL need to be interpreted through learners’
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interaction within the nexus of these three contextual levels. Therefore, learner agency
refers not only to individual learners themselves and their efforts to regulate their
language learning process, but also to a ‘sociocultural capacity’ (Gao, 2010: 26). In
other words, apart from regulating their cognitive and metacognitive learning process,
agency is also applied to learners’ efforts to manage a plethora of sociocultural

contexts in order to achieve their goals.

As mentioned above, researchers (e.g. Norton and Toohey, 2003; Gao, 2010) have
began to stress the importance of context and agency in their studies. In particular, Gao
(2010) shows the dynamic interaction between learner agency and contextual
mediation underlying the Chinese undergraduates’ strategic learning processes. He
focuses on the interaction between individuals’ strategy use and ‘macro contextual
elements’ (such as popular societal discourses, economic conditions or policies). By
contrast, my theoretical framework shifts the focus from the mediation of context in
strategy development at a macro level to a more micro level and draws more attention

to interactive processes between learners’ strategic efforts and particular settings.

2.4.2.2 Situated learner agency at a micro-contextual level

At a more micro-contextual level, on the one hand, a particular setting (e.g. the
environmental conditions of a class including the light, seating arrangement and noise)
could provide opportunities for learners either to practise and develop, or to restrict

their agency in VL (Toohey and Norton, 2003; Palfreyman, 2006). On the other hand,
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learners’ agency in terms of their own goals and will also lead to variations in their

strategy choice and use (see also Benson, 2001; Gao, 2010).

From a cognitive perspective, learners can consciously decide which particular VLSs
to use before engaging in specific situations. For example, one of my participants in
my previous study (2010) regarded watching a football match as an important
opportunity to practise his vocabulary. In relation to his learning goal, he consciously
chose to use more social strategies (e.g. use the words learned before) with local
people. Not all students would think what strategies they want to deploy before going
to a particular setting. Sometimes, students might not decide what strategies they want
to use until they are involved in that setting. For example, one student from my
previous study (2011a) mentioned that when he walked on the street and found
unknown words from somewhere (e.g. shop signs), he then used his mobile phone to
check the word meanings. Being on the street, the mobile phone was the only tool for

him to use and he was not able to ask his teachers or check a conventional dictionary.

Furthermore, learners can select different VVLSs across different settings. For example,
in relation to different seating arrangements in the class, one participant from my
previous study (2010) chose different VLSs to discover word meanings. Referring to
his past experience, he often sat in rows. In this case, he tended to check a dictionary
by himself to explore the word meaning. By contrast, in the new learning environment,

he often sat in a circle and had more opportunities to ask help from other students.
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Learners tried to choose appropriate VVLSs to suit their particular settings.

Situated learner agency also refers to how a self-regulated agent interacts with other
social resources to support his/her SVL in a particular setting or across different
settings. From a sociocultural perspective, individual learners’ mental processes can
be mediated by social interaction (a kind of psychological tool) with other mediating
agents (e.g. their teachers, peers and friends) and through this interactive dialogue
their actual development is transformed into a higher mental process. However,
socially mediated agency does not mean that mediating agents (e.g. their teachers) are
responsible for controlling learners’ actions. Rather, it means that as a self-regulated
agent, individual learners continue to play a major role in planning and carrying out
their VLSs, although certain of their problems might be solved by interacting and
incorporating other mediating agents into their VL (see also Wertsch et al. 1996). With
external help, learners can increasingly gain voluntary control of the
intrapsychological plane over natural mental functions, from other-regulation to

self-regulation towards autonomy.

Learners can also exercise their agency to choose some artefacts which are available,
accessible and meaningful to them in a particular setting, and use them to assist their
SVL. Before discussing what role different artefacts play, it is necessary to define
what | mean by the term ‘artefact’. Some writers (Gibson, 1977; Wgotsky, 1978,

1981; Cole, 2005) have contributed towards the understanding of this term from
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different perspectives.

