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ABSTRACT	
Although	the	 importance	of	vocabulary	 in	 language	 input	 (listening	and	reading)	and	
output	(speaking	and	writing)	has	 long	been	established,	 time	constraints	and	exam-
oriented	 instruction	 in	 the	Malaysian	 secondary	 school	 classrooms	 force	 teachers	 to	
prioritize	 content	 breadth	 rather	 than	 depth.	 In	 2017,	 the	 Malaysian	 Ministry	 of	
Education	implemented	nationwide	the	new	Standard	Based	Curriculum	for	Secondary	
Schools	 (KSSM).	 The	 integration	 of	 the	 Vocabulary	 Journal	 in	 the	 new	 textbook	
demonstrates	 the	 importance	of	 vocabulary	 in	 language	 learning.	This	paper	aims	 to	
present	and	share	the	findings	of	an	action	research	study	with	a	selected	class	of	Form	
One	 students	 (13	 year	 olds)	 engaged	 in	 vocabulary	 journaling	 to	 determine	 its	
effectiveness	 in	 enhancing	 vocabulary	 knowledge	as	well	 as	 reading	 comprehension.	
Vocabulary	journals	are	also	known	as	personalised	dictionaries	for	learners	of	English	
as	a	Second	Language	(ESL)	which	allows	them	the	freedom	to	include	any	information	
they	 deem	 relevant	 to	 the	 target	 words.	 To	 ease	 the	 process	 of	 deciding	 which	
information	to	be	included,	the	vocabulary	journaling	used	Frayer’s	(1969)	Vocabulary	
Four	Square	Model.	This	paper	will	share	the	findings	from	the	study	on	enlisting	the	
vocabulary	 journal	 approach	 to	 enhance	 the	 learners’	 vocabulary	 range,	 thereby	
leading	to	improved	reading	comprehension.	

	
Keywords:	 Vocabulary	 journal,	 Vocabulary,	 Reading	 comprehension,	 Secondary	 school	 ESL	
learners	

	
INTRODUCTION	

Malaysian	 students	 are	 especially	 fortunate	 as	 they	 are	 exposed	 to	multiple	 languages	 on	 a	
daily	basis	since	 the	 country	 consists	of	 a	multiracial	population.	Though	students	may	have	
different	mother	tongues,	English	is	a	core	subject	that	each	student	has	to	take	up	beginning	
from	 their	 early	 education	 years	 and	 it	 eventually	 becomes	 the	 medium	 of	 instruction	 as	
learners	progress	through	their	education.	Therefore,	11	crucial	years	have	been	allocated	 in	
the	Malaysian	education	system	to	train	 learners	 in	 the	 lingua	 franca.	However,	studies	have	
shown	that	despite	the	11	years	of	compulsory	English	language	education	received,	Malaysian	
ESL	 learners	 still	 lack	 the	 necessary	 proficiency	 levels	 for	 higher	 levels	 of	 language	 use.	
Researchers	claim	that	 this	 lack	of	proficiency	can	be	traced	to	the	 lack	of	extensive	reading,	
limiting	their	vocabulary	depth	and	breadth	and	increasing	their	heavy	reliance	on	translation	
into	 their	 L1	 (Hazlina	Abdullah,	Nik	 Suryani	Nik	Abdul	Rahman	&	Airil	Haimi	Mohd.	 Adnan,	
2012).	
	
