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The Impact of English Learning Experience,
Parental Involvement and Socioeconomic
Status Differences on Strategy Use of
Vocabulary Learning
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Abstract

The main purpose of this study was to examine the vocabulary learning strategies used
by grade 8 junior high school students in Taiwan. The factors of students’ English learning
experience, parental involvement and socioeconomic status were explored. The instrument

adopted Schmitt’s (1997) vocabulary learning strategies. Five categories of vocabulary

learning strategies including determination, memory, cognitive, metacognitive and social
strategies were involved. There were 47 items in the questionnaire. The researcher recruited
181 grade 8 junior high school students. The results reported that most of the students did
not use vocabulary learning strategies often. Significant differences were found among
students’ English learning experience, parental involvement and socioeconomic status.

Pedagogical implications and suggestions were referred.
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Introduction

Vocabulary is fundamental to learn any language. Insufficient vocabulary hinders the
ability of non-native speakers to express their ideas and converse. Learners with an
adequate knowledge of vocabulary are also able to put things into context, thereby deriving
a deeper understanding of everything said ( Neuman & Dwyer, 2009; Stahr, 2008 ). English

is regarded as a foreign language (EFL ) in Taiwan, it is only ever encountered in public

classrooms or cram schools. After school, students seldom have the opportunity to use their
newly developed language skills, and most students focus on passing tests, instead of
applying English to practical situations. In contrast, in an ESL environment, English is not
limited to the classroom and can be acquired anywhere. ESL students acquire English and
employ it in their daily lives, by concentrating on interaction and practice. The process of
learning and the outcomes are totally different in EFL and ESL learning conditions. In
addition, the language forms of Chinese and English are completely different and success in
English involves a wider range of contingent factors. People who are good at Chinese are
not necessarily able to learn English easily.

The ability to use English is very important to the Taiwanese. Enormous English cram
schools are ubiquitous and many people are currently enrolled in English classes. Following
the boom in internationalization in recent years, the average age of students learning
English has been constantly decreasing. To enhance the English ability of students and
increase international competitiveness, the Ministry of Education has extended English

classes from the fifth grade to the third grade of elementary school. Ball (2009 ) claimed

that learning a wide range of vocabulary early, could be regarded as a predictor of success
in reading. Most people have recognized that English is the means with which to connect to
the world, and regardless of its importance in school exams, language skills are crucial
when searching for a job and conducting business.

The involvement of parents and their socioeconomic status have become noteworthy
aspects of English learning in recent years. Most parents must focus on working to support
their families, and lack the time to oversee the development of their children or notice
problems associated with their studies. In such situations, children from a higher
socioeconomic background are often sent to cram schools, providing them greater
opportunity to absorb new knowledge.

The purpose of this study was to determine whether learning English early in life or the
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involvement of parents in the learning process contribute to the use of strategies for

memorizing words. We also addressed the gap between children from high and low

socioeconomic backgrounds. We were particularly concerned with the influence of

educational resources on the ability of children to learn English. We addressed three

research questions:

1. What are the most frequently used strategies for learning vocabulary by individual junior
high school students studying EFL in Taiwan?

2. Do the English learning experiences of junior high school students studying EFL in
Taiwan influence the use of strategies for learning vocabulary?

3. Does parental involvement or socioeconomic status significantly influence vocabulary

learning?

Literature Review

Characteristics of Strategies for Learning Vocabulary

Schmitt (2000 ) noted that vocabulary learning strategies included repeating,

memorizing, observing that beginners use shallow strategies such as memorization and
repetition, while advanced learners use deeper strategies such as those based on

consolidation and determination. Schmitt (1997 ) identified 58 strategies, and divided

them into two categories: discovery and consolidation. Discovery strategies are associated
with determination and social strategies. Consolidation strategies are associated with
memory, cognitive, metacognitive and various social concerns. Determination strategies are
performed independently, in which learners seek the meaning of words by themselves
according to context. Social strategies focus on interaction with others in which students ask
others to solve their questions. Memory strategies involve learning new words based on
their background knowledge. Cognitive strategies resemble drills, such as the repeating of
new words. Metacognitive strategies are related to processes including monitoring,
decision-making, and evaluation. By analyzing various subjects, researchers determine the
means by which to provide students with help specifically designed to facilitate the learning
of vocabulary ( Catalan, 2003; Huyen & Nga, 2003; Liao, 2004; Wei, 2007 ) .

