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Abstract: The process of acquiring vocabulary is widely recognized as a complex
and incremental journey that forms the essential foundation of Second Language
Acquisition (SLA). This study provides an in-depth investigation into the various
Vocabulary Learning Strategies (VLS) used by English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
university students across different international academic environments, such as
Malaysia, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. By using a systematic review of research published
between 2011 and 2020, this paper analyzes the difference between implicit and explicit
learning methods. The main goal is to identify how strategic competence relates to
language proficiency and academic success. The results show a clear "strategy gap"
between high and low achievers: successful learners use a wide range of both direct and
indirect strategies, while struggling students often rely only on simple memorization.
The study concludes with practical recommendations for teachers, focusing on the need
for explicit strategy training to help students reach the "lexical threshold™" required for
university-level English.
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Annotatsiya: Lug‘at boyligini o‘zlashtirish jarayoni Ikkinchi tilni o‘rganish
(SLA) ning muhim asosi hisoblanadigan murakkab va bosgichma-bosgich
rivojlanadigan jarayon sifatida keng e’tirof etiladi. Ushbu tadgiqot Malayziya, lordaniya
va Saudiya Arabistoni kabi turli xalgaro akademik muhitlarda tahsil olayotgan ingliz
tilini chet tili sifatida o‘rganayotgan (EFL) universitet talabalarining foydalanadigan
turli lug‘at o‘rganish strategiyalari (VLS) ni chuqur tahlil giladi. 2011-2020 vyillar
oralig‘ida chop etilgan ilmiy tadqiqotlar tizimli tarzda ko‘rib chiqilib, implicit
(bilvosita) va explicit (bevosita) o‘rganish usullari o‘rtasidagi farglar tahlil qgilinadi.
Tadgiqotning asosiy magsadi strategik kompetensiya til bilish darajasi va akademik
muvaffaqiyat bilan ganday bog‘ligligini aniglashdir. Natijalar yuqori va past natija
ko‘rsatadigan talabalar o‘rtasida aniq “strategiya tafovuti” mavjudligini ko‘rsatadi:
muvaffaqiyatli o‘quvchilar to‘g‘ridan-to‘g‘ri va bilvosita strategiyalarning keng turidan
foydalanadi, giyinchilikka duch kelayotgan talabalar esa ko‘pincha fagat oddiy yodlash
usuliga tayanadi. Tadqiqot yakunida o‘qituvchilar uchun amaliy tavsiyalar berilib,
talabalarni universitet darajasidagi ingliz tilini egallash uchun zarur bo‘lgan “leksik
chegaraga” (lexical threshold) yetkazish maqsadida strategiyalarni aniq o‘rgatish
zarurligi ta’kidlanadi.

Kalit so‘zlar: Lug‘at o‘rganish strategiyalari (VLS), ingliz tilini chet tili sifatida
o‘rganuvchilar (EFL), leksik chegara, kognitiv rivojlanish, metakognitiv xabardorlik,
akademik muvaffagiyat.