Acknowledging	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 English	 language	 and	 the	 loopholes	 of	 the	 previous	
curriculum,	 the	Ministry	 of	 Education	Malaysia	 has	 introduced	 the	 Standards-Based	 English	
Language	Curriculum	(SBELC)	to	improve	English	proficiency	levels	of	the	youths	starting	from	
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their	first	year	in	primary	education	(Tajularipin	Sulaiman,	Ahmad	Fauzi	Mohd	Ayub	&	Suriati	
Sulaiman,	 2015).	 Beginning	 with	 the	 first	 batch	 in	 2011,	 students	 who	 have	undergone	 six	
years	of	 the	Primary	School	Standards-Based	Curriculum,	otherwise	known	as	the	Kurikulum	
Standard	 Sekolah	 Rendah	 (KSSR)	 are	 now	 the	 first	 cohort	 of	 students	 undergoing	 the	 new	
Standard	 Based	 Curriculum	 for	 Secondary	 Schools,	 also	 known	 as	 the	 Kurikulum	 Standard	
Sekolah	Menengah	 (KSSM).	 Under	 the	 new	 curriculum,	 a	 vocabulary	 journal	 component	 has	
been	 added	 into	 the	 textbook	 to	 help	 learners	 expand	 their	 vocabulary	 breadth	 and	 depth	
which	the	researcher	believes	to	be	the	root	of	the	poor	language	proficiency	levels.	Aside	from	
the	 emphasis	 on	 the	 four	 basic	 language	 skills:	 reading,	 listening,	 speaking	 and	writing,	 the	
SBELC	entrusts	teachers	with	the	responsibility	of	assisting	the	students	develop	higher	order	
thinking	skills	such	as	reasoning,	critical	thinking	and	creative	thinking	skills	that	are	crucial	in	
communication	(Curriculum	Development	Division,	2011).	
	
It	 is	 no	 surprise	 to	 find	 that	 teachers	 too	 are	 resistant	 toward	 the	 restructuring	 of	 the	
curriculum	as	 it	may	entail	 an	 increase	 to	 their	 already	overburdening	workload,	while	also	
raising	 their	 insecurities	 about	 being	 incompetent	 in	 implementing	 the	 restructured	
curriculum	 with	 the	 limited	 amount	 of	 training	 and	 support	 that	 they	 receive	 (Tajularipin	
Sulaiman,	 Ahmad	 Fauzi	 Mohd	 Ayub	 &	 Suriati	 Sulaiman,	 2015).	 The	 teachers’	 concerns	 are	
legitimate	as	they	are	forced	to	adapt	to	not	only	the	restructured	curriculum,	but	also	to	their	
new	teaching	roles,	new	content	and	materials	as	well	as	the	philosophy	that	comes	with	the	
restructuring	 of	 the	 curriculum	 simultaneously	 (Tajularipin	 Sulaiman,	 Ahmad	 Fauzi	 Mohd	
Ayub	 &	 Suriati	 Sulaiman,	 2015).	 As	 the	 researcher	 happened	 to	 be	 presented	 with	 the	
opportunity	to	conduct	her	teaching	practice	when	the	curriculum	was	implemented,	it	was	a	
great	opportunity	to	identify	whether	the	incorporation	of	the	vocabulary	journal	component	
in	 the	 English	 textbook	 was	 indeed	 effective	 in	 helping	 learners	 improve	 their	 vocabulary	
range,	which	would	then	increase	their	reading	comprehension	gains.	
	
The	study	was	guided	by	the	following	research	questions:	

1. 	How	does	explicit	vocabulary	instruction	help	the	selected	class	of	Form	One	students	to	
gain	more	vocabulary?	

2. 	How	does	explicit	vocabulary	instruction	help	the	selected	class	of	Form	One	students	to	
improve	reading	comprehension?	

3. 	To	what	extent	does	the	vocabulary	journal	method	help	the	selected	class	of	Form	One	
students	gain	more	vocabulary	and	improve	reading	comprehension?	

	
Past	 research	 has	 indicated	 that	 one	 of	 the	 possible	 reasons	 behind	 the	 lack	 of	 language	
proficiency	 levels	 among	 the	 learners	 can	 be	 traced	 to	 the	 learners	 themselves	 who	 are	
unaware	 of	 effective	 word	 learning	 strategies,	 causing	 them	 to	 be	 unable	 to	 comprehend	
language	 input	 in	 the	 form	 of	 reading	 texts	 as	well	 as	 verbal	 exchanges	 as	 they	 struggle	 to	
understand	the	words	used.	
	