Wei (2007) indicated a strong correlation between positive attitude and strategies for
learning vocabulary. According to Wei (2007 ) , students with a positive attitude are more

likely to use strategies for learning vocabulary and less likely to encounter problems. Lee
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and Oxford (2008) indicated that a positive attitude influences one’s awareness of

strategies and subsequent use of them.
Many previous studies have reported that the most frequently used strategies had a
significant correlation with what the subjects considered useful ( Lip, 2009; Wu, 2005 ). Wu

(2005) showed that all subjects believed the strategies learners employed for learning
vocabulary were the same as those they perceived to be useful. Lip (2009 ) claimed that

there is a strong correlation between the frequency with which vocabulary learning

strategies are used and the degree of usefulness perceived by students.

Vocabulary Instruction
Previous studies have proven that learning words related to a topic is more effective
than learning lexical sets ( Thornbury, 2003 ) . Neuman and Dwyer (2009 ) claimed that

the instruction of vocabulary goes beyond the identification or labeling of words. It should
aid learners to fully comprehend the meaning of a word and the notions it represents. Chen

and Yeh (2004 ) indicated that training the skills of spelling, while focusing on meaningful
words is effective. Huyen and Nga (2003 ) suggested that learning vocabulary through
games is an efficient way to conduct classes. Broady (2008 ) submitted that knowledge of
vocabulary is not supposed to be limited to memorization or definitions, and the depth of
processing should be more fully integrated. Thornbury (2003 ) pointed out that using short
blocks of text was a suitable approach to learning vocabulary with regard to the skills of
listening, reading, writing, and speaking. It provided a good model for learners to follow in
their language learning. Kindle (2009 ) found that reading aloud was an efficient way to
perform vocabulary instruction, in his discussion of the role of teachers and the methods
they employ. Elliott and Olliff (2008 ) promoted labeling signs products in classrooms as

beneficial for children who would thus encounter those words frequently.

Early Development of Literacy

Literacy is the foundation of the language development of children, extending beyond
the skills of reading and writing ( Asici, 2009 ) . To become a successful reader, children
must be equipped with knowledge of the alphabet, phonology, and letter-sound
correspondence. Knowledge of the alphabet is an accurate predictor of later attainments in
reading ( Ball, 2009; Elliott & OIliff, 2008 ). Children that develop high level literacy skills
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tend to have superior reading and spelling skills as well ( Cabell, Justice, Zucker, & Kilday,
2009 ) . Gyovai, Cartledge, Kourea, Yurick and Gibson (2009 ) found that children need

to develop their listening and demonstrate phonemes prior to absorbing letters.

Phonological awareness plays an important role in the development of literacy ( Crim,
Hawkins, Thornton, Rosof, Copley & Thomas, 2008 ) . Asici (2009 ) found that children

learn language easily through imitation in an atmosphere in which it is widely spoken.

Parental Involvement

Previous researchers have addressed parental involvement and its positive influence on
the scholastic achievements of children ( Hanafi, 2008; Jeynes, 2007; Jeynes, 2003;  Kan
& Tsai, 2005; Zellman & Waterman, 1998 ) . The scholastic achievements of children are

connected with the school system and the approach taken by the instructor; however, the
living environment is also important. Family background could influence the educational
performance of children ( Hanafi, 2008; Lareau, 1987; Yang, 2007 ) . Parents, and

particularly mothers, play a crucial role during the educational life of their children (Fan &
Chen, 2001; Fan, 2001 ) . Lareau (1987) andJeynes (2003) suggested thata higher

degree of parental involvement in the educational lives of children, could promote
scholastic achievement. If parents paid more attention to the leaning processes of their

children, the effects would be obvious in the academic achievements of the children ( Asici,
2009 ) . During elementary and junior high school, parental involvement is a salient key to
facilitate learning in children (Jeynes, 2003; Zellman & Waterman, 1998 ) . There is a

positive relationship between the scholastic achievements of children and the educational
expectations of parents ( Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Fan & Chen, 2001; Fan, 2001; Sirin,

2005; Yang, 2007; Zellman & Waterman, 1998 ) .

