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IMPROVING VOCABULARY FOR STUDENTS OF ENGLISH MAJOR
THROUGH DEVELOQPING LEARNING AUTONOMY

ABSTRACT

Vu Dinh Bac™
University of Education - TNU

At the untversity level, leamers are presupposed to have self- ious effort to learn vocabulary
outside of the classroom just because exposnre to the target language 15 restncted to university
categonies Consequently, the leaming autonomy of learners plays an important role i developing
and enhancing their vocabulary This paper has its aims to explore the application of learner
autonomy within the context of vocabulary learning for college students of English major at Thai
Nguyen University of Education (TUE) It additionally proposes to clarify the impertance of
learner autonomy 1n vocabulary learning and learning methods and, moreever to clarify why
lecturers ought to enhance learner autonomy in vocabulary learning by exploring the role of each
the teachers and learner. However, teachers need to enhance leamning autonomy 1n vocabulary and

1ts expected effects on vocabulary learming.
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INTRODUCTION

Leamner autonomy has been a significant area
of interest in foreign language (FL) teaching
for the recent years. a lot of effort has been
created to seek out what leamner autonomy is,
and its implications for teaching and leaming.
In tenms of its principle {see, for instance,
{Camillen Grima, 2007; Cotterall,1995;
Palfreyman, 2003) claims are made that it
improves the quality of leaming, promotes
democratic societies, prepares students for life-
long leamning, that 1t is individual right, which it
permuts leamers to form the best use of leaming
opportunities in and out of the room

Leaming in terms of bulary is
becoming a necessity for any leamers in
higher education institutions that adopt either
traditional or open education these days. The
new trends in education that emphasize the
leamer's needs and motivations deserve
additional attention from teachers of English.
Typically learner autonomy in vocabulary

leaming is desired in our universities. They

learner

vocabulary leaming features an effective
impact on the causes of leamning method
Some educators like Holee (1981), Emily
Dickinson (1992), Little (1991), Dam (1995)
and Benson (2003) hooked up the importance
to the need of autonomy in education

AIM OF THE STUDY

In this paper “improving vocabulary for
students of English majors through
developing learming autonomy”, the author
would like to emphasize that learners’

‘autonomy is important in learning vocabulary

sa as to master therr communication skills
English. Additionally, it's necessary to clarify
the reasons to and the way to reinforce thewr
Jearning y in vocabulary leaming.

L. Disadvantages of Leamers' Vocabulary

If one student wishes to be a fluent English
speaker, he has got to master wide range of
chunks of lexical items As an educator
having been teaching English for ten years,
the author is aware that the majority of their

lack the & ledge of a way to
themselves, which needs some guidance and
support from their lecturers and tutors.
therefore enhancing leamer autonomy in
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students at TUE are rather weak in
lish b vocabulary for the subseq reasons, as
p Y

follows'

Living nanenvironmentin - which higher
level of vocabulary 1s not usually used;

- Having level lower of education;
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- Having difficulties in reading due to non
exposwre to reading texts;

- Being not attentive to lexical items;

- Having perceptions that makes 1t troublesome
to listen to the refined variahons in words,

- Not havinga decentunderstanding of the
structure of language,

- Not only those students who are weak in
vocabulary are encouraged to develop
themselves but also the good ones have to
be compelled to improve their vocabulary at
university. They can not develop their
autonomy alonc; however, they ought to
coordinate with their teachers so as to attain
their desired results

THEORETICAL  BACKGROUND  OF
LEARNING AUTONOMY AND
VOCABULARY LEARNING

Definition of Learning Autonomy

Huge numbers of educators and researchers
have tried their best wn defining leammng
autonomy

For instance, David Little defined it as “a
capacity for detachment, critcal reflection,
deciding, and independent action. It pre-
supposes, however, that the leamer will
develop a particular kind of psychological
relation to the process and comtent of his
learmung." (Littlc, 1991). Holec (1981) defincs
leamer autonomy as "the ability to take
charge of one's own leamning”, that he then
specifics as "to have, and to carry, the
responsibility for all the selections regarding
all aspects of this leaning”. Deci (1996)
emphasizes that it is necessary to differ
autonomy with independence: Independence
means to try and do for yourself, not to rely
on others for personal nourishment and
support. Autonomy, 1n contrast, means to act
freely, with a way of volition and selection.
From the perspective of Dcci’s theory of self-
regulation, the freedom that leamers able to
play sort of active role in their own learning
that's implicit in the on top of a quote can be
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aforerientioned to be autonomous. Nunan
(1988)  aforementioned  that  leaming
autonomy is that the ability to require the
charge of one’s leamning’, and show that in
language education the term is employed in at
least five different ways:
1. forsituationsin  which leamers  study
cntirely on their own