Vocabulary	Learning	Strategies	
It	 is	 widely	 acknowledged	 that	 vocabulary	 plays	 a	 crucial	 role	 in	 enabling	 learners	 to	
effectively	 express	 themselves	 for	 communicative	 purposes	 (Glende,	 2013;	 Vela	 &	 Rushidi	
2016;	 Centenario,	 2013;	 Rupley	 &	 Nichols,	 2005).	 Despite	 teachers’	 best	 interests,	 it	 is	 a	
herculean	task	to	expect	teachers	to	be	able	to	teach	every	single	word	that	students	encounter	
for	the	obvious	reason	that	words	are	multi-faceted	and	are	constantly	fluctuating	in	numbers	
(Nagy,	1988),	and	teachers	 in	schools	are	pressured	by	time	constraints	due	to	the	emphasis	
placed	on	examinations	(Hazlina	Abdullah,	Nik	Suryani	Nik	Abdul	Rahman	&	Airil	Haimi	Mohd.	
Adnan,	 2012).	 To	 further	 illustrate	 the	 severity	 of	 this	 problem,	 some	 researchers	 term	 the	
dual	 task	of	mastering	both	content	and	 language	simultaneously	as	 the	double-edged	sword	
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that	 significantly	 impacts	 English	 language	 learning	 for	 ESL	 learners	 (Boyer,	 2017;	 Farrukh	
Nazir,	2017;	Robson,	2009;	Townsend	&	Collins,	2008)		
	
Therefore,	researchers	assert	that	it	would	be	far	more	effective	for	teachers	to	equip	learners	
with	 vocabulary	 learning	 strategies	 instead	 of	 merely	 expecting	 learners	 to	 pick	 up	 these	
strategies	 as	 they	 progress	 in	 their	 learning	 (Azadeh	 Asgari	 &	 Ghazali	 Bin	Mustapha,	 2011;	
Nagy,	 1988;	 Zhang	 and	 Suaini	 bin	 Anual,	 2008;	 Naginder,	 2013;	 Farrukh	 Nazir,	 2017).	
Researchers	 such	 as	 Beck,	 Perfetti	 &	 McKeown	 (1982),	 Glende	 (2013),	 Naginder	 (2013),	
Nelson	 &	 Stage	 (2007),	 Rupley	 &	 Nichols	 (2005)	 Yung	 (2008)	 suggest	 that	 teachers	 help	
learners	by	equipping	them	with	vocabulary	learning	strategies	instead	of	focusing	on	teaching	
them	words,	as	this	allows	them	to	become	autonomous	learners	enabling	them	to	cope	with	
the	progressively	increasing	demands	in	their	learning.	Schmitt’s	Taxonomy	(1997)	aptly	sums	
up	 some	 of	 the	 more	 common	 strategies	 used	 by	 learners	 to	 acquire	 and	 expand	 their	
vocabulary	ranges	though	the	learners	may	not	be	fully	aware	of	them.	
	
Schmitt’s	Taxonomy	of	Vocabulary	Learning	Strategies	
There	are	a	myriad	of	vocabulary	learning	strategies	available	and	it	is	difficult	to	pinpoint	one	
that	 would	 guarantee	 results	 for	 all	 learners.	 Therefore,	 researchers	 have	 documented	 and	
classified	the	myriad	of	vocabulary	learning	strategies	available	into	various	taxonomies.	The	
current	study	refers	to	Schmitt’s	(1997)	taxonomy	of	vocabulary	learning	strategies	(Figure	1),	
as	 it	 seems	 to	be	 the	most	 comprehensive	and	has	been	 selected	 as	 the	basis	of	 the	 current	
study	(Azadeh	Asgari	&	Ghazali	Bin	Mustapha,	2011).	
	