Socio-economic Status
Children from a low socio-economic background lack educational resources ( Hanafi,
2008; McLanahan & Bumpass, 1988; Sirin, 2005; Yang, 2007 ), and their parents spend less

time on them. Children from higher socio-economic background have better experience
with regard to the development of literacy ( Asici, 2009; Lareau, 1987 ) . McLanahan and

Bumpass (1988 ) indicated that the economic situation of parents was related to the
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scholastic achievements of children. The socioeconomic status and behavior of parents has

a considerable influence on the scholastic performance of children (Kan & Tsai, 2005;
Lareau, 1987; Sirin, 2005; Yang, 2007 ) . Sirin (2005) asserted that the educational

background of parents has a strong correlation with the academic performance of children;
the higher the educational background of the parents, the better the performance of the
children. Previous studies have indicated that parents with a stronger educational
background have higher expectations of their children (Hanafi, 2008; Yang, 2007 ) . In

contrast, parents with weaker educational background pay less attention to their children’s

learning progress ( Lareau, 1987 ) .

Methods

Subjects

The subjects of this study were 181 grade 8 junior high school students studying EFL
in southern Taiwan, all of whom had been learning English for at least three years. There
were two reasons for choosing them: grade 7 students have inadequate knowledge of
vocabulary and are unfamiliar with the school textbooks and school tests used in junior high

school; grade 9 students feel strong pressure to meet the Basic Competence Test.

Instruments

The researcher proposed a questionnaire related to strategies for learning vocabulary

including 47 items. These were divided into five categories ( Schmitt, 1997 ) : memory,

cognitive, metacognitive, determination, and social strategies. A five-point frequency scale

was used (1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= usually and 5= always ) to rate the

questions in the survey. The first part covered demographic data including the name of the
school, the student number, gender, educational background of parents, socioeconomic
status, and scholastic experience of the students. The second sections covered forty seven
items in five categories. Items 1 to 7 dealt with determination strategies. Items 8 to 16
addressed social strategies. Items 17 to 34 looked at memory strategies. Items 35 to 43
discussed cognitive strategies. Items 44 to 47 addressed metacognitive strategies. The final
section had an open-ended question: “What other strategies have you employed to

remember words?”’
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Procedure

The researcher first explained the reasons for the questionnaire, and asked participants
to fill in the demographic data. The researcher then informed the students how many items
were in the questionnaire and asked them to ensure that all items were completed. The
entire procedure was conducted under comfortable conditions. The researcher reassured

students that the results would not influence their grades or be published in the future.

Data Analysis

The data were collected using descriptive statistics and one-way ANOVA. Research
question 1 used descriptive statistics to analyze the strategies used by grade 8 EFL students
to retain English vocabulary. Research questions 2 and 3 used one-way ANOVA to examine
whether there was a correlation between the learning experience of students and parental

involvement or socioeconomic status, with regard to strategies for learning vocabulary.

Results

After collecting and analyzing the data, the findings are described in detail in the
following:

1. What are the most frequently used strategies for learning vocabulary by individual
Jjunior high school students studying EFL in Taiwan?

It was found that most junior high students did not frequently use strategies for

learning vocabulary (Mean = 2.12) . The most commonly used category of strategy for
learning vocabulary was determination (Mean = 2.42) and the least commonly used

category of strategy was social (Mean=1.81) (seeTable 1) .