2. fora collection of skills which may be
learned and apphied in independent learning

3. for an inbom capability that is suppressed
by 1stitutional cducation

4, for the exerase of
responsibility for their own leaming

leamners’

5. for the proper of leamers to work outthe
direction of their own leaming.

{Benson and Voller, 1997:1-2). 1.z
(Benson, 2003: 290) 1.z

To the author, autonomy is conceming
individuals taking additional control over
their lives on an individual basis together
Autonomy in learning 1s about people taking
more control ovcr their lcaming 1n classrooms
and out of deors and autonomy mn language
learning conceming people taking more
control over the purposes for which they leam
languages and the ways in which they leam
them Moreover, it may be described as a
capability to requirc charge of, or take
responsibility for, or management over your
own leaming. From this point of wew,
autonomy involves abilities and attitudes that
individuals possess. There are totally different
points of view, though, on what these abilities
and attitudes are that explains why it is
thergfore difficult to clarify precisely what
autonomy is

‘Why Autonomy in Vocabulary Learning?
Somg may wonder why particular autonomy
in vocabulary leaming and why vocabulary
leaming is very significant to English
language acquisition. It is impossible for 2
leamer to communicate without the requircd
lexical items. No doubt that a learner cannot
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leamn all language vocabulary in university
classes so he is forced to find other ways to
learn vocabulary. Leamner autonomy is a great
relief for students in vocabulary leaming
because it provides the learner with many
privileges as:
- Enhancing the learner’s motivation;
Providing more free opportunities for
English communication
environment;

in a non-native

- Catering their individual needs of all levels;
- Having a long-lasting influence,

- Enhancing the learner's willingness towards
active learning; and

- Enabling the leamers to master the basic
skills that are required for lasting leammg;
Once leamers become awtonomous in
vocabulary leaming, they have acquired a
lifelong leaming skill and a habit to think and
learn  independently which will benefit
themselves for long even after graduation.
How to be a Good Autonomous Learner in
Vocabulary Learning?

According to Boud (1995), an autonomous
learner is the one who is prepared to be
significantly responsible for his own learning.
And in order lo be autonomous, the leamer
should make decisions about his/her own
learning, he/she should be able to set realistic
goals, plan program of work, develop
strategies for coping with new and unforeseen
situations, evaluate and assess his/her own
work, and in general, to leamn how 1o leam
from his/her own successes and farlures in
ways which will help him/her to be more
-efficient leamners in the future. Autonomous
leamners willingly partner with faculty and
peess in learning and are reflective about their
own learning. Omaggio (1978), thinks that
there scem to be seven main attributes
characterizing autonomous leamers, they

- have insights into their leaming styles and
strategies;

- take an active approach to the leafing task
at hand;

- are willing to take risks, i1.c., to communicate
in the target language at all costs;

- are good guessers;

- attend to form as well as to content,

- develop the target language into a separate
reference system and are willing to revise
and reject hypotheses and rules that do not
apply; and

- have a tolerant and outgoing approach to the
target language.

According to Omaggic's characteristics, the
autonomous learners can be considered as
good language leamers and it is clear that
these charactenstics can be applicable on the
vecabulary autonomous learer as well
VOCABULARY LEARNING STRATEGIES

It is important to mention that if the
autonomous learner is willing to be a good
leamer 1 leaming new words, he/she finds
that there are many factors that affect their
autonomy devclopment as the previous
learmning  expetience, independent study
methods, workload, role of the tutor, feedback
and assessment and peer group So, a leamer
should make a decision on what kind of
learning strategics he/she would adopt for
benefiting herselfhimself. No doubt that
learners need to be taught how to leam
vocabulary properly, rather than simply
learn it by theruselves In view of these,
language leamning strategies ars good
indicators of how learners approach tasks or
problems cncountered duting the process of
vocabulary lcaming.

Learning Strategies Used

[n order to achieve a goal, the rescarcher used
9 steps to develop lcarmming autonomy
suggested by Nunan (1996).

