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Abstract 
This paper sets out to examine pupils’ attitudes towards vocabulary learning.  

 

The results of the paper are based on a survey conducted at a lower secondary school and the 

participants are aged between 13 and 15.   

 

The survey indicates that the learners are in general well motivated and they agree with the 

importance of learning new vocabulary. However, the pupils do not seem willing to spend 

more time than necessary on vocabulary homework and they prefer relatively simple methods 

of vocabulary acquisition like watch films and listen to music rather than teacher-controlled 

tuition. Even if a lot of pupils did not appreciated the vocabulary teaching during class a 

majority still believed that they had learned a lot of new words. A reason for this can be a so 

called incidental learning which take place while focus is on the use of language rather than 

the learning itself. It is suggested that more interactive media and technology should be 

integrated in the vocabulary teaching in line with the pupils’ own interests.  
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1 Introduction 

In the process of learning a new language, vocabulary is of major importance. To reach the 

goals for the subject English in year 9 requires a large number of words. 

(http://www3.skolverket.se, 2010-05-12). In most language courses the single, largest 

component is the vocabulary (McCarthy, 1990: vii). It does not matter if the pupils understand 

the grammar perfectly or if the sounds of the second language are mastered successfully, 

without words to express a wide range of meanings there can hardly be a meaningful 

communication. Schmitt (2000:xi) says that “lexical knowledge is central to communicative 

competence and to the acquisition of a second language. Vocabulary and lexical units are at 

the core of learning and communication”. This paper discusses some aspects of the process of 

teaching new vocabulary and investigate pupils’ attitudes towards learning new vocabulary. 

 

The paper concentrates on the lower secondary school and the learners mentioned in the paper 

are thirteen to fifteen years old. 

 

1.2 Rationale  

The importance of learning new vocabulary cannot be underrated. The English language 

consists of several hundred thousands of words and to approach this as a teacher or a student 

can seem almost daunting. The process of teaching and learning new vocabulary can be 

regarded as time-consuming and demanding yet it does not always appear to be given priority 

in the classrooms. McCarthy (1990: viii), says  regarding language courses that “vocabulary 

often seems to be the least systematized and the least well catered for of all the aspects of 

learning a foreign language”. Also Schmitt (2000: xi) argues that there is an absence of 

vocabulary in many curricula and programs and vocabulary is often dealt with only 

incidentally in the preparation of language teachers. 

 

Despite the fact that plenty of literature and research have been conducted within this area, for 

example, Henriksen (1999), this particular study are no less important. An up to date 

examination is always valuable and if language teaching aims at being as professional as 

possible it requires continual experimentation and evaluation with a view to providing an 

efficient pedagogy.  
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2 Aim and scope 
This paper studies the process of teaching vocabulary and investigate pupils’ attitudes towards 

learning new vocabulary. The aim of the research is to discover if pupils are motivated and 

willing to learn new vocabulary; how much time they devote to vocabulary learning and what 

method they prefer to use when they study. This in order to be in a better position to deal with 

vocabulary from a pedagogical perspective.    

 

2.1 Research questions  

1. How much time do pupils spend on learning new vocabulary? 

2. Are pupils motivated to learn new words? 

3. How do pupils prefer to take in new vocabulary? 

 

With help from these questions we can get a picture of the pupils’ attitudes towards 

vocabulary learning. When pupils’ attitudes are surveyed it can invite us as teachers to 

consider the pedagogical implications and classroom applications. This will be helpful when 

planning teaching in order for it to be as efficient as possible.  

 

2.2 Paper layout 

In Chapter 3, I provide background to vocabulary learning by discussing the curriculum and 

presenting different definitions of what it means to know a word. In Chapter 4, the method 

section, I describe how the material was gathered through a survey. There is also a discussion 

on the questions of the survey. In Chapter 5, the results from the study are presented and 

discussed. Here, the research questions are answered and analyzed. Finally, in Chapter 6 the 

paper is concluded.  
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3. Background 
One important issue when talking about vocabulary is to discuss what it is teachers should 

teach. For the guidance of that matter it is obvious to consult the curriculum and course 

syllabi for the compulsory school system. But the Swedish syllabus for language courses is 

relatively free of instructions and directives (http://www.skolverket.se, 2010-04-09). The 

teacher takes up a free position when it comes to planning and putting teaching into effect. In 

fact the syllabus for English in Year nine does not say anything in particular about vocabulary 

when it comes to how many words the learners should know or if any specific words should 

be taught, etc.  