	
Figure	1.	Schmitt’s	(1997)	Taxonomy	of	Vocabulary	Learning	Strategies	

	
Based	on	Schmitt’s	 (1997)	 taxonomy	 (Figure	1),	 vocabulary	 learning	 strategies	are	 classified	
into	 two	 broad	 categories:	Discovery	 strategies	 and	 consolidation	 strategies,	which	 are	 then	
broken	 down	 further	 into	 specific	 clusters	 of	 strategies	 such	 as	 determination,	 social,	
metacognitive	and	cognitive	strategies	respectively.	Though	the	taxonomy	presents	an	array	of	
strategies	at	 the	disposal	of	 the	 learners	as	well	 as	 teachers,	 research	has	 indicated	 that	not	
many	were	aware	of	its	presence	and	hence	were	unable	to	reap	its	benefits	(Azadeh	Asgari	&	
Ghazali	Bin	Mustapha,	2011;	Dubiner,	2017;	Rupley	&	Nichols,	2005;	Taveggia,	2013;	
Uzun,	2012).	
	
Ideally,	teachers	would	be	able	to	model	as	many	of	these	learning	strategies	for	their	learners	
as	 possible,	 but	 it	 is	 not	 a	 practical	 goal	 to	 achieve	 due	 to	 the	 limited	 instructional	 time	
(Centenario,	 2013;	 Townsend	 &	 Collins,	 2008),	 pressure	 of	 the	 exam-oriented	 education	
system	 in	 the	 Malaysian	 context	 (Hazlina	 Abdullah,	 Nik	 Suryani	 Nik	 Abdul	 Rahman	 &	 Airil	
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Haimi	Mohd.	Adnan,	2012),	 as	well	 as	 the	passive	attitudes	of	 the	 learners	 (Darmi	&	Albion,	
2013;	 Hazlina	 Abdullah,	 Nik	 Suryani	 Nik	 Abdul	 Rahman	 &	 Airil	 Haimi	 Mohd.	 Adnan,	 2012;	
Loshuertos	 Centenario,	 2013;	 Zhang	 &	 Suaini	 Bin	 Anual,	 2008).	 Therefore,	 teachers	 and	
researchers	 alike	 are	 in	 search	 of	 the	 most	 effective	 and	 practical	 way	 to	 help	 learners,	
especially	ESL	learners	in	the	Malaysian	context	master	a	larger	vocabulary	range	to	help	them	
in	their	language	learning.	
	
Based	 on	 Figure	 1,	 it	 can	 be	 seen	 that	 keeping	 a	 vocabulary	 notebook	 involves	 the	 use	 of	
multiple	 discovery	 and	 consolidation	 strategies	 in	 the	 process	 (Mania	 Nosratinia,	 Zania	
Mohamadi	Sarmadi	&	Hossein	Shakeri,	2013).	In	line	with	the	Involvement	Load	Hypothesis	by	
Hulstijn	and	Laufer	(2001),	keeping	a	vocabulary	notebook	requires	the	learners	to	engage	in	
multiple	 vocabulary	 learning	 strategies,	 which	 translates	 to	 a	 higher	 involvement	 load	 and	
subsequently	 higher	 retention	 of	 target	 words	 learned	 (Hulstijn	 and	 Laufer,	 2001).	 Also	
agreeing	with	Hulstijn	and	Laufer	(2001)	is	Yung	(2008,	p.	71),	a	researcher	in	Hong	Kong	who	
states	 that	 “vocabulary	 notebooks	 can	 be	 used	 as	 a	 tool	 to	 integrate	 a	 variety	 of	 learning	
strategies	 and	 make	 them	 explicit	 to	 students.”	 Studies	 conducted	 by	 Boyer	 (2017),	 Chou	
(2011),	Dubiner	(2017),	Glende	(2013),	Mahdavi	&	Tensfeldt	(2013),	Shen	(2013)	and	Sippel	
(2010)	also	support	the	notion	that	a	combination	of	vocabulary	learning	strategies	proved	to	
be	more	effective	 in	helping	 learners	acquire	and	 retain	vocabulary	necessary	 for	 successful	
reading	 comprehension	 compared	 to	 the	 isolated	 use	 of	 a	 particular	 strategy.	 Therefore,	 it	
indicates	 that	 the	 use	 of	 a	 vocabulary	 notebook	 is	 indeed	 an	 effective	 method	 to	 help	 ESL	
learners	in	their	language	learning.	
	