Step 1: Make instruction goals clear to
learners: Whencver assigning homework to
students, [ always put much focus on the goal
that the students are supposed to achicve after
doing the given assignment
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Step 2: Allow leamners to create their own
goals: T allow students to set their goal by
themselves for they come from different
linguistic background so the level of English
proficiency is varied among them.

Step 3: Encourage leamers to use their second
1 outside the cl. .B the
learners have limited tume to practice in the
classroom, so it is a great 1dea to encourage
them to practice more at hame by th 1

along a from total depend oft
the teacher to autonomy. This is done by
incorporating a series of steps into the
educational process.

How to Enhance Autonomy in Vocabulary
Learning

Thai Nguyen University of Education offers
students of English a great variety of
activities to enhance their motivation and

or with their friends

Step 4: Raise awareness of
processes: Emphasis the importance of
leaming process in order to achieve
knowledge, students must pay much attention
1o self-study.

Step 5° Help leamners identify their own
preferred styles and strategies: There are ideas
of multiple ntelligences - each student has
his’her own strengths and weaknesses.
Leamers should be aware of therr leaming
preferences and make use of them.

leaming

Step 6. Encourage leamer choice Whether
the students' choices are right or wrong, the
teachers should respect and appreciate them.
They will recognize them after ail.

Step 7: Allow leamers to generate their own
tasks: When the students are well aware of
their learning, T let them decide their own
tasks which are suitable to them.

Step 8: Encourage leamers to become
teachers: Each lesson, one group of five
students is given a lecture to deliver then the
author will provide necessary adjustment

Step 9. Encourage learners to become
researchers: To do this step well, the leamers
are tequired o study a great deal of material
then they have to decide what content should
be taught and what needs more emphasis.
There are levels and degrees of leamer
autanomy. In fact, dependence and autonomy
are mot categorically distinct. Rather, they
eXist on a continuum and over-lap. In my own
classrooms, I work hard at pushing leamers
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Moreover, there are several significant
resources available on the imtemet that
enhance  vocabulary leaming, theyre
absolutely free It has been argued that new
technologies, in  particular,  computer
networks, have the potential to increase leamer
autonomy when they are used appropriately.
Furthermore, the Department of Foreign
Languages Education has invested an audio
oo and 4 library which offer mor
opportumties for students to self-study and
develop their leaming autonomy.,

Learners sc find 1t overwhelmed by
the large number of vocabulary that they
inevitably meet in their textbooks. As a result,
in order to enhance vocabulary leaming, they
tend to keep lists of smgle translations. To
solve this, leaming by translation is used,
some educators say that 1f a leamer iri¢s to
leamn an i i 1

number of ions,
this will tend to lead to both success rate and
motivation. It seems to be like for short-term
memory test rather than a long-term strategy
The longer such translation lists are, the more
difficult they become. It’s also easy to
become frustrated by a slowly increasing
level of passive understanding, accompanied
by an inability to actively use new words -
and the realization that many of the learmed
new words are later being forgotten As a
result, leamers may soon start to devote less
and less ime to such a method — but often fail
to replace it with anything really useful.

Leamuing single words by translation may
likely lead to the habit of “word for word”



Vi Dinh Bic

Tap chi KHOA 1HOC & CONG NGHE

163(03/1) 215 - 222

translations. This may cause second language
grammar interference and fossilization of
errors. Word surfing is employed to improve
the vocabulary leaming process. Teachers of
English have to ensure that their students
understand the basics of the target language,
ity grammar, phonetics, spelling, and
vocabulary. Once this threshold is reached,
learners are sufficiently autonomous to expand
their vocabulary by extensive reading n
particular, which has become possible given the
acquisition of a basic vocabulary, and
pleasurable, as the leamer can take a new text
and find it comprehensible and interesting.