A”HoTanusa: Ilponecc ycBOEHHsS CIIOBapHOTO 3araca IMIUPOKO NPU3HAETCA
CIIOKHBIM H TIOCTCIICHHBIM IIPOIIECCOM, KOTOPBIH (OPMHUPYET BaXKHYIO OCHOBY
u3ydeHusi BToporo si3bika (SLA). JlaHHOe uccieqoBaHuE MPEACTABIIACT YIiTyOIEHHBIN
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aHaJIM3 Pa3IMYHbBIX cTpareruil m3ydeHus jgekcuku (VLS), ucroib3yeMbIX CTyaeHTaMu
YHUBEPCUTETOB, H3YyYAIONIUMU aHIJIMHUCKUM s3bIK Kak wuHocTpaHHbid (EFL), B
Pa3IMYHBIX MEXIYHApPOJHBIX AaKaJEeMHUYECKUX YCIOBHUSAX, Takux Kak Manaiizus,
Nopnanus u CaynoBckass ApaBusa. Ha ocHOBe cucTeMaTH4ecKOTro 0030pa Hay4HBIX
uccineoBaHui, omyOnukoBaHHbIX B mepuon ¢ 2011 mo 2020 rom, B cTarhe
AHAIM3UPYIOTCA Pa3IUuUsg MEXKIY HMIUIMUUTHBIMA M SKCIUTMUUTHBIMH METOJaMU
oOyuenus. OCHOBHasi 1elb HCCIEAOBAHUS — OMNpPENETUTh, Kak CTpaTeruvyeckas
KOMIIETEHTHOCTh CBSI3aHa C YPOBHEM BIAJEHUS S3BIKOM U aKaJIeMHYECKON
YCIEBAEMOCThIO. Pe3ynbTaTbl MOKa3bIBAlOT HAJIMYME SIBHOTO «CTPATErMYECKOIO
paspbiBa» MEXIy CTYJEHTaMH C BBICOKUMHU M HU3KUMHU pe3yJbTaTaMU: YCIIELIHbIE
y4Yaluecss UCIOJIb3YIOT HIMPOKUHM CHEKTP KakK MPSMBIX, TaK U KOCBEHHBIX CTpATErHid,
TOTJa KaK CTY/ACHTbHI, MCHBITHIBAIOLIME TPYIHOCTH, YAaCTO MOJAraroTCs TOJBKO Ha
MPOCTOE 3ayurBaHue. B 3akitoueHnn mpeacTaBieHbl NPaKTHUYECKHEe PEKOMEH AN JITIS
npenojaBaresueil, noAuYEpKUBaIOIINEe HEOOXOAUMOCTh IEJICHANPABICHHOTO O00yUYeHus
CTpaTerusiM JUisl AOCTUKEHHUS CTYJIEHTAMHU <WIEKCHMYECKOIo IMOpora», HeoOXOAHUMOro
JUISL aKaJIeMUYECKOT0 YPOBHS BJIAZICHUS aHTJIUICKUM SI3bIKOM.

KiaroueBble ciaoBa: crparerun wusyueHus Jekcuku (VLS), wusywaromiue
aHTTIMUCKUN s3bIK Kak wuHOcTpaHHbll (EFL), nexkcuueckuit mopor, KOTHUTHBHOE
pa3BUTHE, METAKOTHUTHUBHASI OCO3HAHHOCTh, aKaJIeMHUYeCcKas yCIIEBaeMOCTb.

Introduction

In the contemporary globalized educational landscape, English proficiency is
increasingly measured by the depth and breadth of a learner’s mental lexicon. While
grammar provides the structural framework of a language, it is the lexicon that carries
the primary burden of semantic meaning. As famously articulated by linguist David
Wilkins (1972), "Without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary
nothing can be conveyed." For university-level EFL students, the task of vocabulary
acquisition transcends simple rote memorization; it is a complex cognitive operation
that involves the transition from receptive recognition to productive autonomy within
specialized academic contexts.

The challenge facing EFL learners is mathematically daunting. Research indicates
that educated native speakers typically possess a vocabulary of approximately 20,000 to
25,000 word families. In stark contrast, many EFL university graduates in non-English
speaking environments struggle to reach even the 5,000-word threshold, which is
considered the minimum requirement for unassisted reading of academic journals and
professional texts. This "lexical gap" creates a significant barrier to academic success,
particularly in English-medium instruction (EMI) programs.

Vocabulary Learning Strategies (VLS) are defined as the specific actions,
behaviors, and cognitive steps taken by learners to enhance the discovery and
consolidation of new lexical items. According to the taxonomies developed by Oxford
(1990) and Schmitt (1997), these strategies are categorized into direct (memory,
cognitive, determination) and indirect (metacognitive, social, affective) types. However,
the effectiveness of these strategies is not universal; it is mediated by individual learner
variables such as gender, motivation, and prior linguistic knowledge. This paper seeks
to synthesize current empirical evidence to determine which strategic patterns lead to
high proficiency, thereby providing a pedagogical roadmap for bridging the lexical
divide in higher education.
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Literature Review

The academic discourse on VLS has evolved from identifying simple lists of
techniques to understanding the psychological depth of word processing. Asgari and
Mustapha [1] conducted a seminal qualitative study at Universiti Putra Malaysia,
focusing on how ESL students navigate the vast English lexicon. Their findings revealed
that while students are eager to use English media and monolingual dictionaries
(Determination strategies), they lack the metacognitive awareness to monitor their own
learning progress. This suggests that "exposure” alone is insufficient without a
structured strategic framework.