Gibson (1977) points out that an affordance is what the environment offers human
beings. He argues that an artefact has an inherent meaning which could affect
behaviour and its affordance can be perceived by the direct observation and
exploration from human being’s point of view (Jones, 2003). For example, based on
their exploration, when students see a dictionary, they are able to know directly that it
affords, i.e. explaining word meanings as directly as a mailbox affords the mailing of
letters, even though they might use the dictionary differently. 1 agree that the
perception of the affordance of an artefact can be direct and influence human
behaviour; however, | would argue that an artefact does not only have its “direct’
affordance (also called ‘natural affordance’, Tomasello, 1999: 158) but also other
‘indirect’ affordances. For example, a restaurant menu affords the listing of food
names (‘direct’ affordance) with a direct and immediate observation. Yet, besides this
affordance, a language learner can also explore its other function which other people
might not perceive directly. It can afford the listing of vocabulary (‘indirect’
affordances) to help enlarge someone’s vocabulary size and this person may see it as
an English learning tool. Therefore, artefacts do not merely act upon human beings,
people can also actively engage with them. However, not everyone can discover their
‘indirect’ affordances. In the case of a menu, some students may only perceive it as a
menu showing food names. If a student intends to seek more opportunities to build his

vocabulary, he can create a new affordance for the menu. Therefore, apart from natural
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affordances, indirect affordances of artefacts can be created in terms of people’s

different goals.

By comparison with Gibson’s direct-perception view, \ygotsky (1978, 1981)
considers more social and cultural dimensions to the understanding of the term
‘artefact’ (or what he called ‘tool’). Tools are used for social purposes, and the
operation of tools plays an important role in the reconstruction of mental functions.
Through the aid of tools, external interactions are internalised and they help to
communicate and understand cultural and social meanings (Wertsch, 1985). For
example, in order to judge the number or amount of something, a calculator can be
used as a tool (or an artefact) to mediate people’s thinking and the calculating process,
as well as helping in an independent problem-solving activity. In relation to VL, a
dictionary can also be an important cultural artefact to help students learn a word or
understand spoken or written texts. Through the aid of a dictionary, learners can
discover the meanings of unknown words, though they still need to check whether

different meanings fit in the context.

Furthermore, | argue that not all artefacts play a mediational role in the thinking and
learning process. For example, a leaflet can be useful to help learners come across
new words. However, this artefact may not mediate students’ learning experience or
strategy use. It seems to be helpful for vocabulary building but it may not regulate

mental functions resulting in problem-solving. Therefore, artefacts (see Figure 2.3
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below) can refer to both mediating artefacts (e.g. dictionary, course assessment,
interactive dialogue and diagram) which can help mediate VL experience or strategy
use, and assistive artefacts, which may not play a mediational role but benefit and
affect their vocabulary learning (e.g. restaurant menu, leaflet and word list). The
meaning of artefacts is created for their learning purposes by vocabulary learners
through their participation in various cultural activities (e.g. vocabulary tests) and

their meaning can be changed or developed in cross-cultural or intercultural situations.

Vocabulary Learners

Artefacts
Mediating Artefacts Assistive Artefacts
A A A A
Direct Affordance Indirect Affordance Direct Affordance Indirect Affordance

Figure 2.3 Artefacts

2.4.2.3 Goal-directed processes

In the framework, SVL is constructed as a dynamic process within Activity Theory
(see more in section 2.3.2). It addresses the importance of objectives and goals in
motivating people’s strategic actions, and explains how their SVL develops or
changes from participation in culturally-specific organised activities (see also
Vygotsky, 1978; Leont’ev, 1981). L2 learners’ goals and motives can change through
social interaction with a different socioculturally constructed activity. They can make
efforts to modify their previous VLSs in order to achieve new goals and adjust to the

65



local condition. In Volet and Renshaw’s (1995) study, the findings highlighted the
mediating role of international students’ learning goals. The students modified or
developed their LLSs in order to adjust to the specific academic requirements of the
host country. In relation to Activity Theory, my framework is used to understand how
academic and social milieus affect goal settings, and the mediational role goals play in
strategy development. Vocabulary learners are treated as social beings interacting

with their milieu and learning goals.

2.4.2.4 Strategic learning related to culture at a macro-contextual level

Culture is often viewed as a form of cognitive behaviour which includes people’s
attitudes, beliefs and values, and it affects people’s behaviour and interpretations of
behaviour (Matsumoto, 1996; Spencer-Oatey and Franklin, 2009). Some researchers
also find that culture differences can result in different learning behaviours (including
strategic behaviours). For example, the preferred learning strategies (e.g. repetition
strategies) of Chinese learners have been discussed in many cross-cultural studies
which claim that their cultural values strongly influence their ways of learning and
choice in LLS use (Reid, 1987; Melton, 1990; Gu, 2003). Due to the influence of
Confucian traditions, in China the book is viewed as containing all knowledge, and
memorising scholars’ work is supported by many Chinese teachers and students
(Redding, 1990). Moreover, the idea of Chinese mechanical learning without
meaningful understanding is often questioned by western researchers (Martinsons and

Martinsons, 1996). However, the influence of cultural factors (e.g. L2 learners’
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cultural and educational backgrounds) on learners’ SVL cannot be overemphasised.
My framework looks at the concept of culture from both a cognitive and
sociocultural perspective and suggests culture is not simply a set of people’s beliefs
and values relating to their cognitive process, but cultural meanings are also socially

constructed and interact with other contextual elements.