 

3.1 What needs to be taught?  

Besides describing the aim of the subject and its role in education the syllabus also describes 

the goals pupils should have attained by the end of the ninth year in school. These Goals to 

aim for are designed to:  

 
Express the direction the subject should take in terms of developing pupils' 
knowledge. They clarify the quality of knowledge which is essential in the subject. 
These goals are the main basis for planning teaching and do not set any limits to the 
pupils' acquisition of knowledge. (http://www3.skolverket.se 2010-04-12)  

 

Schmitt (2000) describes the importance of the role of vocabulary in second language learning 

and teaching. He claims that if we wish to be able to express ourselves in another language we 

will need a vocabulary of 2,000 words. Schmitt’s definition of a ‘word’ has been interpreted 

as a lexical item with all the grammatical variants and lexical roots belonging to it. This 

number of words would enable satisfactory interaction with native speakers on topics 

focusing on everyday events and activities. In addition to basic conversation, Schmitt (ibid. 

142) also argues that 2,000 words are regarded as a solid base for moving on to higher studies. 

Another benefit from having a rich basis of vocabulary is that it helps grammar acquisition. If 

the learners know the words in a text it will help them to understand the meaning of the 

discourse and also to see the grammatical patterning more clearly (ibid. 143).  

 
 

This steering document describes more distinctly that learners should understand clear speech, 

be able to actively take part in discussions and be able to relate and describe something orally 

which they have seen, heard, experienced or read. The learners should also be able to express 

themselves and give their reasons on how they understand a topic that is of personal 
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importance, etc. (http://www3.skolverket.se, 2010-04-12). When interpreting these goals it 

becomes obvious that the pupils will need an extended vocabulary.  

 

3.2 What it means to know a word 

In order to reach the goals of the senior level of the compulsory school and to become a better 

English speaker it is important to know the words of the language. But what does it mean to 

know a word? Nation (2001) gives some aspects to understanding the complexity in the 

progress of learning new words. He divides vocabulary knowledge in three parts. First there is 

the form of the word, which is the spoken and written form of the word. Learners should be 

able to spell and pronounce the word. Schmitt (2000: 45) considers the ability to recognize or 

produce a word, as perhaps the most essential type of word knowledge, because any other 

knowledge would be virtually useless without knowing the written and spoken form of the 

words. 

 

Secondly it is important to know the meaning of the word and understand the concept, 

referents and associations involved with the word. Schmitt (ibid. 29) says that we need to 

make a distinction between proper nouns and words that represent categories of things. The 

proper noun should be easier to define because it is a single, unique entity that is usually fixed 

and unchanging. For instance, to exemplify the Eiffel Tower in some way it is sufficient 

merely to show a picture of it. On the other hand, teachers should provide more information 

when dealing with words that represent categories in order to give the students an adequate 

understanding of their meaning. It is important to describe these words by giving the learners 

the semantic features for that category, both the “negative” and the “positive” information. 

For instance, if the word is sprint, the teacher might include that it involves moving quickly, 

either by one’s own locomotion or in a mechanical vehicle. But if we only name these 

features the student would not understand the limitations of the word’s meaning. The teacher 

might add that sprint does not describe a long, sustained, endurance type of effort and that we 

for instance could not sprint for a whole marathon (ibid. 29). 

 

The third part of knowing a word is to be able to use it in a correct way. This involves the 

grammatical function of the word and to be able to recognize the patterns in which the word 

can be used (Nation 2001: 27). Schmitt (2000: 64) indicates that it is not obvious that pupils 

understand the grammatical function of a word just because they know the meaning of it. That 
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is why it is worth mentioning the part of speech of an item, especially for less frequent words 

that may not be met often enough for this information to be easily acquired from the context.  

 

3.3 The three dimension definition  

One way of getting a grip of the complexity of lexical competence and what it means to know 

a word is to look at types of vocabulary assessment instruments used in research. This 

procedure is used by Henriksen (1999) and is an attempt to strive towards precision and 

standardization when it comes to delineate vocabulary competence. The result is, in 

accordance with the explanation in previous chapter, a definition divided in three parts or 

dimensions. First there is the partial-precise knowledge dimension which focuses on lexical 

ability. There are numerous tests in research which check the capability to translate items, to 

find right definition in a multiple-choice task or to paraphrase in the target language (ibid. 

303). This reflects one level in word knowledge dimension and is a quick and simple way of 

measuring how much vocabulary pupils have.  

 

The second dimension is called the depth of knowledge. This can be described, even though 

somewhat general, as the “quality” of pupils’ vocabulary knowledge. It is an attempt to 

illustrate another of many types of knowledge that comprises full understanding of a word. 

Test formats with word-associations and paradigmatic and syntagmatic features, for example, 

substituting words of the same type or part of speech in a text calibrate, will give an indication 

of the so called quality of the learners’ knowledge (ibid. 304).  

