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A Study on English Learning Motivation and Vocabulary
Learning Strategies of Excellent English Graduates

Jiali Wu and Jianguo Tian

Abstract—Vocabulary is the basic building block of language,
and the acquisition of a language relies on vocabulary. In
acquiring vocabulary, the adoption of vocabulary learning
strategies is an important affecting factor. The relationship
between vocabulary learning strategy and vocabulary
knowledge has been the focus of researchers. Motivation also
has a significant impact on language learning. The paper aims
to explore excellent English graduates’ English learning
motivation and vocabulary strategies. Two separate
questionnaires are used to investigate different motivations and
vocabulary learning strategies of English majors. In designing
the motivation questionnaire, Gao Yihong’s questionnaire is
used as a reference and in designing the vocabulary learning
questionnaire, the paper mainly follows O’Malley and
Chamot’s study. Through analysis, the study reveals the
following findings: Firstly, with the least mean value exceeded
2.4, all kinds of vocabulary learning strategies were adopted by
excellent English majors while learning vocabulary.
Meta-cognitive (M=3.614035088) strategies and cognitive
(M=3.633684211) strategies were preferred. Secondly, for the
situation of learning motivations, situational motivations
(M=3.858695652) were the highest. With the mean value of
3.432065217, instrumental motivations were the lowest
motivation among the three types of motivations. Especially
achievement motivation, it was the least held motivation by
excellent English majors.

Index Terms—Vocabulary,
majors, motivation.

learning strategies, English

. INTRODUCTION

Vocabulary is the construction data of a language and the
necessary basis of language expression. Vocabulary plays an
important role in language communication. Students' English
vocabulary level will have an important impact on their
abilities of listening, speaking, reading and writing. English
vocabulary plays a fundamental role in the development of
individual's comprehensive language ability in the future.
Therefore, English vocabulary learning is one of the key
points for English majors.

The study of language learning strategies began in the
1970s as part of a movement from a teaching-oriented
perspective to one that focus on how learners’ behavior may
affect their language acquisition [1]. Krashen and Terrel
point out that vocabulary enjoys top priority in L2 setting
because it plays a critical role in success of classroom
teaching. Researches on vocabulary learning strategies
adopted by different learners caught scholars’ attention [2].
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Scholars like Cohen, Chamot and El-Diary, and Rubin and
etc. did researches in this area. Chinese scholars such as Fan
Lin, Xia Xiaoyun and Wang Jianping who found that the use
of learning strategies can promote the improvement of
vocabulary learning concepts. Y. F Feng found that learners'
vocabulary knowledge had positive correlation vocabulary
learning strategies [3].

Learning motivation is an internal state that can arouse
people’s awareness of action, propels people in particular
directions and keeps people engage in certain activities
Scholars (Gardner and Lambert, Arnold, Brown and Gao
Yihong) also built different models on English learning
motivations.

Many researches have been conducted on L2 learning
motivation and vocabulary learning strategies, while
searching onlinemost research subjects are senior or junior

students. Thus this study tries to examine English
graduates’  learning motivation and vocabulary learning
strategies.

Theoretically, this study might enrich the research on both
L2 learning motivation and vocabulary learning strategies.
Practically, it helps English learners learn more vocabulary
learning strategies and give some implications to both
learners and teachers about the importance of vocabulary
learning strategies and motivations.

Il. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

A. Models of Vocabulary Learning Strategies

Learning strategies are the special behaviors or thoughts
which learners employ to help them understand, acquire, or
keep new information. They are consciously used by learners
to directly or indirectly influence language learning. Many
researches have been conducted concerning vocabulary
learning strategies. Scholars divided types of vocabulary
learning strategies differently [4]. O’Malley & Chamot
classified three types of vocabulary learning strategies:
meta-cognitive  strategies, cognitive  strategiesand
social\affective strategies. The specific details of the category
are presented in the Table I below:

TABLE I: O’MALLEY & CHAMOT’S VOCABULARY LEARNING STRATEGIES
CLASSIFICATION

Generic Strategy Classification Specific Strategies

Advanced organization,
directed attention, selective
attention, self-management,
advanced preparation,
delayed production,
self-monitoring,
self-evaluation...

Meta-cognitive strategies
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Repetition, resourcing,
directed physical response,
translation, grouping,
note-taking, deduction,
recombination, imagery,
auditory representation, key
word, contextualization,
elaboration, transfer,
inferencing...
Cooperation, questions for
clarification...