My framework stresses a dynamic interaction between culture, social contexts and
people’s behaviour. Although the Confucian conception of learning seems to be an
important cultural factor which helps researchers understand Chinese students’
learning behaviour, they also need to understand SVL in relation to students’ specific
contexts, and be aware of the complexities involved. ‘“The Chinese learner’ is often
viewed as culturally determined; however this seems to stereotype Chinese learners
(Watkins and Biggs, 1996; Lee, 1997). Their attitudes and beliefs can vary in different
contexts. As mentioned above, some empirical studies (e.g. Volet and Renshaw, 1995;
Biggs, 1996; Gu, 2003) show that faced with different settings, Chinese learners do
combine repetition strategies with other kinds of LLSs or VLSs and form creative
mental associations in language learning. In relation to both my Masters research
study (Wang, 2010), international Chinese students’ strategic learning appeared to
develop or change within a different cultural environment. This view is particularly
supported by both a sociocultural approach and theories of cross-cultural adaptation.
Because of the external influence (e.g. the influence of British learning environment

and other mediating agents), student sojourners can gradually adjust to the new
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cultural system although they experience confusion and rejection towards adjusting to
the new learning culture. This process is called ‘acculturation” (Marden and Meyer,
1968). Meanwhile, as new learning occurs, at least some of the old cultural elements
(e.g. previous learning strategies) start to be lost. The processes of acculturation and
deculturation are intertwined and student ‘sojourners’ undergo this internal
transformation (Kim, 2001). During the process, the concept of social mediation plays
an important role and helps to explain how these learners’ VLSs develop within a

different learning environment (see more in the previous section).

2.4.3 Vocabulary learning strategies

It can be seen that my framework stresses SVL as a process and this is often neglected
in the VLS research (see the literature review above). However, it does not ignore the
product and also includes what strategies and techniques learners employ in the
process. Therefore, both ‘what’ (the product) and ‘how’ (the process) types of
questions are addressed in my research (see the Methodology chapter). My theoretical
framework draws on both a cognitive and sociocultural perspective to understand and
theorise VLSs (including cognitive and metacognitive strategies, social strategies and

affective strategies).

In the light of Schmitt’s (1997) VLS classification scheme, in my framework |
incorporate cognitive VLSs which are directly concerned with the processing of

information, and also include metacognitive strategies which are concerned with
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knowledge of one’s self (e.g. language learning attitudes and language aptitude);
knowledge of VL tasks and knowledge of managing and regulating the use of different
kinds of VLSs. Metacognitive strategies are important for effective VL and help
learners become active participants in their own performance rather than passive
recipients of strategy instruction (Paris and Winograd, 1990; Wenden, 1998; Cohen,
2011). Therefore, my framework emphasises the crucial role metacognitive strategies
play in learners’ self-regulation, although cognitive strategies are also important from

the cognitive perspective.

Schmitt’s (1997) VLS classification scheme appears to be the most extensive one so
far. He incorporates social strategies in the scheme and recognises the social functions
in VLSs in his adaptation of Oxford’s (1990) LLS classification scheme (Nyikos and
Fan, 2007). However, he does not theorise this category. Social strategies are
incorporated into my framework, but more importantly the framework addresses this
weakness by providing a theoretical contribution towards understanding of this
category from a sociocultural perspective. Social strategies are viewed as a form of
social mediation which helps cognitive and metacognitive functions to be internalised

through interactive or collaborative dialogue (see more in section 2.3.2).

According to Wertsch (1985), individual mental and affective functions should not be
treated in isolation, although traditional psychology devoted little effort to exploring

the dialectical relationships between these two functions. Therefore, | include
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Oxford’s (1990) affective strategies for motivation and emotion-control (e.g. strategies
for encouraging oneself, such as rewarding oneself and making positive statements)
into my framework and recognise a relationship between VL and affective factors.
Although the affective strategies which Oxford (1990) identifies are mainly viewed
from a psychological perspective, the framework argues that there is also a need to
view them from a sociocultural perspective in order to enrich the current
understanding. From a sociocultural approach, for example, actively participating in
some social-interactive activities can be an important strategy for motivating oneself
in VL. According to Ushioda (2003), natural inspiration for learning can be developed
through social-interactive processes. When individual learners participate in some
meaningful activities (e.g. a jigsaw reading activity), mediating agents (e.g. their
teachers and peers) can help them set ‘optimal challenges’ (Deci, 1995) to achieve
their own goals (in this case, learning new words). These new challenges are set to not
only explore the meaning of the target words, but also to increase learners’ motivation
for learning in this problem-solving process. Although researchers draw little attention
to sociocultural views of affective strategies, this framework brings some new insights

to this area and enriches the current VLS classification schemes.