Vocabulary	Notebooks	
Though	 vocabulary	 journaling	 is	 a	 new	 component	 integrated	 in	 the	 Malaysian	 English	
language	 curriculum,	 this	 vocabulary	 learning	 strategy	 has	 long	 been	 employed	 in	 language	
classrooms	 in	 other	 countries.	 Uzun	 (2012,	 p.2)	 states	 that:	 “since	 vocabulary	 notebooks	
provide	 learners	 with	 the	 opportunity	 to	 expand	 their	 repertoire	 of	 vocabulary,	 help	 them	
enhance	vocabulary	learning	strategies,	and	encourage	individual	learning,	the	effectiveness	of	
vocabulary	notebooks	should	be	investigated	more	closely”.	This	is	further	supported	by	Yung	
(2008,	p.71)	who	claims	that,	“vocabulary	notebooks	can	be	used	as	a	tool	to	integrate	a	variety	
of	learning	strategies	and	make	them	explicit	to	students”.	
	
Past	studies	on	vocabulary	notebooks	have	presented	positive	findings	such	as:	

● Increased	 vocabulary	 acquisition	 and	 retention	 (Dubiner,	 2017;	 Centenario,	 2013;	
McCrostie,	2007;	Uzun,	2012,	Yung,	2008).	

● Development	of	 language	 learning	strategies	 (Dubiner,	2017;	Loshuertos	Centenario,	
2013;	McCrostie,	2007;	Vela	&	Rushidi,	2016).	

● Increased	 learner	 motivation	 and	 autonomy	 (Dubiner,	 2017;	 Centenario,	 2013;	
McCrostie,	 2007;	 Taveggia,	 2013;	 Uzun,	 2012;	 Vela	 &	 Rushidi,	 2016;	 Walters	 and	
Bozkurt,	2009;	Yung,	2008).	

● Increased	reading	comprehension	(Yung,	2008).	
	
Aside	from	being	a	combination	of	multiple	vocabulary	learning	strategies	(Mania	Nosratinia,	
Zania	Mohamadi	Sarmadi	&	Hossein	Shakeri,	2013;	Dubiner,	2017;	Centenario,	2013;	Schütz,	
2005)	are	of	the	opinion	that	the	use	of	a	vocabulary	notebook	is	also	a	practical	and	effective	
approach	 as	 it	 is	 economical	 and	 allows	 adolescent	 students	who	 desire	 independence	 and	
determination	the	freedom	to	design	their	notebooks	and	include	any	information	they	deem	
important.	 Perhaps	 acknowledging	 these	 benefits,	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Education	 Malaysia	 has	
integrated	 the	 ‘Vocabulary	 Journal’	 component	 in	 the	 new	 Kurikulum	 Standard	 Sekolah	
Menengah	(KSSM)	syllabus	English	textbook.	
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Though	vocabulary	notebooks	seem	to	be	a	promising	strategy	to	help	ESL	learners	with	their	
language	learning,	past	studies	have	presented	potential	areas	for	improvement	as	follows:	

1) Vocabulary	 learning	 should	 take	 place	 in	 a	 communicative	 environment	 that	 allows	
learners	to	develop	expressive	 language	skills	such	as	 through	discussions	and	games	
(Chung,	2012;	Farrukh	Nazir,	2017;	Fisher	&	Frey,	2014;	Uzun,	2012).	

2) Vocabulary	notebooks	should	be	included	in	the	formative	assessment	of	the	learners	to	
encourage	 learners	 to	 consistently	 add	 entries	 into	 their	 notebooks	 (Dubiner,	 2017;	
Walters	&	Bozkurt,	2009;	Vela	&	Rushidi,	2016).	