Table 1
The ranking of strategy categories use
Strategy categories Mean SD Ranking

Determination 2.42 0.84 1
Cognitive 2.22 0.81 2
Metacognitive 2.18 0.82 3
Memory 2.11 0.78 4
Social 1.81 0.64 5
Grand Mean 2.12
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The top five strategies used by the students are shown in Table 2. Item “I take notes in
class” was found to be the most frequently used strategy (Mean =3.18) with 27.1 % of
the students reporting always using this, 17.1 % usually, 19.9 % sometimes, 18.8 % seldom,
and 17.1 % never. The second most frequently used strategy was item “I guess from textual
context” (Mean = 3.06) with 13.8 % of the students reporting always using it, 28.7 %
usually, 26.0 % sometimes, 12.7 % seldom and 18.8 % never. The third most frequently
used strategy was item “I analyze many available pictures or gestures” (Mean = 3.02)
with 13.8 % of the students reporting always using it, 23.8 % usually, 30.9 % sometimes,
13.8 % seldom, and 17.7 % never. The fourth most frequently used strategy was item “I
notice the sound of a word” (Mean =2.85) with 19.3 % of the students reporting always
using it, 13.8 % usually, 23.8 % sometimes, 18.8 % seldom and 24.3 % never. The fifth
most frequently used strategy was item “I notice the spelling of a word” (Mean = 2.81)

with 13.3 % of the students reporting always using it, 23.8 % usually, 18.8 % sometimes,
19.3 % seldom, and 24.9 % never.

Table 2
The top five VLS use by the students
Rank Strategy items Mean  Always  Usually ~ Sometimes Seldom  Never
SD
1. I take notes in class.  3.18 27.1% 17.1% 19.9% 18.8% 17.1%
1.45
2. I guess from the 3.06 13.8% 28.7% 26.0% 12.7% 18.8%
textual context. 1.31
3. I analyze many 3.02 13.8% 23.8% 30.9% 13.8% 17.7%
available pictures or "1 Hg
gestures.
4. I notice the sound of 2.85 19.3% 13.8% 23.8% 18.8% 24.3%
a word. 1.43
5. I notice the spelling  2.81 13.3% 23.8% 18.8% 19.3% 24.9%
of'a word. 1.38

The five least commonly used strategies are shown in Table 3. Item “I interact with
teachers” was the least frequently used strategy (Mean = 1.29) with 0.0 % of the students
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reporting always using it, 2.2 % usually, 3.9 % sometimes, 15.5 % seldom, and 78.5%
never. The second least frequently used strategy was item “I interact with native speakers”

(Mean = 1.35) with 0.6 % of the students reporting always using it, 0.6 % usually, 8.8 %
sometimes, 14.4 % seldom, and 75.7 % never. The third least frequently used strategy was
item “I put English labels on objects ex: TV and telephone” (Mean =1.52) with 0.6 % of
the students reporting always using it, 2.2 % usually, 11.0 % sometimes, 21.5 % seldom,
and 64.6% never. The fourth least frequently used strategy was item “I ask the teacher for a
sentence using the new word” (Mean = 1.53) with 1.1 % of the students reporting always
using it, 2.2 % usually, 9.9 % sometimes, 22.1 % seldom, and 64.6% never. The fifth least
frequently used strategy was item “I group words together spatially on a page” (Mean =
1.54) with 0.6 % of the students reporting always using it, 1.7 % usually, 9.4 % sometimes,
28.2 % seldom, and 60.2 % never.

Table 3
The bottom five VLS used by students
Rank Strategy items Mean  Always  Usually ~ Sometimes Seldom  Never
SD
1. I interact with 1.29  0.0% 2.2% 3.9% 15.5% 78.5%
teachers. 0.64

2. I interact with native 1.35 0.6% 0.6% 8.8% 14.4% 75.7%
speakers. 0.71

3. I put English labelson 1.52  0.6%  22%  11.0% 21.5% 64.6%
objects ex: TV and 0.82

telephone.