2.4.4 Strategy combinations

For a strategy to be effective in enhancing learning and learner performance, it has
been argued that it can be combined with other strategies to form strategy clusters
(Macaro, 2001, 2006, Cohen, 2011). Previous studies (e.g. Green and Oxford, 1995;
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Graham 1997; Gu, 2003; Vandergrift, 2003) also support that learners tend to deploy
or select a number of strategies rather than individual strategies to improve their
learning. Therefore, to shift the focus from the quantity to the quality of strategy use,
strategy selection and combination are important features of SVL to be addressed in

my theoretical framework.

Macaro (2001, 2006) suggests that strategy clusters appear to occur either
simultaneously or in sequence (also called ‘strategy chains’ see Oxford, Lee and Park,
2007; Cohen, 2011) and one cluster could also in turn be combined with another
cluster of strategies. Taking the notion of strategy clusters further, drawing on both
cognitive and sociocultural approaches, individual differences in forming different
strategy clusters tend to occur and the choice of what strategies to select and how to
combine them results from a more complex interplay between learners’ agency (e.g.
their efforts, will and metacognitive control) and their contexts (e.g. a particular

setting, the type of activities and accessible social and material resources).

In conclusion, this theoretical framework looks at strategic language learning and
SVL from both a cognitive and a sociocultural perspective, and discusses their
different views but in a positive and negotiated way. Both approaches focus on the
same themes (e.g. the theme of strategic self-regulation), but from different
perspectives, hence making the understanding of SVL richer and more meaningful

(Oxford and Schramm, 2007).
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2.5 Gap in the literature

In this section | will set out the gap in the literature and also explain how I develop
my research questions in relation to the gap. As mentioned above, research into
VLSs originated from more general cognitive and psycholinguistic traditions into
learning strategies. However, a number of weaknesses in applying an exclusively
cognitive approach to LLS research (including VLS research) have been proposed
(see section 2.2). Thus, more recently, several researchers (e.g. Donato and
McCormick 1994; Norton and Toohey 2001; Parks and Raymond, 2004; Gao 2006,
2010; Huang and Andrews, 2010; Jang and Jiménez, 2011), have approached LLSs,
and VLSs in particular, from a sociocultural perspective, drawing on the work of

WWgotsky and others (e.g. Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991; Lantolf, 2000).

Reviewing their work (see section 2.3), they use the sociocultural approach to help
understand LLSs and VLSs more dynamically and explore how other ‘social
resources’ (such as peers, teachers and assessment, Palfreyman, 2006) mediate
learners’ language learning experiences. This shift from specific strategic behaviours
to context-related strategic learning has been seen as an important development for the
future of LLS research (Grenfell and Macaro, 2007). It would appear that a
sociocultural approach brings new insights to LLS research; however, some
limitations and difficulties can be also encountered. Firstly, although those

researching from a sociocultural perspective criticise the fact that cognitive
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researchers overemphasise the individual organism and only treat LLSs and VLSs as
individual skills, the researchers above using a sociocultural framework place a strong
emphasis on the influence of context on strategy use. They in turn can neglect the
dialectic between the individual and the social, between learners’ own strategic efforts
and sociocultural settings. This seems to be a limitation on LLS sociocultural
research reaching a careful balance in assessing learning agency and learning context
(Gao, 2010). Very few studies were conducted to address the complex interplay
between learners’ strategy use, their agency (e.g. their efforts, will and metacognitive

control) and their specific contexts.

A second concern is that sometimes sociocultural LLS researchers neither offer a
clear link between their research claims and their research findings, nor do they
establish a precise cause and effect relationship between strategy development and
social mediation (Mitchell and Myles, 1998; Gao; 2010). For example, Parks and
Raymond (2004) claimed that Canadian students played a mediational role in the
development of learning strategies of Chinese students in a MBA programme in
Canada. However, drawing on the actual evidence, it seems unclear whether strategy
development is a result of students’ personality or the mediational role of the
Canadian students. A possible solution is proposed by Gao (2010) who, following
Palfreyman’s (2003) suggestion, went beyond simply documenting LLSs. In
broadening the research focus, not only did he explore social mediation and strategy

development, but also looked at the experience of language learning in the contexts
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of both the classroom and everyday life.