3) Teachers	 should	 periodically	 review	 the	 notebooks	 and	 correct	 errors	 made	 in	 the	
notebooks	 to	 allow	 learners	 to	 notice	 their	mistakes	 instead	 of	 constantly	 relying	 on	
sample	 sentences	 to	 learn	 the	 multidimensionality	 of	 the	 words	 (Dubiner,	 2017;	
Centenario,	2013;	McCrostie,	2007;	Walters	&	Bozkurt,	2009;	Uzun,	2012;	Yung,	2008).	

4) Teachers	should	scaffold	their	vocabulary	 learning	by	modelling	different	strategies	 in	
the	classroom	instead	of	spoon-feeding	the	learners	with	information	to	prepare	them	
to	 be	 able	 to	 handle	 questions	 that	 require	 learners	 to	 infer	 meanings	 of	 unknown	
words	(Centenario,	2013;	Yung,	2008;	Zhang	&	Suaini	Bin	Anual,	2008).	

5) Though	 learners	 should	 be	 given	 the	 freedom	 to	 select	 the	words	 to	 include	 in	 their	
notebooks,	teacher	guidance	is	necessary.	Thus,	teachers	should	provide	a	word	list	for	
learners	 to	 refer	 to,	 consisting	 of	 about	 10-20	 words	 over	 the	 span	 of	 a	 week	
(McCrostie,	2007;	Taveggia,	2013;	Vela	&	Rushidi,	2016;	Walters	&	Bozkurt,	2009;	Yung,	
2008).	

6) Though	 learners	 should	 be	 given	 the	 freedom	 to	 select	 the	words	 to	 include	 in	 their	
notebooks,	teacher	guidance	is	necessary.	Thus,	teachers	should	provide	a	word	list	for	
learners	 to	 refer	 to,	 consisting	 of	 about	 10-20	 words	 over	 the	 span	 of	 a	 week	
(McCrostie,	2007;	Taveggia,	2013;	Vela	&	Rushidi,	2016;	Walters	&	Bozkurt,	2009;	Yung,	
2008).	

7) Although	 vocabulary	 notebook	 entries	 typically	 only	 include	 definitions,	 sample	
sentences	and	related	words,	other	information	such	as	collocations	and	visuals	should	
be	 included	 to	 promote	 in-depth	 understanding	 of	 the	 target	 words	 learned	 (Boyer,	
2017;	Mania	Nosratinia,	Zania	Mohamadi	Sarmadi	&	Hossein	Shakeri,	2013;	McCrostie,	
2007;	Taveggia,	2013;	Yung,	2008).	

	
Though	 it	 is	 important	 to	 allow	 learners	 the	 freedom	 to	 include	 any	 additional	 information	
about	the	target	words	they	deem	relevant,	multiple	studies	have	found	that	learners	also	need	
assistance	 in	 selecting	 the	 type	 of	 additional	 information	 that	 helps	 enhance	 their	
understanding	 of	 the	 target	words	 chosen	 (Boyer,	 2017;	Mania	Nosratinia,	 Zania	Mohamadi	
Sarmadi	&	Hossein	Shakeri,	2013;	Taveggia,	2013;	Yung,	2008).	
	
The	 study	 employed	 the	 use	 of	 the	 Frayer’s	 Vocabulary	 Four	 Square	 Model	 as	 results	 from	
Peters’	 (1975)	 study	 have	 indicated	 that	 this	 was	 a	 far	 more	 effective	 method	 in	 helping	
struggling	learners	attain	concepts	in	reading	material.	The	results	indicated	that	attainment	of	
concepts	 lead	 to	 improved	 reading	 comprehension	 performance	 among	 the	 participants	
(Peters,	 1975).	 Therefore,	 the	 vocabulary	 journal	 in	 this	 study	 was	 guided	 by	 Frayer’s	
Vocabulary	 Four	 Square	 Model	 as	 the	 template	 for	 participants’	 vocabulary	 journal	 entries,	
while	Marzano’s	Six	Steps	to	Better	Vocabulary	Instruction	(2009)	laid	the	foundation	for	the	
implementation	of	the	study	with	the	participants.	
	