Cognitive strategies

Social\affective strategies

Meta-cognitive strategies help supervise and adjust
learning process through planning, monitoring, analyzing
and assessing. Cognitive strategies relate to steps or operation
used in problem-solving process that requires direct analysis,
deduction or elaboration of learning materials.
Social\affective strategies concern the aspect of learners’
cooperation with others and control over negative emotions
in the learning process.

Schmitt’s classification presented that there are discovery
strategies and consolidation strategies. Discovery strategies
is obtaining initial information and understanding the
meaning of new words. It has two sub-categories:
Determination strategies and social strategies. Determination
strategies can be used when a learner meet a new word and
discover the meaning. Social strategies describe that learners
improve vocabulary by communicating with others or asking
others for help. Consolidation strategies refer to social
strategies (cooperation with others), memory strategies
(relating the new word with some previously learned
knowledge), cognitive strategies (language transformation or
manipulation), and metacognitive strategies (used to control
the learning process) [5].

Nation [6] proposed another vocabulary learning strategy
taxonomy. Nation mainly concerns cognitive strategies and
memory strategies Table II shows how Nation group
vocabulary learning strategies.

TABLE II: NATION’S VOCABULARY LEARNING STRATEGIES
CLASSIFICATION

Generic Strategy Classification Specific Strategies

Choosing words, choosing
the aspects of word
knowledge, choosing
strategies, planning
repetition...

Analyzing the word, using
context, consulting a
reference source in L1 or

Planning: choosing what to focus
on and when to focus on it

Sources: finding information

about words L2, using parallels in L1
andL2...

Processes: establishing Noticing, retrieving,

knowledge generating...

This paper adopted this category since it clearly presented
the three categories in a hierarchical way by stressing the
executive function of meta-cognitive strategies. The
vocabulary learning strategy is divided into three parts:
metacognitive strategy, cognitive strategy, social\affective
strategy.

B. Models of L2 Learning Motivation

Different scholars have different categories of motivation.
Gardner and lambert divided motivation into two categories:
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instrumental motivation and integrative motivation.
Instrumental motivation refers to master the language for
some practical purposes or needs. It reflects the actual value
and benefits of learning a foreign language. Integrative
motivation refers to the learner's desire to learn this language
in order to communicate with the target language users. The
learner has a strong interest in the culture, history and
customs of the target language country [7].

Arnold [8] also put up with two categories of motivations:
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic interest refers to
the learning content itself can stimulate the learner's strong
interest. Extrinsic interest refers to motivation exists outside
the learning activity itself. For extrinsic interest, language is
learned in order to get a reward or avoid discipline. (Arnold,
1999)

Brown [9] divided motivation into three categories: global
motivation (learner's general attitude towards learning);
situational motivation (motivations generated by learners in
different learning situations.); task motivation (motivation
generated by specific tasks).

Chinese scholars Gao Yihong [10] also gave different
categories of motivation. According to Gao, there are mainly
7 kinds of motivations. Self-development, information
medium, social responsibility, intrinsic interest, going abroad,
and situational motivation Self-development, achievement,
information medium going abroad and social responsibility
are instrumental motivations, which regard target language as
a tool to achieve specific purpose. Intrinsic interest, going
abroad and social responsibility are cultural motivations,
which concerns learners’ interest / attention through a culture.
Going abroad and social responsibility are regarded both
instrumental and cultural.

This paper adopts the last category from Gao Yihong since
Gao’s category is based on Chinese college students learning
situation easier to design my own interview based on Gao’s
clear structure and instructions.

I1l. METHODOLOGY

A. Models of Vocabulary Learning Strategies

The present study intends to explore the relationship
between vocabulary learning strategies and L2 learning
motivations. Based on the objective of the study, which is to,
this research is trying to answer the following questions:

Research question 1: What vocabulary learning strategies
do the investigated English majors use?

Research question 2: What are English majors’ main
motivations?

Research question 3: What implications can lower grades
English majors get in English vocabulary learning?

B. Research Methods

This research consists of two separate questionnaires: the
vocabulary learning strategies questionnaire and the learning
motivation questionnaire. English majors are required to
grade each statement on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
representing strongly disagree to 5 standing for strongly
agree. The vocabulary learning strategies questionnaire
mainly follows O’Malley and Chamot’s vocabulary learning
concept and Schimitt’s vocabulary learning strategies
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classification. Altogether 38 questions were asked to
examine English majors’ meta-cognitive strategies, cognitive
strategies, social strategies and affective strategies. The
learning motivation questionnaire was mainly borrowed from
Chinese Scholar Gao Yihong (2003).