To address the above two issues, my study shifts from merely focusing on the cause
and effect relationships between learning contexts and VLSs to focus on the dynamic
relationship between strategic vocabulary learning, learner agency and learning
contexts. As | have argued above, LLS researchers need to break down boundaries by
indicating potential synergies between both a cognitive and a sociocultural
perspective and show how they can enrich each other (Oxford and Schramm, 2007).
However, relatively little LLS research, and even less VLS research, has been
conducted relating to pre-university international Chinese students which draws on
both a cognitive and a sociocultural perspective. The studies reviewed above (e.g.
Donato and McCormick 1994; Parks and Raymond, 2004; Gao 2010) on LLSs might
in fact be ‘too broad to encompass diverse language acquisition processes’ (Tseng et al.
2006) and, in my view, it might be more powerful to focus on one specific language
learning domain. In this case, my study will focuses on VL only, not only because
enriching vocabulary can benefit other language skills but also mastering vocabulary
is crucial for effective communication (Nation, 1990; Folse, 2004). In my experience,
this is also one learning area in which strategies can be successfully negotiated
through collaborative effort and dialogue. Therefore, my first research question that
follows (p. 79) explores how Chinese learners manage the relationship between their
mental processes, agency and other aspects of their UK context (both milieu and

setting) in order to learn vocabulary strategically. It looks at the process of strategic
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vocabulary learning from both a cognitive and a sociocultural perspective and, most
importantly, uses the term ‘relationship’ to highlight the complex interaction among
these three elements: a) the learner’s mental process; b) the individual learner as agent,
with the cognitive perspective stressing his/her active role in the language learning
process; ¢) other contextual elements which from a sociocultural perspective, play a

mediational role in the process of strategic vocabulary learning.

While Gao (2010) also tried to build a link between the cognitive and sociocultural
perspectives in his theoretical framework, he ultimately interpreted the framework
mainly from a sociocultural perspective, and analysed his findings accordingly. Gao
and Zhang (2011) further used both concepts of agency from a sociocultural
perspective and metacognition from a cognitive perspective to re-interpret and
analyse the previous study. My study also looks at strategic learning from both a
cognitive and a sociocultural perspective and bridges the gap between learners’
mental processes and social context. Like their approach, my approach to strategic
learning refers not only to individual learners themselves and their strategic efforts to
regulate their cognitive and metacognitive learning processes, but also refers to their
strategic efforts to manage a plethora of sociocultural contexts in order to achieve
their learning goals. However, there are a number of differences between their work
and my own. Firstly, their work tends to focus on the interaction between individuals’
strategy use and ‘macro contextual elements’ (such as popular societal discourses,

economic conditions or policies). By contrast, my study shifts the focus from the
75



mediation of context in strategy development at a macro level to a more micro level.
In particular, my study explores the flexible use of VVLSs across various settings and
specific activities, thus providing a richer picture of strategy use at a
micro-contextual level than Gao’s work. Secondly, Gao’s (2010) study was
conducted to capture Chinese undergraduate students’ LLS use at only one Hong
Kong university. My study explores international Chinese students’” VLSs use at
three British universities. So far, there seems to have been insufficient VLS research
into the deeper understanding of learners’ strategy use in relation to their specific
milieus of teaching and learning (e.g. teaching approach, assessment types and
course and module design) at different university contexts. Thirdly, my study also
explores the organisation of multiple VLSs and strategy combinations which the
Chinese students generate both within a particular learning situation or across
different situations. These aspects of strategy use have not been investigated in depth

in Gao’s work.

As mentioned before, most VLS research to date has concentrated on what strategies
individual learners actually use. However, more recently, criticism of VLS research in
this area has been put forward. Researchers such as Gu (2003) and Nyikos and Fan
(2007) argue that its seems to be more crucial to investigate the actual process of
strategic vocabulary learning in order to provide fresh insights. However, while it is
useful to identify some specific strategies and general patterns, it is more important to

explore how and why participants employ these strategies. Also, quantitative studies
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have been predominantly employed in the VLS research above, with a heavy reliance
on questionnaires (Ehrman el al. 2003). Existing instruments such as the “Vocabulary
Learning Questionnaire’ (Gu and Johnson, 1996) appear to focus on the quantity
rather than the quality of strategy use, and taxonomies of VLSs (e.g. Schmitt, 1997)
are generated, which tend to artificially separate strategies into different
classificatory levels. Yet, learners’ character traits are often assumed as being
relatively fixed (Tseng, et al. 2006). There seems to have been insufficient qualitative
research into the deeper understanding of the quality of strategic vocabulary learning,
particularly the creative role of learner agency in strategic vocabulary learning.
Drawing on these critical observations, to shift the focus from the quantity to the
quality of strategy use, from frequency lists of strategies to the actual processes of
learners’ strategic learning, strategy selection and combination are important features
of strategic vocabulary learning to be addressed. Furthermore, Cohen and Macaro
(2007) stress that the reasons why learners choose or combine certain strategies and
why certain learners combine strategies more effectively than others are worth to be
explored but are often neglected in the LLS research. Therefore, my second research
question that follows (p.79) explores in what ways and for what reasons Chinese
learners select and combine strategies to enhance the process of strategic vocabulary

learning in the UK.