 

The last of the three dimensions is called the receptive-productive dimension. What is implied 

by this term is how well words are mastered in relation to the ability to use them in 

comprehension and production. There are numerous tests that focus only on receptive or 

productive vocabulary and a problem can be to construct assessments that are suited to both of 

the proficiencies. Receptive tests can be for example a multiple-choice test and to examine 

productive skills teachers often use oral-interview tasks, retell tasks or picture-description 

tasks. In order to describe the aspects of a learner’s competence alongside the receptive-

productive dimension, tests should include both receptive and productive tasks. Henriksen 

also mentions translation tasks from the first language (L1) to the second language (L2) and 

from L2 to L1 to measure differences in learners’ receptive and productive vocabulary (ibid. 

305).  
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3.4 Definition used at school  

As described in previous chapters defining word knowledge and vocabulary can be 

complicated. Various aspects of lexical competence and learning processes must be taken in 

consideration. It is likely that the young learners who answered the questionnaire did not 

reflect upon the complexity and all the learning components involved. It is therefore useful to 

make an additional, simplified definition when interpreting the results of the survey. This 

definition is based on what the teacher responsible for the classes in question explained 

regarding vocabulary at the time of the inquiry. The pupils should be able to translate the 

word from L1 to L2 and from L2 to L1, use it in a sentence and pronounce and write the item 

accurately. As much as it is a definition of word knowledge it is a description of what pupils 

are expected to master when it comes to vocabulary.  

 

3.5 Vocabulary in classes   

Ur (1991) and Henriksen (1999) describe furthermore how word knowledge also can include 

collocation. This means that learners must know when a word sounds ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in a 

given context. For instance, we can talk about someone being dead tired but it sounds wrong 

to be dead fatigued (Ur, 1999: 61). Ur also mentions how teachers should discuss the word 

formation involved; how vocabulary items are built up and the common prefixes and suffixes 

(ibid. 62). Since this paper aims to describe the conditions for vocabulary learning for the 

senior level of compulsory school it might be worth mentioning that information such as 

collocation and word formation is above these learners’ level.   

 

It is also important to consider the time aspect. If the teacher has a list of 10 to 15 words, 

taken from a text book or from another context, it would be very time consuming to talk about 

all those words in detail. Teachers often have a tight schedule with a lot of things to 

accomplish and to spend a whole lesson each week with vocabulary would probably ruin the 

timetable. However, as a teacher you must adapt your teaching to your pupils and there could 

be situations when concepts like collocation and word formation would be appropriate to 

discuss. The teacher must always be well prepared and bring as much input as possible to the 

classroom to obtain the same amount of output (Nation, 2001: 29). Schmitt (2000: 142) points 

out that there is no “right” or “best” way to teach vocabulary. The best practise in any 

situation will depend on the type of learner, the words in question, the school system with its 

curriculum and many other factors.  What researchers do seem to agree on is the incremental 

nature of vocabulary learning. This means that new words need to be met numerous times 
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before they are acquired and that they will be added to the existing knowledge of words. As a 

result of this, vocabulary learning will depend on what the learner already knows and how 

well the learner wishes to know the word (Schmitt, 2000: 157). 
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4 Material and method 
The first-hand material used in this paper is the results from a survey conducted at a lower 

secondary school during the spring term of 2010. The reason why I choose lower secondary 

school is that these pupils have not been studying English for so long and they are at the 

beginning of building up their basis of vocabulary.  

 

The participants of the survey are pupils from classes 7 to 9. The pupils have all been tutored 

by the same teacher and they have English two or three times a week. There are two classes in 

each age group, making a total of six classes. An advantage of including three age groups in 

the survey is that we can discern differences connected to age and see if there is a 

development regarding attitudes and motivation during the senior level of compulsory school.  

 

The second-hand materials are established theories about second language acquisition and 

learning strategies. Articles and the curriculum for the compulsory school system, the pre-

school class and the leisure-time centre (Lpo 94) are also used as second hand material.  

 

4.1 The questionnaire 

In this paper, questionnaires are used as a method of research. Brace (2004: 7) says regarding 

survey material, that a questionnaire is a good way to explain the learner’s point of view. It is 

accessible and easy to conduct. The survey consists of six questions and can be found in the 

appendix. Considering the participants young age, the questions were made as basic and 

simple as possible.  