4. I ask the teacher fora 1.53 1.1% 22%  9.9% 22.1% 64.6%
sentence using the 084
new word.

5. I group words 1.54 0.6% 1.7%  9.4% 28.2% 60.2%
together spatiallyona (.77
page.

2. Do the English learning experiences of junior high school students studying EFL in
Taiwan influence the use of strategies for learning vocabulary?
The results indicate that the three groups had different English learning experiences in

Table 4. Students who had been learning English for one to three years had the lowest mean
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(Mean = 1.79) in using strategies for learning vocabulary. Students who had been
learning English for four to six years had a higher mean (Mean=2.17) in using strategies

for learning vocabulary. Students had been learning English for seven to nine years had the

highest mean (Mean=2.27) in using strategies for learning vocabulary.

Table 4
Learning experience in use of VLS
Years Mean SD
1~3 1.79 71934
4~6 2.17 .65612
7~9 2.27 .67370

One-way ANOVA was used to determine whether there were significant differences
among the three groups (see Table 5) . According to the findings, there was significant

difference between the group with 1 to 3 years and the group with 4 to 6 years (mean
difference = -.3795, p = .013 < .05) . There was also significant difference between the
group with 1 to 3 years and the group with 7 to 9 years ( mean difference = -.4830, p = .004
<.05) . In contrast, there was no significant difference between the group with 4 to 6 years

and the group with 7 to 9 years (mean difference = -.1036, p =.655> .05) .

Table 5
Differences among three groups with different levels of experience learning English
Mean
() ) Difference Std. 95% Confidence Interval for
years  years (I-1) Error Sig. Difference
Lower Bound Upper Bound
1-3 4-6 -3795 (*) 13277  .013 -.6933 -.0656
7-9 -4830 (*)  .14902  .004 -.8352 -.1308
4-6 7-9 -.1036 11802  .655 -.3825 1754

* The mean difference was significant at.05

3. Does parental involvement or socioeconomic status significant influence vocabulary
learning?
Parental involvement in the learning processes of children between the two groups is

shown in Table 6. Students with parental involvement had a higher mean (Mean =2.41)
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in using strategies for learning vocabulary; students with no parental involvement had a
lower mean ( Mean = 2.04 ). An independent t-test was used to examine the specific effects.
The findings showed a significant difference associated with parental involvement (t =
-3.085,p=.002<.05) .

Table 6
Differences in parental involvement
Parents’
involvement N Mean SD Std. Error  Independent t-Test
No 141 2.04 672 0566 ! df  Sig. (2-tailed)
Yes 40 2.41 .682 .1079 -3.085 179002

Differences were observed with regard to family income, among the three groups.
Students with a family income below 10000 NT dollars had the lowest mean (Mean =
1.80) in using strategies for learning vocabulary. Students with a higher family income

(between 10000 to 40000 NT dollars) had a higher mean (Mean = 2.16) in using

strategies. Students with family income exceeding 40000 NT dollars had the highest mean
(Mean =2.54) in using strategies in their learning (see Table 7) .

Table 7
Differences in VLS use according to family income
Salary (a
month ) Number Mean SD
Under 10000 61 1.80 567
10000~40000 82 2.16 .692
Over 40000 38 2.54 .633

One-way ANOVA identified a significant difference among the groups (see Table 8 ).

First, there was a significant difference between family income under 10000 and the group
with family income of 10000 to 40000 ( mean difference = -.3572, p=.003 <.05) . There

was also a significant difference between the group with family income under 10000 and
the group with family income exceeding 40000 ( mean difference = -.7342, p =.000 < .05 ).

There was a significant difference between the group with family income 10000 to 40000
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and the group with family income exceeding 40000 (the mean difference = -.3770, p
=.009<.05) .

Table 8
Family income
Mean
Tukey HSD Difference 95% Confidence Interval for
(1) Salary (J) Salary (I-1) Std. Error Sig. Difference
Lower Bound  Upper Bound
10000  10000~40000 -.3572
Under (*7) 10830 003 -.6132 -.1013
over 40000 -.gzz;z 13237 000 -1.047 -4213
10000~40000 over 40000 —.(317)0 12569 1009 _ 6740 -0799