For cxtensive reading, leamers have to choose
and read a wide range of materials that they
are interested and are within their level of
comprehension. Extensive reading, as defined
by Carrell and Carson (1997), has two
chamctenstics: a large number of matenals,
and focusing on the meaning rather on the
language. Extensive reading helps develop
sight vocabulary, general vocabulary and the
knowledge of the target language Krashen
(2004) considered extensive reading as free
voluntary reading and regarded it supenior to
direct instruction in terms of acquisition of
reading, vocabulary as well as grammar and
wnting. Krashen's idea about extensive
reading has been successfully implemented
bv educators. Herrell and Jordan (2004)
reported that free voluntary reading supported
not only vocabulary development but also
spelling, grammar and writing development.
For extensive reading to be effective, leamers
must be regularly exposed to large amounts of
comprehensible text. The knowledge gained
from a single cncounter with a lexical item is
likely to be forgotten unless soon followed by
another encounter, hence repeated
contextualized exposures aré necessary to
consolidate and elaborate word meaning.
Teacher's Role in Developing Learning
Antonomy

In order to encourage students to become
autonomous leamners, teachers have 1o lessen

their roles and to become facilitators. But this
does not mean that teachers become passive,
they still have various roles teaching
vocabulary relevant to tasks in hand, judging
and giving instruction in strategies. ..

Teachers should enhance autonomous
leamning because it is of great significance for
their students in universities. Also, they
should teach the strategies to learn vocabulary
autonomously, Deep vocabulary leaming
strategies take more time but ensure greater
retention and ease of retrieval from memory.
These include leaming lists, reading a variety
of texts on the same theme so as to ensure
multiple exposures to relevant items, making
extensive use of dictionanes, building up
deep knowledge through word associations
and revising to ensurc retention. Teachers
may have liitle role to play where a learner is
using shallow strategies appropniately But
they have a clear and ongoing role both in
using deep strategies in class work and in
traiming leamers 1 their use. This is
espectally true for slow leamers, who tend to
use even shallow strategies ineffectively: they
guess inaccurately from contexts and do not
modify wrong guesses, and they do not read
widely enough. But it is the teacher’s
responsibility to foster the students’ ability of
autonomous leaming by designing class
activities and create a positive atmosphere, a
language context and make students want to
learn and know how to leam.

Teachers should develop autonomy because
vocabulary leaming is unique to each student.
In addition, the class time for vocabulary is
cxtremely  limited compared with  the
immense number of vocabulary iems that
leamers need to acquire. All these points
demonstrate that studying vocabulary on their
own is a must for all leamers, the best
preparation the teacher can provide is to “help
them become more autoncmous™ (Scharle and
Szabo, 2000),
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How  Teachers Enhance Learners'
Autonemy in Vocabulary Learning
‘When trying to find an answer to this question
the following ideas can be considered:

L. Itis not a straightforward process.

2. Teachers need stimulus and encouragement
to attempt a pedagogy for autonomy.

3. Teachers must realize by themselves that
they can do what at first seemed impossible.

4. Teachers should be able to work on a
collaborative basis.

5. Teachets must be autonomous

themselves to be able to develop their
leamers' autonomy.
So if teachers themselves are autonomous and
motivated, how does the teacher promote
greater autonomy in his students? There are
some ways to promote leamer autonomy
which are great value in vocabulary leaming:

1L E d to be P
and to work collectively. The less students
who depend on their teacher, the more
autonomy is being developed;

2. Ask students to keep a diary of thewr
leamning experiences. Through practice,
students may become more aware of their
leaming preferences and start to think of new
ways of becoming more independent learers;

3. Explain teacher/student roles from the
outset, Asking students to give their opinions on
the issue of roles which could be beneficial;

4. Help leamers to achieve gradual
progress from interdependence to
independence. Give the students time to
adiust to new leaming strategies and not
expect too much in a little while;

5. Give the students extra projects outside the
classroom. Such projects may increase motivation

d dent

6. Give the students supplemental classroom
duties to perform (taking roll, writing instructions,
notices, etc. on the board for the teacher)

7. Assign students design lessons or
materials to be used in class.

8. Instruct students on how to use the
Unversity resource centers;
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9. Emphasize the importance of peer-
editing, corrections, and follow-up cross-
questioning in the classroom,

10. Encourage the students to use English
in class;

11. Stress fluency rather than accuracy; and

12, Permit the students to use reference
books, including dictionarics in ciass.