Previous studies (e.g. Green and Oxford, 1995; Graham 1997; Vandergrift, 2003) also

explore different ways strategies are combined. They were more likely to report on
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what strategies have been selected to generate a strategy cluster or strategy clusters.
However, little or no research has been conducted to explore the sequence in which
these strategies (particularly VLSs) occurred, and the reasons why learners manage
strategies in such sequences. In order to address this gap, this study places an
emphasis on the discrete organisation of strategy clusters which each student
generates within different settings. Furthermore, consideration of strategic language
learning as a dynamic system has so far been neglected in in these studies.
Researchers tend to report on the use of certain strategy clusters in a particular
learning situation, but they were less likely to explore how learners organise their
strategy clusters dynamically across time and settings. As mentioned before, my
theoretical framework argues that strategic vocabulary learning is not fixed but need to
be viewed as a temporally and contextually situated phenomenon. Therefore, the third
question in my study (following p.79) explores how the six Chinese students manage
their strategic vocabulary learning dynamically both temporally, during the academic
year in the UK; and interculturally, as they move from a Chinese to a British

context of teaching and learning.

As mentioned before, some researchers (e.g. Gao, 2003, 2010; Parks and Raymond,
2004; Wang and Gieve, 2008) have looked at changes or development in the use of
LLSs and VVLSs of Chinese students in shifting contexts. Like my study, their work is
also conducted to explore changes and differences in strategy use over a period of

time as the Chinese students move from China to a different language learning
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environment, as well as the causal factors for these changes. However, they were less
likely to conduct an in-depth investigation of how the students’ strategy use changes
or varies across different English modules in different academic terms, and how their
strategy use in the classroom differs from their strategy use outside the classroom in
the host country over time. These are aspects which are particularly explored in my
study. Moreover, the previous studies above have tended to explore undergraduate or
postgraduate students’ strategy use in a host country, but have neglected to research
the strategy use of pre-university students along with their dynamic management of
strategic vocabulary learning over time. As mentioned in the introductory chapter, it
is worth exploring the strategic learning experiences of this particular group of
Chinese students and offering advice on their strategic vocabulary learning in order

to accelerate their adjustment to UK higher education.

The three research questions that follow have therefore been developed in relation to
this gap in research, relating to the LLS and VLS literature, and are used to guide my
study.
1. In order to learn vocabulary strategically, how do Chinese learners manage the
relationship between their mental processes, agency and other aspects of their
UK context (both milieu and setting)?
2. In what ways and for what reasons do Chinese learners select and combine
strategies to enhance the process of strategic vocabulary learning in the UK?

3. How do Chinese learners manage their strategic vocabulary learning
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dynamically:
a) during the academic year in the UK?

b) as these learners move from the Chinese to the British context?
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Chapter 3 Methodology

Introduction

In this chapter, the theoretical framework which | have proposed is interrelated with the
process of designing my research and data analysis. Here | provide an account of the
research design, methods of collection and procedures, and analysis of the data. In the final
section, | also explain how the data is presented in the following three finding chapters

and justify the decision to structure the presentation of data.
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3. 1Research Design

A qualitative case study research design was used within my study. Although it is often
referred as a research method (Doérnyei, 2007; Yin, 2009), | treat it as a research
tradition more than a method because it covers a generally recognised territory and a
generally accepted set of research methods and analysis (Richards, 2003). There were
several reasons to choose this approach for my study. In particular, some of its
essential characteristics suited my research aims. Firstly, according to Merriam (1998),
case studies focus on a bounded unit or units and provide a rich description of the
target phenomenon and an in-depth analysis. As mentioned above, the aim of this
study is not to generalise the pattern of strategy use. Rather, focusing on an in-depth
analysis of a case study of the international Chinese students, it aims to have a deeper
understanding of their processes of SVL during their transition within the UK. In
addition, the particularisation of this case study tries to offer insights which can be

transferred to other similar contexts (see also Richards, 2003).