METHODOLOGY	
The	study	aimed	at	identifying	whether	the	use	of	a	vocabulary	journal	was	indeed	effective	in	
helping	learners	in	the	Malaysian	secondary	school	setting	gain	more	vocabulary	and	improve	
their	 reading	 comprehension	 abilities.	 More	 specifically,	 the	 study	 aimed	 at	 identifying	
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whether	the	use	of	a	vocabulary	journal	guided	by	Frayer’s	Vocabulary	Four	Square	Model	was	
effective	 in	 helping	 learners	 acquire	 more	 vocabulary	 as	 well	 as	 improve	 their	 reading	
comprehension.	To	further	substantiate	the	findings,	the	participants’	input	was	also	taken	into	
account	in	the	study.	The	study	was	therefore	guided	by	the	following	research	questions:	

1. How	does	explicit	vocabulary	instruction	help	the	selected	class	of	Form	One	students	
to	gain	more	vocabulary?	

2. How	does	explicit	vocabulary	instruction	help	the	selected	class	of	Form	One	students	
to	improve	reading	comprehension?	

3. To	what	 extent	 does	 the	 vocabulary	 journal	 method	 help	 the	 selected	 class	 of	
	
Form	One	students	gain	more	vocabulary	and	improve	reading	comprehension?	
	

PARTICIPANTS	
The	34	participants	were	purposefully	selected	from	an	intact	class	of	Form	One	students	in	a	
selected	school	in	Petaling	Utama,	Malaysia	as	they	were	the	first	batch	of	students	to	undergo	
the	 Standard	 Based	 Curriculum	 for	 Secondary	 Schools	 (KSSM)	 syllabus.	 Purposive	 sampling	
allowed	for	collection	of	a	more	comprehensible	set	of	data	for	a	better	understanding	of	the	
effects	of	the	use	of	a	vocabulary	journal	on	the	vocabulary	and	reading	comprehension	gains	
on	these	ESL	learners	(Creswell,	2012).	
	
It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 these	 participants	 mainly	 come	 from	 non-English	 speaking	
backgrounds	and	have	achieved	at	 least	a	B	grade	 in	their	Primary	School	Achievement	Test,	
also	known	as	Ujian	Pencapaian	Sekolah	Rendah	(UPSR)	examination	for	their	comprehension	
paper.	This	indicated	that	they	had	acquired	at	least	some	form	of	proficiency	in	the	language,	
at	least	according	to	the	examination	results.	
	
Instruments	
Data	 for	 the	study	were	collected	using	the	 following	 instruments:	a)	Vocabulary	Knowledge	
Scale	 (VKS)	 Pre-tests	 and	 Post-tests,	 b)	 Reading	 Comprehension	 Pre-test	 and	 Post-test,	 c)	
Written	response	questions,	and	d)	Frayer’s	Vocabulary	Four	Square	Model.	
	
Vocabulary	Knowledge	Scale	(VKS)	Pre-tests	and	Post-tests	
The	Vocabulary	Knowledge	Scale	(VKS)	 is	a	5-point	self-report	scale	developed	by	Wesche	&	
Paribakht	(1996)	to	help	educators	track	the	vocabulary	acquisition	progress	of	L2	learners	by	
including	 receptive	and	productive	measures	of	 vocabulary	knowledge.	The	VKS	used	 in	 the	
this	study	was	modified	by	Dale	Brown	(2011)	of	Nanzan	University	in	Japan,	consisting	of	a	4-
point	 self-report	 Likert	 scale,	 supplying	 evidence	 for	 the	 vocabulary	 gains	 that	 have	 been	
claimed	by	Stahl	and	Nagy	(2006)	as	incremental	in	learners	of	all	proficiency	levels	(as	cited	
in	Townsend	and	Collins,	2008,	p.1012).	Furthermore,	 according	 to	Brown	 (2011,	p.15),	 this	
form	 of	measurement	 allowed	 for	 a	 “finer	 measurement	 of	 vocabulary	 gains”	 as	 it	 allowed	
students	 to	 self-report	 their	 “progressive	 degrees	 of	word	 knowledge”,	 while	 also	 requiring	
them	to	supply	evidence	of	their	understanding.	The	following	is	the	scoring	guide	for	the	VKS	
used	in	this	study:	
• A=	I	know	the	meaning	of	this	word/phrase	and	can	use	it	in	a	sentence.	(3	points)	
• B=	I	know	the	meaning	of	this	word/phrase	but	I	am	not	sure	how	to	use	it.	(2	points)	
• C=	I	have	seen	this	word/phrase	before,	but	I	do	not	know	what	it	means.	(1	point)	
• D=	I	have	never	seen	this	word/phrase	before.	(0	points)	