C. Data Collection and Analysis

“Excellent” English major graduates in 2020 are subjects
of this study. This study chose “excellent” graduated English
majors because they had formed certain vocabulary learning
strategies and learning motivation after years of English
learning. These subjects all had been admitted the graduate
school of China's “Double First-Class” universities, which
indicates that these subjects are good at English learning, thus
investigating their learning strategies and motivations would
give some use suggestions and implications to other English
learners.

25 English graduates were invited to finish the vocabulary
learning strategies questionnaire and the learning motivation
questionnaire. 23 learning motivation questionnaire and 19
vocabulary learning strategies questionnaire returned.

In analysis part, firstly, general situation of the learning
motivation was introduced. Then, frequencies of different
vocabulary learning strategies were presented. Finally, this
paper gives some suggestions for lower grade English
majors.

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Analysis of Vocabulary Learning Strategies

As mentioned above, the two questionnaires used a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 representing strongly disagree to
5 standing for strongly agree. According to the three
frequency levels of Oxford (1990), in the study, the
frequency of each strategy used by the subjects is represented
by the mean value of each strategy, that is, the larger the
mean, the greater the use of the strategy by the subjects, the
higher the frequency. The specific relationship is: the mean
value in the interval 1.0-1.4 indicates that the subjects “never
use this strategy”; the mean value in the interval 1.5-2.4
indicates that the subjects “occasionally use the strategy”; the
mean value indicates that the subjects are “in the interval
2.5-3.4” indicates “sometimes use this strategy”; the mean
value in the interval 3.5-4.4 indicates that the subjects
“usually use this strategy”; the mean value in the interval
4.5-5.0 indicates that the subjects “always use this strategy”.

TABLE IIT: GENERAL SITUATION OF VOCABULARY LEARNING STRATEGIES

Strategies Mean

Social strategies 3.456140351
Affective strategies 3.473684211
Meta-cognitive strategies 3.614035088
Cognitive strategies 3.633684211
Overall 3.544385965

As shown in Table III English graduates usually use
strategies when learning vocabulary since the overall mean
exceeded 3.5. Excellent English graduates involve all
strategies into the process of vocabulary learning. Among the
four types of strategies, cognitive  strategies
(M=3.633684211) were most frequently used, then followed
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by meta-cognitive strategies (M=3.614035088). The high
frequency of meta-cognitive strategies indicates that
excellent English graduates learns vocabulary actively and
have the ability to monitor and plan to remember words.
Social strategies had the lowest mean. The investigated
English graduates tended to learn vocabulary more
independently instead of working with friends together or ask
others for help. The specific strategy usage table is as
follows:

TABLE IV: AVERAGE GRADE OF EACH ITEM

Item Mean Item Mean

Q1 3.368421053 Q20 3.052631579
Q2 3.631578947 Q21 3.210526316
Q3 4 Q22 3.947368421
Q4 3.368421053 Q23 3.315789474
Q5 3.789473684 Q24 3.157894737
Q6 4.105263158 Q25 3.578947368
Q7 3.421052632 Q26 3.684210526
Q8 3.947368421 Q27 3.947368421
Q9 3.210526316 Q28 3.684210526
Q10 3.736842105 Q29 4.105263158
Q11 2.789473684 Q31 3.368421053
Q12 3.052631579 Q32 3.736842105
Q13 3.947368421 Q33 3.421052632
Q14 3.210526316 Q34 3.789473684
Q15 3.473684211 Q35 3.736842105
Q16 4.052631579 Q36 3.526315789
Q17 3.947368421 Q37 3.368421053
Q18 4 Q38 3.421052632
Q19 3.736842105 Q31 3.947368421

As mentioned above, the mean value in the interval 3.5-4.4
indicates that the subjects “usually use this strategy” and “in
the interval 2.5-3.4” indicates “sometimes use this strategy”.
Itis clear shown in the Table V.2 the least used strategy Q11
(M=2.789473684) exceeded 2.5. All the vocabulary learning
strategies were at least sometimes used by English graduates,
which indicated that excellent English graduates adopted
many different strategies while learning vocabulary. Table
4.2 also shows that Q6 (dictionary strategy), Q29 (encoding
strategy), Q16 (contextual guessing), Q3 (selective attention)
and Q18 (contextual guessing) got relatively high grades. All
these mean grades exceeded 4 points, which means that the at
least most of the investigated English graduates basically
agree with these ideas. With the same grade of
“3.947368421”, Q8 (encoding strategy), Q13 (dictionary
strategy), Q17 (note-taking strategy), Q22 (encoding
strategy), and Q27 (selective strategy) got high mean grades
as well. For other usually used strategies, they were
self-assessment strategy (Q26), rehearsal strategy (Q2),
contextual guessing (Q5, 10), dictionary strategy (Q19),
note-taking strategy (Q31), activation strategy (Q33) inquiry
for help (Q25) and cultivating persistence (Q34). These
excellent English graduates tended to put vocabulary into
application or establish their own vocabulary memorizing
structure, instead of simply repeat. This is in accordance with
Brown and Perry’s research (1991): Better memory traces are
produced at the semantic level than at acoustical and visual
levels in processing information.