The mean difference was significant at.05

Discussion

For research question 1, the mean of vocabulary learning strategies used by junior high
school students was low. This is in agreement with past research ( Chen & Yeh, 2004; Lo,
Wang, & Hsia, 2006 ) . One reason could be that teachers seldom teach students strategies to
enhance their learning achievement. Determination strategies were most commonly used
and social strategy was the least commonly used by the junior high school students. This is

consistent with the findings of Liao (2004 ) . The most commonly used strategies were, I

take notes in class”, “I guess from textual context”, “I analyze many available pictures or
gestures”, “I notice the sound of a word”, and “I notice the spelling of a word”. This is in
line with the findings of Wu (2005) and Chen and Yeh (2004).Wu (2005) claimed
that “study the sound of word” was most commonly used. Chen and Yeh (2004) found
that students often use “take note in class”.

For research question 2, significant differences were observed among the three groups
with different experiences learning English. The results show that with a longer period of
learning English, the awareness of vocabulary learning strategies was higher. Previous
studies have pointed out that learning languages early is crucial to the language

development of children, and learning experience influences learning performance.
( Elliott & Olliff, 2008; Asici, 2009 ) .
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For research question 3, our findings showed a significant difference between students
with parental involvement and those without. Students with parental involvement in their
English leaning showed a greater awareness of using strategies. This is in line with previous
research (Lareau, 1987; Jeynes, 2003; Asici, 2009; Zellman & Waterman, 1998) . A

significant difference was observed among students with different levels of family income.
The mean of strategies for learning vocabulary was higher for students with higher family
income. One reason could be that children with lower family income had fewer

opportunities to receive educational materials ( Sirin, 2005; Yang, 2007; Hanafi, 2008 ) .

These results are consistent with McLanahan and Bumpass ( 1988) .

Conclusion

The results reveal that most junior high school students seldom used strategies for
learning vocabulary. Although language learners have few opportunities to use their second
language outside the classroom, using it during the class time is still necessary. If this
process were performed completely and consistently, the environment would be beneficial
for learning a second language successfully. Through input and output, students were aware

of using second language in right way ( Nation, 2003 ) .

The most commonly used category of strategy for learning vocabulary was
determination and the least commonly used was the social strategy. Among individual
strategies, “I take notes in class” was the most frequently used, followed by “I guess from
textual context”, and “I analyze many available pictures or gestures”. “I notice the sound of
a word” was the fourth frequently strategy and “I notice the spelling of a word” was the
fifth. “I interact with teachers” was the least frequently strategy used. The second least
frequently strategy used was “I interact with native speakers” followed by “I put English
labels on objects ex: TV and telephone” and “I ask the teacher for a sentence including the
new word”. The fifth least frequently strategy used was “I group words together spatially on
a page”.

In terms of English learning experience, significant differences were observed among
the three groups with different experiences learning English. Students that had learned
English longer were more likely to use strategies for learning vocabulary. Parental
involvement had a significant influence on scholastic outcome and whether students
employed learning strategies. Significant differences were observed among the three groups

with different levels of income. Students with lower family income had lower awareness of
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using strategies for learning vocabulary; students with higher family income were more

aware of using strategies for learning vocabulary.

Pedagogical implications

The junior high school students in this study demonstrated a lack of awareness of
strategies for learning. Rote drilling appeared to be the most common way to retain words.
Teachers should teach students how to use strategies and avoid drills. Parental involvement
was also important, and parents should be reminded to pay more attention to their children’s
leaning. Teachers could encourage parents to pay more attention to their children’s learning
process. If necessary, parents could help children to answer their questions and give them
advice based on their own learning experiences. Doing so will not only enhance students’
learning achievements but also improve the relationship between parents and their children.
As for the students with low family income, the government should provide sufficient
educational resources to support all students with low family incomes. In addition,

educational resources should be equally distributed.

Suggestions

The subjects in this study were from southern Taiwan, and the sample was not
representative of all students in Taiwan. Different regions, such as urban areas and rural
areas, might influence the final results. The roles of parents in the learning process of
children should be further examined. The teaching style of teachers would be worth
observing. The researcher suggests that future studies could analyze other factors to
compare. The size of the sample could be increased and students from different grades

could be recruited.
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