 

The opening question is: How much time do you spend each week on learning new 

vocabulary? This is an interesting factor since English is not the only subject the pupils at the 

senior level of compulsory school need to study. The time pupils reserve to studying English 

must compete with several other subjects’ schoolwork. To answer this question the pupils can 

choose from four different time suggestions with boxes to cross. If a majority of the 

respondents choose one of the two suggestions that indicate the most time spend on 

vocabulary we can assume that pupils find the subject important and that they have a 

necessary condition to learn the English language. 
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The second question: How do you do vocabulary homework? inquires about which method 

pupils use when they revise new words. Nation (2001: 76) states that repetition is a necessary 

and natural part in second language learning. The question is rather how new items should be 

repeated. The research on second language vocabulary learning by Bloom and Shuell (1981) 

maintain that spaced repetition results in more secure learning than massed repetition. The 

difference between massed repetitions and spaced repetitions is not the total time spent on 

learning the words but the intervals between the learning occasions. If you choose to spend 

fifteen minutes on learning new words and use massed repetition, you spend all fifteen 

minutes in one continuous period. But with spaced repetition you spread out the fifteen 

minutes across a longer period of time like five or more days and just three minutes of 

studying at a time. This result in learning that will be remembered for a longer period of time 

(ibid. 245). The pupils can choose from four different alternatives or to write their own 

suggestion. The alternatives given in advance indicate whether the pupils do all the homework 

at one time, if they spend a few minutes every day or if they do the homework at all.  

 

The third question is: Is it important to learn new vocabulary? and has no alternatives. The 

pupils can choose to answer with a simple “yes” or “no” and also to add their own comments. 

The purpose of the question is connected to motivation. Harmer (2001: 51) says that 

motivation is essential to success in most fields of learning: ‘we have to want something to 

succeed at it’. Harmer separates between extrinsic motivation which is caused by outside 

factors such as the need to pass an exam or the hope of financial reward and intrinsic 

motivation which comes from the individual itself (ibid. 51). If the pupils simply answer 

“yes” to the question it is impossible to say what motivates them and that is why there are 

lines with own comments to fill in.  

 

The next question is also linked to motivation: Do you think your English vocabulary will be 

useful for you in the future? and it aims to bring out more of why pupils find it important to 

learn English. All students are not motivated in the same way and it is essential to get 

different aspects to the matter. The chances of succeeding with a language course and with 

vocabulary learning will be enhanced if the pupils enjoy the learning process or if it makes 

themselves feel better. This intrinsic motivation is considered to be especially important by 

most researchers and methodologists (Harmer, 2001:51). If we can see what it is that drives 

pupils and what dreams and expectation they have with their language ability we might be 

able to teach in order for them to be as motivated as possible.  
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The fifth question on the questionnaire is: Do you think you have learned a lot of new words 

the last year? This question is included in order to compare the different age groups and see if 

the pupils’ answers will show a difference in the experienced learning situation over the years. 

Presumably there would be a difference in the transition from the junior level of compulsory 

school to the senior level. The result can also give a hint of how much of the present teaching 

is concentrated on vocabulary learning or if the teaching can be seen as efficient.  

 

The last query to the pupils is: How do you learn new vocabulary best?  The respondents can 

choose suggestions from a list with boxes to tick. They are also asked to rank the suggestions 

with numbers; 1 for the best way and 2 for the second best and so on. Besides the suggestions 

given in advance there is an extra line where the pupils can write their own suggestion. This 

question aims at bringing out in what way pupils prefer to approach and take in new words. If 

we know that a majority of the pupils find it better to listen to music than to read a book we 

might include more listening comprehension exercises or song analyzes in the vocabulary 

teaching. However, to change the layout of the teaching must always be preceded by an up to 

date evaluation and investigation since the pupils’ attitudes can vary from time to time. 

Nevertheless, it is a valuable piece of information and an interesting matter to investigate. If 

the teaching sets out from the pupils’ interest it will encourage the learning process. 

 

 Without the engagement and aroused attention of the learners, there can be little 
opportunity for other conditions favouring learning to take effect. Although there is no 
generally accepted theory of why interest is important and the factors that arouse interest, 
teachers need to watch their learners carefully and seek their opinions about what stories 
and topics they find interesting. (Nation 2001: 63) 

 

 

4.2 Summary of demographic information regarding participants    

The number of pupils who participated in this survey was 106. By a coincidence 53 of these 

were girls and 53 were boys making an exact even distribution between the genders. 38 of the 

pupils were in the 7th grade, 35 in the 8th grade and 33 in the 9th grade.  

 

4.3 Problems and solutions in analysis  

The answers from the survey are presented in bar graphs for maximum clarity. Selected pupil 

comments are presented as quotations and to some extend discussed in the text. The procedure 

of choosing which comments to include and which to exclude is always a sensitive academic 
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nature. However, I believe that objectivity has been reached in a satisfactory manner. The 

chosen comments are representative for a general opinion stated by several pupils.  