Secondly, the study argued against de-contextualising SVL, and it aims to understand
learners’ SVL under different contextual conditions and explore their interaction with
various aspects of their contexts. One of the essential characteristics of case studies is
that they allow researchers to work with temporally and contextually situated
phenomena (Duff, 2008, Richards, 2011). Although case studies focus on a particular

unit or units, it is important not to separate the phenomena from their contexts. This

82



approach is very closely related to the sociocultural aspect of my theoretical

framework.

Thirdly, case studies can show the complexities of the phenomena under investigation
through drawing on multiple data resources (Merriam, 1998; Richards, 2003). In
relation to my study, multiple data sources can help reveal the complexities of the
target phenomenon from different perspectives. While some traditions such as
ethnography have to contain certain core data collection methods, case studies seem to
be more flexible in terms of what kind of research methods can be used. They can use

any combination of qualitative methods, quantitative methods or mixed methods.

In relation to my research aims above, a case study design which employs a set of
qualitative methods was chosen for researching the process of SVL. In particular, this
approach is useful for researching learners’ development in complex phenomena over
time (van Lier, 2005: 195). In relation to my research questions, the case study
approach enables me to explore the dynamics underlying students’ SVL. Although the
ethnographic tradition also covers some of the characteristics above (e.g. in-depth and
complexity), this study is not considered to be within this tradition. According to
Richards (2003, 2011), it is possible and legitimate for researchers to use
‘ethnographic’ methods, particularly observation and interviews; but this does not
mean that they are working within this tradition. Ethnography demands extended

immersion in one site and participant observation is essential. My research did not fall
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into this tradition, although the core ethnographic methods of observation and

interviews were used in my study.

3.1.1 A multiple-case design

This study used a multiple-case study design. By comparison with the single case
design, the multiple-case study design is used to study a number of cases together in
order to explore differences and similarities within and between cases and provides
more compelling evidence of particular phenomena (Duff, 2008; Yin, 2009). In
relation to Yin’s (2003) proposed case study designs and my research questions, | have

developed my own design (see Figure 3.2).
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Figure 3.1 A multiple case study design
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As mentioned before, the aim of this study is to investigate the strategic processes of
Chinese students learning vocabulary in the UK. To study this phenomenon, the
student needs to be the focus of this case study, because the mental process and
observable behaviours for SVL; and agency for managing and interacting with a
plethora of cognitive and contextual factors all need to be studied through the student.
Therefore, the six students presented in the heart of the diagram above were selected

as principal cases as part of this multiple case study.

Most importantly, these six student cases were not isolated from their contexts. Both
my theoretical framework and propositions stress that SVL is a temporally and
contextually situated phenomenon and there seems to be a dynamic interaction
between learner agency and contextual mediation underlying the strategic learning
process. It is important to draw on the ways in which aspects of their contexts interact
with students’ SVL and this can help have a better understanding of the nature of the
individual student cases. Therefore, in relation to my theoretical framework, their
processes of SVL were studied in contexts at different levels (see Figure 3.2). At the
class level, | looked at how the students interacted with various aspects of a lesson
(such as group processes and activity requirements) to manage their SVL, and their
strategy use across different lessons (such as different lesson structures). The
interaction between contextual factors at the level of the course (such as the course
design in each site) and that of the university site (such as the facilities in each

university) and the students’ strategy use was also examined. As the course design was
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closely related to the classroom structure and lesson plan, contextual factors of these
two levels were looked at together. At the site level, each site addressed more than
classroom learning and encompassed the wider time and space within which VL took
place. In other words, each site involved the students’ SVL in not only
classroom/course settings, but also other settings located on campus (e.g. their
on-campus accommodation and library) and their interactions with different
mediating agents (such as flatmates and university staff) to facilitate their VL. In
addition, off-site settings (including physical settings, such as a restaurants, situated
activities and interactions between the student and these aspects) also played an
important role in supporting their SVL. Furthermore, both on-campus and off-site
settings were also embedded within the broader context of British culture at a macro
level. As mentioned before, my theoretical framework suggests a complex interplay
between SVL, learners’ agency and their contexts. Hence, looking at this
multiple-case design, six student cases were endogenously related to contexts of

teaching and learning at different levels, but the contexts did not determine their SVL.