But sometimes-teachers find that there are
students who have a wide vocabulary range.
Here teachers can use brainstorming extra
vocabulary or example sentences, covering
some topics that aren’t in the textbook,
concentrating on production of the language
rather than explanation or grammar practice,
and using authentic texts. This means that
teachers have extra work to do with students
to be more autonomous such as trying to find
suitable online practice for them; finding,
photocopying and  giving out extra
worksheets; giving out and taking back in
graded readers and other books; keeping
abreast of recent self-study books and where
they are available so that teachers can
recomumend the right one; marking any extra
writing they do; and answering any questions
they have that came up in the extra work they
did, Little (1995) and Smith (2000) stressed
that leamner autonomy and teacher autonomy are
interdependent, and that teachers wishing to
promote greater leamer autonory need to "start
with themselves”, reflecting on  their own
beliefs, practices, expenences and expectations
of the teaching/learning situation.

Learners' Rele

Leamer has a pivotal role in enhancing his
autonomy in vocabulary learning, he should:

Decide which words are worth leamning.

Leam to use the context, that is, the
surrounding words, phrases, and sentences.

Hints provided by the context sometime give
us clues to what an unknown word means.
Such hints include:

- puncluation marks
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- helping words and phrases such as "for
example,” “that is," "which means"

- a sentence that tells the opposite of the
unfamiliar word

- a following or preceding sentence that
explains the new word

- a sentence written expressly to defing the
strange word

- a list of examples and known words used
to define unknown words
* A word’s meanmng is made up of both
denotation and connotation. Denotation is the
literal (dictionary) meaning of the word. The
connotation is the emotional impact of the
word, the reaction to the word that a reader or
hearer has. Skillful writers choose words for
their connotations.
* Organize vocabulary leaming. if leamers
are not happy with their present method of
noting down vocabulary and find that there
just become too much to cope with, with
longer and longer lists of vocabulary to leam
as each week goes, organizing vocabulary
learming would be useful for them.
* Remember vocabulary® if a leamer forgets
vocabulary that he/she leamed’ earlier, he/she
will face ome of the biggest problems in
vocabulary leamuing Remembering
vacabulary gives some suggestions to help
leamed vocabulary stay learned.
According to Center for Teaching and
Leaming in the University of Alabama the
following guidelines will help leamers
remember new words.
- Practice writing the word and its definition often

Practice saying the word. Use the
pronunciation key in leamer's dictionary to
learn the correct pronunciation,
- Try to leam the word and its meaning the
first time learner’s see 1t
- Make vocabulary flip cards from index
cards. Write the word on one side and the
meaning on the other.

4 q

- Make up a a leamner can
using the word correctly.

- Vary the word: try to make it plural, to
change the tense, to add -ly.

- Practice the word in conversation, being
sure to pronounce 1t correctly.

Use the word in wnting assignments as
often as possible.

- Repeat the word many times m his/her mind

- Study a few words each day for several days
to firmly leam them.

- Notice the words used by teachers, public
speakers, people on TV, etc.

* Evaluate vocabulary leaming. It's very
1mportant for most learners to have an idea of
whether they're making progress or not.
Finding that they are actually making
progress can be a big help to their confidence
This advice sheet gives advice on evaluating
learners' leamning progress and checking their
vocabulary size.

SUMMARY REMARKS

To conclude, 1t is not the teacher's
responsibility to teach all vocabulary to the
leamers  Leamers should depend on
themselves by adopting strategies that suit
therr  abahiti in  leami bulary.
Vocabulary leaming 1s not always easy. But
with practice and time, leamers should find
that they are making progress. Leamers
should study items that appcar 1 many
contexts, Learning in rich contexts 1s valuable
for vocabulary leaming. Vocabulary words
should be those that the leamer will find
useful in many contexts. When vocabulary
items are derived from content leaming
materials, the learner will be better equipped
to deal with a specific reading matter in
content areas. Leamers will feel that
vocabulary leaming is effective when 1t
entails active engagement in leaming tasks.
Computer technology can be used effectively
in leami bulary Ty.
Autonomous ieamers in learning vocabulary
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should have a continuous desire of learning
vocabulary and they should develop their
strategic ways of leaming. Learners should
choose a private way that stimulates their
enthusiasm and motivation.

As mentioned earlier in this context the
leamer who leams vocabulary autonemously
should choose the objectives of his/her
leamning then he/shc should choose the
matetials that will be used to reach the
objectives chosen. He/she has to decide upon
the methods and techniques he/she wants to
use. All the prcvious decisions are usually
taken concurrently with decisions about
materials since means and ways are closely
interdependent. The cutcome is assessed and
more decisions are made as to the degree of
appropriateness of the chosen objectives,
‘materials, methods and techniques.
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