 

This is a relatively small study which cannot be regarded as representative for all pupils in 

lower secondary school.  
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5 Results and Discussion 

The results accounted for in this part of the paper are from the pupils’ attitudes questionnaire. 

All the charts are presented in percentage and divided in classes.  

 

5.1 Time spent on learning new vocabulary 

For the boys in year 7 the two most frequent answers were less then 30 minutes and 30 

minutes to 1 hour each week. No one spent more than two hours each on learning new 

vocabulary.  The girls answered roughly the same way with slightly more homogenous 

answers then the boys. Here the 30 minutes – 1 hour alternativ was most frequent (see Figure 

1). 
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 Figure 1: How much time do you spend each week on learning new vocabulary? (Year 7) 
 

Among boys in year 8, the 30 minutes – 1 hour alternative was most frequent while the girls 

seem to spend less time on vocabulary learning; a majority answered less than 30 minutes 

each week (see Figure 2). On the other hand there are more girls than boys that spend 1 – 2 

hours per week. Surprisingly, there are 21 % of the boys who state that they spend more than 

2 hours on vocabulary learning, a marked difference from the rest of the groups studied. 
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Figure 2: How much time do you spend each week on learning new vocabulary? (Year 8)  
 

In year 9 there is a clearer pattern in the answers (see Figure 3). There are also close points of 

similarity between the boys and the girls. A majority spend less than 30 minutes and the rest 

spend either 30 minutes – 1 hour or 1 – 2 hour each week. These pupils do not seem to 

prioritize vocabulary learning which is a pity since it is the final year before upper secondary 

school and the pupils could probably need more time to prepare and improve their English 

skills. 
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Figure 3: How much time do you spend each week on learning new vocabulary? (Year 9) 
 

5.2 Method of vocabulary homework  

The positive effects of spaced repetition in vocabulary learning are documented by Bloom and 

Shuell (1981). Words that are revised a few minutes every day will be remembered for a 

longer period of time. However, it turns out that most pupils study their vocabulary 

homework at one occasion during the week. In year 7, a clear majority stated that they study 
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all the words at one time (see Figure 4). The ones who studied a few minutes every day were 

mainly boys.  
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 Figure 4: How do you do vocabulary homework? (Year 7)  
 

The results from year 8 show a somewhat more balanced distribution between the two first 

alternatives implying that more pupils use an effective method of studying (see Figure 5). 

Notably the girls are the ones who state an every day studying as opposed to the results from 

year 7. Pupils that do not study at all have also increased compared from year 7. 
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 Figure 5: How do you do vocabulary homework? (Year 8) 
 

The results from year 9 are much like the results from year 8 and show an even distribution 

between pupils who study every day and pupils who study all words at one time. When it 
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comes to pupils that do not study at all it seems like the girls are overrepresented in contrast to 

the earlier classes; the total of non-studying pupils has also increased (see Figure 6).  
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 Figure 6: How do you do vocabulary homework? (Year 9) 

 

5.3 Perception of learning new vocabulary by pupils 

The pupils who participated in the study had an overall positive view on learning new 

vocabulary. In all classes and regardless of sex, pupils seem to agree on the importance of 

learning new words.  
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 Figure 7: Is it important to learn new vocabulary? Why/why not? (Year 7) 
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Figure 8: Is it important to learn new vocabulary? Why/why not? (Year 8)       
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 Figure 9: Is it important to learn new vocabulary? Why/why not? (Year 9) 
 

From a pedagogical point of view the result is gratifying since the answers can be interpreted 

as if pupils are motivated and that they find vocabulary knowledge important. It is interesting 

to see the justification of the responses. Numerous pupils stated that their English vocabulary 

will be important to their communicative skills and not only as a mean to get higher grades. 

This can be interpreted as if the intrinsic motivation is more prominent than the extrinsic 

motivation among the pupils.  

 

 
“Yes, cause (sic) otherwise it would be impossible to survive in this 
global world.” 

(Boy year 9) 
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“yes it is, if you travel to another country you will be able to speak 
more with them.” 

(Girl year 9) 
 
“yes, I think it’s good because you can talk/write better and understand 
more English.” 

(Girl year 9) 
 
“Yes, it’s important. It helps you talk and write better sentences.” 
     (Girl year 9) 
 
“yes it’s important so you can talk to people who dont speak swedish 
(sic).”  

      (Girl year 9) 
 
 

5.4 Future use of English vocabulary 

In accordance with previous question connected to motivation a majority of the respondents 

had a positive attitude to this query. Most of the pupils believed that they will have use of 

their vocabulary in the future. This attitude is represented in all the classes and also by both 

boys and girls.  
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Figure 10: Do you think your English vocabulary will be useful for you in the future? (Year 7) 
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Figure 11: Do you think your English vocabulary will be useful for you in the future? (Year 8) 
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Figure 12: Do you think your English vocabulary will be useful for you in the future? (Year 9)       
 

According to the comments some pupils chose to leave with their answers young people are 

clearly prepared for growing up in a globalized world and that they see the use of the English 

language as a lingua franca. The collected result can be interpreted as if pupils are well 

motivated and that they take an interest in language learning.  