3.1.2 Sampling

Three British universities, which were selected, were located in different UK cities,
and all provided a pre-university programme (also called International Foundation
Programme, IFP) but with different course designs (see more in Appendix 2.1). The
particular course designs and different university contexts enabled deeper insights to

be gained into the phenomenon (see also Stake, 1995). Qualitative research also aims
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at depth of understanding rather than statistical generalisation. For example, Miles and
Huberman (1994) claim that qualitative sampling is likely to be purposeful rather than
random. The reason why the participants were all chosen from the IFP at three
universities was because the students who took this course often have just entered the
UK and they tended to experience differences in the different learning environments.
They tended to devote more time and energy to learning English as they have to pass
both an IELTS test and coursework in order to enter British universities successfully.
In addition, drawing on my previous study on academic adjustment of Chinese
students at British universities (Wang, 2010), intrinsic motivation in improving
English was high during their early phase, and seemed to decrease through later their
university life. For example, my participants showed stronger willingness to practise
new vocabulary through socialising with the local people during their early period in

the UK.

Before conducting the actual study, I visited several IFP classes in each site and found
time to informally talk with the students. One important step was to identify
participants who were willing to share their voices with the researcher and have
experienced the phenomenon under research (Creswell, 2008). | got permission to
observe two groups of IFP students in each site. In total six Chinese students who

indicated their willingness to be interviewed, observed and use VOCABIlog® were

2 Aresearch tool combines both photovoice and diaries in a multimedia online environment, see more description
later.
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recruited from three groups of IFP students®.

3.2Ethics

Classroom observations, interviews, diaries and photovoice were used to collect the
data in these three sites (see details in the next section). Some essential ethical issues
needed to be considered before and during the data collection, including the
consideration in entering the field, informed consent, representation, field

relationships, anonymity and confidentiality.

Before conducting the study, an Ethical Approval Form provided by my university
was completed. To find out whether I can gain access in the first place, I first contacted
the IFP course co-ordinators via my supervisor’s personal contact, and gave them a
brief introduction about my project. Based on their replies, | found three universities
where the gatekeepers showed willingness to take part in my research. | met each IFP
course co-ordinator formally and permission was granted indicating reference to my
research purposes, the process of data collection and my undertaking not to cause

harm to the participants and keeping anonymity and confidentiality for them.

% My study initially involved twelve participants in three sites in order to avoid the risk of attrition: each class
involved two of my participants and four students were recruited from two classes in each site. However, during
my data collection, one participant decided to leave UK to another country. Another two participants also informed
that they were too busy with their academic workload to participate in my study. Therefore, | had to remove these
cases. In order to compare the cases in the same class, | also removed some participants who were from the same
class as those students. Finally, six participants were selected to be studied and each site involved two participants
who were from the same class.
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As the classroom observation focused on the participants’ strategic behaviour rather
than the teaching performance or other students’ learning behaviour, I sought an oral
consent from the teachers and other students in the groups. In order to secure teachers’
oral permission and support, | also spent time with the teachers who indicated their
willingness to participate in the study. | explained to them what I intended to do and
got their agreement to observe and video-record their classes but let them know that
the video camera was positioned to face the focal students. In particular, | stressed that
the aim of my classroom observations is to explore how the learners learn vocabulary

strategically not to judge either their teaching or the students’ learning performance.

I also visited each group informally and approached all international students asking
for their oral consent. As they were all adult students, they were able to make their
own decision whether or not to participate in the research. In order to obtain their
permission for observation and video-recording, | explained to the students the
purpose of the research as well as what would be involved and what | would do with
their information. | also let them know the camera would face particular students
rather than the whole class, although the whole lesson was recorded, and the video and
audio recording would not be disclosed to others other than for research purposes.
With the teachers’ and students’ permission, fifteen lessons were video and audio
recorded. However, the focal participants might behave differently when they were
observed. To improve this, | visited the classes more often, so they could be more

familiar with me and the observation. Furthermore, | tried not to observe them in a
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fixed time, so that they could not predict which lesson | actually observed.

I found time to meet all Chinese students in each group, ask for volunteers who were
willing to be my participants. In each meeting, the research process was explained in a
more detailed way. | would also happy to share my findings with them and offer some
feedback on their VL if they wanted, and let them know what expected benefits
associated with their participation. Their motivation for participating in my study was
raised this way. | provided these participants with several consent forms (see
Appendix 2.2) to sign and offered them the right to withdraw from the investigation at
any time. The participants also signed the photo release form and all of them gave me
permission to observe, analyse and release their photos. Some of them did not want to
show their faces but accepted their photos with faces pixelated. When other people,
who were not my participants, appeared in the photos, they were also pixelated in

order to protect their privacy.

I also let them know that | would keep the data secure in my accommodation. The
video and audio data was kept in the computer which was only be used for research
purposes and other written data was kept in separate files. The data would be stored for
ten years until all subsequent publications are in press. | would show them any work
based on this research which might be published, where we can check the accuracy of

my interpretation and it can be edited through our negotiati