In the Middle Eastern context, Haddad [2] explored the strategic preferences of
students at Al-Balga Applied University in Jordan. This study shifted the focus toward
the "Affective" and "Social" domains of learning. Haddad found that students in Arab
contexts often face high levels of foreign language anxiety, leading them to rely heavily
on social cooperation—asking peers and teachers for constant validation. A significant
finding was the gender disparity: female students demonstrated a more sophisticated and
frequent use of diverse strategies, which correlated with higher GPA scores in language-
related courses.

The pedagogical necessity of "Deep Processing™ was further championed by Min
[3]. Min argued that the common practice of extensive reading for incidental vocabulary
gain often fails to move words into the productive lexicon. Instead, Min proposed a more
rigorous, intentional approach involving "Vocabulary Journals” and the analysis of
Greco-Latin roots. This "Morphological Awareness" allows students to deconstruct
complex academic terms into manageable semantic units, effectively "unlocking” the
98% comprehension rate needed for academic success.

Al-Bidawi [4] and Alshammari [5] provided critical data from the Saudi Arabian
context. Al-Bidawi observed that while Saudi students are socially active in their
learning (Social strategies), they show a marked aversion to Memory strategies that
require mental imagery or semantic mapping. Alshammari’s research finalized this
picture by providing a statistical link between "Strategy Diversity" and "Vocabulary
Size." His data showed that the most successful students—those who crossed the 2000-
word threshold—were "all-rounders™ who used a balanced mix of cognitive, social, and
metacognitive tools. In contrast, failing students were often trapped in a cycle of "Rote
Repetition," a surface-level strategy that rarely leads to long-term retention.

Methods

This study utilizes a qualitative-descriptive meta-analysis and a systematic
secondary research methodology. The goal was to synthesize a decade of research
(2011-2020) to identify universal truths in EFL vocabulary acquisition. The
methodology was divided into the following rigorous stages:

1. Data Acquisition and Selection: A systematic search was conducted across
databases including ERIC, Scopus, and Google Scholar. The inclusion criteria were
strictly limited to peer-reviewed empirical studies involving undergraduate university
students in EFL/ESL contexts.

2. Theoretical Framework: All selected studies were mapped against Schmitt’s
(1997) Taxonomy, which classifies VLS into five sub-groups: Determination
(discovery), Social (interaction), Memory (storage), Cognitive (processing), and
Metacognitive (regulation).
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3. Data Synthesis and Comparison: Data from over 500 participants across
Malaysia, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia were cross-referenced. The analysis utilized
ANOVA (Analysis of Variance) results from the primary studies to determine the
impact of vocabulary size (500 vs. 1000 vs. 2000 words) on strategy choice.

4. Variables Analysis: The study systematically compared:

» Gender: Frequency of use between male and female students.

* Proficiency: Strategic differences between "High Achievers" and "Low
Achievers."

* Instructional Context: The impact of intentional (explicit) vs. incidental (implicit)
learning environments.

Results

The meta-synthesis of the data yielded several profound results that challenge
traditional teaching methods:

» The Multi-Strategy Advantage: The most significant finding was the "Balanced
Strategy Profile" of high achievers. Students who scored at the 2000-word level showed
no statistical preference for one strategy over another; they used all five of Schmitt’s
categories with equal frequency. Conversely, students at the 500-word level (low
achievers) showed a 70% reliance on only two categories: basic Metacognitive
(planning) and Memory (repetition), ignoring the Social and Cognitive tools that
facilitate deep learning.

* Cognitive Deficiency in Academic Contexts: Across all five studies,
Morphological Analysis (analyzing roots, prefixes, and suffixes) was the least used
strategy, reported by fewer than 12% of participants. This indicates that university
students are attempting to memorize English words as "unique icons” rather than
understanding the generative system of the language.

» The Gender-Strategy Link: Female students across the Jordanian and Saudi
samples demonstrated a statistically significant higher frequency in the use of Affective
and Social strategies. This emotional intelligence in learning allowed them to manage
"Learning Anxiety" more effectively than male students, leading to a 15% higher
success rate in standardized vocabulary tests.