 
“Yes because English is spoken all over the world”  

(Girl year 8) 
“Yes, English is a world wide language” 

(Boy year 8) 
 
“yes the world is getting more and more globalized and the official language is 
english (sic)” 

(Girl year 9) 
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“Of course. Most jobs require English” 

(Boy year 9) 
 

However, to have long-term goals as the mastery of English or the possibility of a better job 

in the future may be too far away for pupils at lower secondary school. When it comes to 

goals and goal setting it is important to also set up short-term goals like successfully writing 

an essay or passing a test at the end of the week in which vocabulary is an important 

component (Harmer, 2001).  

 
5.5 Perception of last year’s vocabulary learning  

A majority of the pupils stated that they had learned a lot of new words the previous year. 

Once again the result can be seen as satisfying from a pedagogical point of view, not only 

because this strengthens the idea that the current vocabulary teaching actually works but also 

considering the incremental effect of vocabulary acquisition. Many researchers (for example, 

Nation, 2001 and Schmitt, 2000) stress that vocabulary learning is incremental in nature 

which basically means that the amount of exposure to a lot of words can lead to acquisition of 

other aspects of knowing a word, such as collocation and word meaning. In short, the more 

words you learn the easier it is to learn other words (Hirsch and Warren, 2010). 
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Figure 13: Do you think you have learned a lot of new words the last year? (Year 7) 
 

The thesis before the survey that the pupils in year 7 would experience a difference in the 

teaching when they moved up from junior level of compulsory school does not seem to 

correspond to the results. Instead the numbers from year 7 roughly correspond to the results 

from the other classes. The explanation can be that the teaching and other important factors 

for learning may in fact not be that different between the levels. 
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Figure 14: Do you think you have learned a lot of new words the last year? (Year 8) 
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Figure 15: Do you think you have learned a lot of new words the last year? (Year 9) 
 

Notably, a majority of the girls in year 8 is the only group of pupils who did not believed that 

they had learned a lot of new words the last year (see Figure 14). Explaining this divergence 

requires further investigation and evaluation and it is difficult to tell the underlying causes 

from this survey. A possible explanation can be gathered from the result of the first survey 

question. 56 % of the girls in year 8 state that they spend less than 30 minutes each week on 

learning new vocabulary (see Figure 2) and if this has been true for the past year then it is no 

surprise that there has not been a successful learning situation. Of course this is a relatively 

small study which cannot be regarded as representative for all girls in the 8th school year. 

Individual responses may coincide and create an unexpected result.   
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5.6 Preferred methods of learning new words 

The tables presented below show the methods of learning that pupils believe is the most 

efficient. Since not all the students ranked every alternative the number of responses is given 

in the column to the right. The grey boxes represent the most frequent ranking of that method. 

 

Not surprisingly the “watch film” and “listen to music” alternatives got the highest score in 

almost all of the groups. Those are the techniques that most often require the least effort from 

the pupils in the classroom depending on how the teacher chooses to put it into effect. 
 

Figure 16: How do you learn new vocabulary best? (Boys year 7) 

 1st rank  2nd rank  3rd rank 4th rank 5th rank 6th rank  Number of 

responses 

Read Books 12,5 %  (2) 25%  (4) 25%  (4)  25%  (4) 12,5 %  (2)  16

Watch films 47%  (10) 19%  (4) 24%  (5) 5%  (1)  5%  (1) 21

Listen to 

music 
6%  (1) 44%  (7) 25%  (4) 6%  (1) 19%  (3)  16

Talking to 

English-

speaking 

people 

29%  (5) 41%  (7) 12%  (2) 6%  (1) 12%  (2)  17

Instructed by 

teacher 

during class 

15%  (2) 8%  (1) 31%  (4) 23%  (3) 23%  (3)  13

Other 66.6%  (2)  33.4%  (1)    3

 
Figure 17: How do you learn new vocabulary best? (Girls year 7) 
 1st rank  2nd rank  3rd rank 4th rank 5th rank 6th rank  Number of 

responses  

Read Books 7%  (1) 29%  (4) 21%  (3) 29%  (4) 14%  (2)  14

Watch films 57%  (8) 29%  (4) 14%  (2)   14

Listen to 

music 
17,5%  (3) 35%  (6) 23,5%  (4) 12%  (2) 6%  (1) 6%  (1) 17

Talking to 

English-

speaking 

people 

8%  (1) 8%  (1) 53%  (7) 23%  (3) 8%  (1)  13

Instructed by 

teacher 

during class 

8%  (1)  17%  (2) 8%  (1) 67%  (8)  12

Other 100%  (2)     2
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The figures from year 8 show a uniformity between the boys and the girls. The most sought 

after methods are film watching and music listening. A result that can be seen as alarming is 

that 42% per cent of the respondent boys ranked teacher instruction as number five of their 

best ways of learning new vocabulary. The girls answered correspondingly to the boys.  
 