As shown in Table III, English graduates usually use
strategies when learning vocabulary since the overall mean
exceeded 3.5. Excellent English graduates involve all
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strategies into the process of vocabulary learning. Among the
four types of strategies, cognitive  strategies
(M=3.633684211) were most frequently used, then followed
by meta-cognitive strategies (M=3.614035088).

B. Analysis of Learning Motivation

Table V shows that instrumental motivations
(M=3.432065217) are the lowest motivation among all the
motivation  types  while  situational = motivations

(M=3.858695652) were the highest. English graduates’
learning motivations were highly influenced by teachers,
quality of courses, textbooks and classroom atmosphere.
Besides, English graduates” motivation intensity was
relatively high. They consciously create conditions to put
what they’ve learned in class into practice. Application is
high valued by them. Great efforts were put on English
learning.

TABLE V: GENERAL SITUATION OF LEARNING MOTIVATION

Motivations Mean
Instrumental 3.432065217
motivations

Motivation type Sltu_atlo_nal 3.858695652
motivations
Cultural 3.445652174
motivations

Motivation intensity 3.795031056

Overall 3.544385965

Instrumental motivation consists of “achievement”, “going
abroad”, “self-development” and “information medium”.
The statistical result is shown in Table VI as below:

TABLE VI: GENERAL SITUATION OF INSTRUMENTAL MOTIVATION

Instrumental motivations Mean

Achievement 2.947826087
Going abroad 3.326086957
Self-development 3.808695652
Information medium 3.913043478

For English graduates, information medium ranks the first
motivation with the mean value of 3.913043478, followed by
self-development (M=3.808695652). Achievement has the
lowest score. English graduates’ learning 1is not
grade-oriented or test-oriented.

TABLE VII: GENERAL SITUATION OF CULTURAL MOTIVATION

Cultural motivations Mean
Intrinsic interest 3.452173913
Social responsibility 3.434782609

From Table VII, it can be seen that the mean values of
cultural motivations are lower than the overall mean value
which is 3.544385965. English majors did hold cultural
motivations whereas the most important motivations for them
were situational motivations (M=3.858695652).

V. CONCLUSION

A. Major Findings and Implications

This thesis explored excellent English graduates.
According to analysis, the findings can be summarized as
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follows:

Firstly, regarding the adoption of vocabulary learning
strategies by the excellent English graduates, with the least
mean value exceeded 2.4, all kinds of vocabulary learning
strategies were adopted while learning vocabulary to some
extent. Meta-cognitive (M=3.614035088) strategies and
cognitive (M=3.633684211) strategies were preferred. What
others can learn from excellent English graduates are that
vocabulary learning should be more active; and that it is of
vital importance to have the ability to monitor self-learning
and make study plans.

Secondly, as for the situation of learning motivations,
situational motivations (M=3.858695652) were the highest
type. With the mean value of 3.432065217, instrumental
motivations were the lowest motivation among the three
types of motivations. Especially achievement motivation, it
was the least held motivation by excellent English majors.
This indicates that teachers should pay more attention to not
only the content itself, but also the learning situation.
Meanwhile, for some conditions, grades are important, but
they should realize that learning English is not only for good
grades. To explore instrumental and cultural functions of
English and consciously reinforce the learning process,
learners may get better results.

B. Limitations and Suggestions

Through the study of vocabulary learning strategies and
learning motivations, this thesis got some findings, however,
it has several limitations.

Firstly, only about 20 English graduates finished the
questionnaire, which is not adequate enough to represent the
situation of most excellent English graduates. If more
excellent English graduates were invited to join the
investigation, the data would be more convincing.

Secondly, this paper analyzed learning strategies and
learning motivations separately. However, as important
factors on English learning, vocabulary learning strategies
and learning motivations might have some correlations. The
study would be more comprehensive is statistical software
was adopted to analyze the correlation.
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