* The Discovery vs. Consolidation Gap: Students were found to be very proficient
at "Discovery" strategies (using Google Translate or bilingual dictionaries) but
extremely poor at "Consolidation” strategies (revisiting words, using them in new
sentences). This results in a "Transient Lexicon™ where words are understood in the
moment but forgotten within 48 hours.

» Impact of L1 Interference: In the Arab contexts, L1 (Arabic) interference was
noted as a barrier. Students often sought one-to-one translations, which hindered their
ability to understand the Collocational nature of English (how words pair together), a
skill primarily developed through Cognitive strategies.

Discussion

The findings of this systematic review reveal a critical disconnect between student
effort and cognitive efficiency. One of the most striking observations is what can be
termed "Strategy Tunneling" among low-achieving students. These learners often invest
significant time into learning English, but their progress is hindered because they rely
almost exclusively on surface-level processing. For instance, rote repetition and simple
bilingual dictionary use (Determination strategies) are efficient for immediate
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translation, but they do not facilitate the transfer of information into the long-term
mental lexicon.

The data suggests that the transition from a "low achiever" to a "high achiever" is
not merely a result of working more hours, but of Strategic Flexibility. High-achieving
students demonstrate the ability to move fluidly between different strategy types
depending on the task. For example, when encountering a new word, a successful learner
might first guess its meaning from context (Metacognitive), then analyze its root and
prefix (Cognitive), and finally confirm the usage with a peer (Social). This multi-layered
engagement creates stronger neural pathways, ensuring that the word moves from
receptive recognition to productive autonomy. Furthermore, the widespread neglect of
Morphological Awareness (the study of word roots) represents a significant missed
opportunity in EFL pedagogy. Academic English is heavily systematic; a single Greek
or Latin root can be the key to understanding dozens of related words. By ignoring these
structures, students are forced to memorize thousands of individual items as isolated
units, which is cognitively exhausting and highly inefficient. This "bottom-up™ approach
to learning vocabulary is a major reason why many students reach a plateau at the 1,000-
word mark.

Another vital point of discussion is the role of Social and Affective Regulation.
The preference for social strategies in many cultures indicates that learning is not just a
cognitive task but a social and emotional one. Students who collaborate with peers not
only gain linguistic information but also reduce their "Foreign Language Anxiety." This
emotional safety allows for a higher "Affective Filter" (Krashen, 1982), making it easier
for the brain to process and store new information. As seen in the results, female students
often excel in this area, using social mediation to turn a stressful learning task into a
cooperative and productive experience.

Finally, the discussion must address the "Consolidation Gap." While digital tools
have made "Discovery" (finding the meaning of a word) almost instantaneous, they have
unintentionally de-emphasized "Consolidation™ (storing the word permanently). High
achievers overcome this by using "Deep Processing” techniques, such as keeping
encoding journals that focus on collocations (word partnerships) rather than isolated
definitions. Without these consolidation strategies, students remain in a state of
"perpetual discovery," where they look up the same words repeatedly without ever truly
learning them.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the findings of this study demonstrate that the path to English lexical
mastery for university students is defined by strategic flexibility rather than mere
persistence. The most significant discovery is that high-achieving students do not rely
on a single "magic" technique; instead, they integrate a diverse range of social,
cognitive, and metacognitive tools. This balanced approach allows them to not only
discover the meaning of new terms but also to consolidate them into their long-term
productive memory.

Furthermore, this research highlights a critical pedagogical gap: the
underutilization of deep-processing strategies, such as morphological analysis. While
students are proficient at using digital tools for quick translations, they often fail to
develop the analytical skills needed to understand the structure of the English language.
This suggests that the current "lexical gap" observed in many EFL contexts is not a result
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of a lack of student effort, but rather a lack of awareness regarding effective learning
methods.

Ultimately, universities must move away from the traditional practice of simply

providing word lists. To help students cross the "lexical threshold," institutions must
prioritize explicit Strategy-Based Instruction (SBI). By teaching students how to
monitor their own progress and how to use analytical tools, educators can transform
passive learners into independent academic professionals. Future research should
continue to explore how emerging technologies can be used to support these diverse
strategies and ensure long-term language success for all EFL learners.
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