Figure 18: How do you learn new vocabulary best? (Boys year 8) 
 1st rank  2nd rank  3rd rank 4th rank 5th rank 6th rank  Number of 

responses  

Read Books 25%  (3) 17%  (2) 33%  (4)  25%  (3)  12

Watch films 41%  (7) 29%  (5) 18%  (3) 6%  (1) 6%  (1)  17

Listen to 

music 
7%  (1) 43%  (6) 7%  (1) 14%  (2) 29%  (4)  14

Talking to 

English-

speaking 

people 

6,25%  (1) 12,5%  (2) 50%  (8) 25%  (4) 6,25%  (1)  16

Instructed by 

teacher 

during class 

8%  (1) 8%  (1) 16%  (2) 25%  (3) 42% (5)  12

Other 86%  (6) 14%  (1)    7

 
Figure 19: How do you learn new vocabulary best? (Girls year 8) 
 1st rank  2nd rank  3rd rank 4th rank 5th rank 6th rank  Number of 

responses 

Read Books 21%  (3) 21%  (3) 36%  (5) 7%  (1) 21%  (3)  14

Watch films 50%  (7) 7%  (1) 21%  (3) 14%  (2) 7%  (1)  14

Listen to 

music 
12,5%  (2) 44%  (7) 19%  (3) 12,5%  (2) 12,5%  (2)  16

Talking to 

English-

speaking 

people 

14%  (2) 21%  (3) 36%  (5) 14%  (2) 14%  (2)  14

Instructed by 

teacher 

during class 

15%  (2) 8%  (1) 38%  (5) 38%  (5)  13

Other  33%  (1) 33%  (1)  33%  (1) 3

 

Several pupils in year 8 wrote their own suggestions which are interesting to analyze. It turns 

out that spending time on the Internet and playing various computer games involves English 

vocabulary practice. It is true that a majority of the language used on Internet pages is English 
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and if you want to take part in forum discussions or play on-line games you will eventually 

most likely come across new words to learn. The problem is to implement this interactive 

media in the teaching in a productive way. Harmer says (2001:149) regarding computers in 

education that “The potential is almost literally endless; training students to use that potential 

sensibly will be of great benefit to them, especially if and when they wish to continue 

studying on their own”.  

 

Schmitt (2000:116) describes two main processes of vocabulary acquisition: explicit and 

incidental learning. Explicit learning is acquisition through the focused study of words while 

incidental learning happens when the attention is focused on the use of language, rather than 

the learning itself. To take in vocabulary from surfing the Internet and playing games is a 

typical example of incidental learning and it can explain why 74% of the boys in year 8 

believe that they have learned a lot of new words the last year and yet have a large share of 

pupils who are displeased with the class room teaching.  
 

 

Figure 20: How do you learn new vocabulary best? (Boys year 9) 
 1st rank  2nd rank  3rd rank 4th rank 5th rank 6th rank  Number  of 

responses 

Read Books 14%  (1) 43%  (3) 29%  (2)  14%  (1) 7

Watch films 36%  (4) 36%  (4) 27%  (3)    11

Listen to 

music 
 33%  (2) 33%  (2)   33%  (2) 6

Talking to 

English-

speaking 

people 

25%  (2) 37,5% (3) 12,5% (1) 12,5% (1) 12,5% (1)  8

Instructed by 

teacher 

during class 

60%  (3)  20%  (1) 20%  (1)   5

Other 66%  (2)   33%  (1)  3
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The figures for the boys in year 9 differ from the boys in year 8 in the matter of teacher-

controlled instruction. The result also stands out from the girls’ answers in the same year. The 

boys in this form are more depending on the instructions from the teacher to learn new words. 

This shows the complexity of a teacher’s profession. The curriculum for the compulsory 

school system describes how the education should be adopted to each pupil’s circumstances 

and needs (Lpo 94:4). This can be problematic with so many different interests and 

requirements when it comes to the teaching.  
 

Figure 21: How do you learn new vocabulary best? (Girls year 9) 
 1st rank  2nd rank  3rd rank 4th rank 5th rank 6th rank  Number  of 

responses 

Read Books 12,5% (2) 31%  (5) 31%  (5) 12,5% (2) 6%  (1) 6%  (1) 16

Watch films 56%  (10) 28%  (5) 17%  (3)    18

Listen to 

music 
18%  (3) 24%  (4) 12%  (2) 35%  (6) 12%  (2)  17

Talking to 

English-

speaking 

people 

21%  (4) 5%  (1) 42%  (8) 26%  (5) 5%  (1)  19

Instructed by 

teacher 

during class 

 12,5% (2) 19%  (3) 6%  (1) 62,5% (10)  16

Other  100% (2)    2
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6 Conclusion 
This paper investigates pupils’ attitudes towards vocabulary learning. The aim is to study the 

process of teaching vocabulary and to investigate how students relate to learning new words. 

A survey with questions regarding time spent on vocabulary, homework methods, motivation 

and preferred ways of learning vocabulary, was conducted at a lower secondary  school in 

Växjö. 

 

Naturally this study has some limitations. One of its shortcomings is the relatively small 

group of pupils who participated in the survey. As the results are based on a quantitative 

study, it is always preferable to have a high number of participants. It would also have been 

interesting to follow the pupils for a longer period to see how they develop and if their 

attitudes towards vocabulary learning changes. However, that would be impossible with the 

time frame of this paper. The pupils who participated in this survey have all been taught by 

the same teacher and another matter to investigate could be to look at other classes and see if 

the results would be different. You can not leave out the importance of the teacher’s influence 

when you evaluate pupils’ attitudes towards a subject. Although I am very grateful to the 

teacher who helped me with this investigation and let me come and interrupt the classes with 

my survey. 

 

The findings from the survey indicate that the pupils have an overall positive view of learning 

new vocabulary. A majority found it important to learn and the pupils also agreed on the value 

of knowing English vocabulary in the future. The answers were justified by a desire to 

improve communicative skills and to get a job more easily in a globalized society. A 

conclusion has therefore been made that pupils are well motivated to learn vocabulary.  

 

On the other hand pupils do not seem to spend an exaggerated amount of time on learning 

new vocabulary. In year 9 a majority claimed that they spend less than 30 minutes each week 

on vocabulary practise and the greater part of the remaining classes also spend either less than 

30 minutes or up to 1 hour on learning new words. Since it is highly individual, it is hard to 

find any references to how much time students of English need to spend on practising 

vocabulary. Still, less than 30 minutes can be regarded as a short amount of time and almost 

insufficient.  
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Pupils also seem to be unwilling to devote more than one day each week to vocabulary 

homework. However, some writers (Bloom and Shuell, 1981) claim that spaced repetition will 

result in a more well-remembered vocabulary. When it comes to which way pupils believe is 

the best to study vocabulary there seem to be a majority that prefer to watch films and listen 

to music. Traditional learning with instructions from the teacher does not seem to be that 

popular.  

 

It is obvious that young learners are well aware of the importance of learning English 

vocabulary and that they also seem motivated to do so. But when it comes to putting these 

ideas into effect the pupils are not willing to make any extra efforts. When this is the case the 

teacher’s role will be to make the pupils try harder and push them to achieve their goals, even 

though a majority of the pupils in this survey did claim that they learn a lot of new words 

every year.  

 

One idea to make pupils work more with their vocabulary is to include more new technology 

in the teaching. Apart from watch film and listen to music pupils claimed this to be their best 

way of learning. With today’s modern society it is very likely that Internet and other 

interactive media will have a more prominent role in their education. Perhaps Internet will 

facilitate the communication between teachers and parents or improve pronunciation exercises 

thanks to the use of easily accessible audio samples. Hopefully this will make the learning 

process as successful as possible.  
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Appendix I. 

Survey questions  

 

 

Boy □ Girl □ 
Year_______ 

 
How much time do you spend each week on learning new vocabulary?  
 

□   Less than 30 minutes 

□   30 minutes – 1 hour 

□   1 – 2 hours 

□   More than 2 hours 

 

How do you do vocabulary homework?  
 
□   I study a few minutes every day. 

□   I study all the words at one time. 

□   I don’t study at all. 

□   Other: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Is it important to learn new vocabulary? 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

Do you think your English vocabulary will be useful for you in the future? 
 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Do you think you have learned a lot of new words the last year?  
 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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How do you learn new vocabulary best? Choose from the alternatives and rank 
them: 1 = the best, 2 = second best, 3 = third best, and so on.  
 
___  Read books  

___  Watch films 

___  Listen to music 

___  Talking to English-speaking people 

___  During class instructed by a teacher 

___  Other:_________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Thank you for your time!  
 
 