	
The	study	managed	to	gather	three	cycles	of	data	in	the	form	of	VKS,	with	10-15	chosen	words	
from	each	topic	covered	in	the	lessons.	
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Reading	Comprehension	Pre-test	and	Post-test	
Since	 the	participants	were	being	prepared	 to	 sit	 for	 the	Form	Three	Assessment	 (Penilaian	
Tingkatan	Tiga)	examinations	in	the	near	future,	the	reading	comprehension	test	was	extracted	
from	the	2016	(PT	3)	examination.	Only	the	Section	C	component	of	the	(PT	3)	paper	was	used	
as	it	consisted	of	open-ended	comprehension	questions	that	required	learners	to	demonstrate	
breadth	and	depth	of	vocabulary,	allowing	 for	more	valid	data	to	be	collected	to	support	 the	
findings.	
	
Written	Response	Questions	
The	 written	 response	 session	 was	 conducted	 upon	 completion	 of	 the	 intervention,	 offering	
insights	 from	the	participants	 themselves	on	the	effectiveness	of	 the	vocabulary	 journal.	The	
questions	 used	 in	 the	 handout	were	 adapted	 from	 the	 questionnaire	 used	 in	 Yung’s	 (2008)	
study	 with	 his	 class	 of	 Form	 2	 ESL	 learners	 in	 Hong	 Kong.	 A	 total	 of	 eight	 open-ended	
questions	were	given	to	the	students	in	the	form	of	individual	handouts.	
	

PROCEDURE	FOR	DATA	COLLECTION	
Before	the	intervention	was	introduced,	the	participants	were	subjected	to	the	first		Vocabulary	
Knowledge	 Scale	 pre-test	 and	 the	 reading	 comprehension	 pre-test.	 Then,	 the	 vocabulary	
journal	 was	 introduced	 in	 the	 classroom	 and	 modelled	 how	 the	 Frayer’s	 Vocabulary	 Four	
Square	Model	 could	be	used	as	 the	 template	 for	 the	participants’	 vocabulary	 journal	 entries.	
The	word	list	for	each	topic,	consisting	of	10-15	words	per	topic	was	posted	in	the	classroom	at	
the	beginning	of	the	topic,	allowing	participants	the	time	to	complete	their	vocabulary	journals	
at	home	before	sharing	their	entries	with	the	class	in	the	next	lesson.	Wherever	possible,	the	
researcher	included	some	enrichment	games	such	as	Hangman	and	verbal	pop	quizzes	to	help	
the	participants	recall	the	target	words.	At	the	end	of	each	topic,	the	vocabulary	journals	were	
collected	 for	 checking	 before	 the	post-test	was	 administered.	 Feedback	was	 given	 each	 time	
the	participants	shared	their	entries	with	the	class	and	after	the	post-test.	
	
Each	 topic	 took	 approximately	 3	 weeks	 to	 cover,	 and	 at	 the	 end	 of	 every	 3	 weeks,	 the	
participants	would	be	subjected	to	a	Vocabulary	Knowledge	Scale	post-test.	At	the	end	of	the	
intervention,	the	participants	had	to	do	the	reading	comprehension	post-test.	
	
Two	weeks	 later,	 the	written	 response	 session	was	 conducted,	 but	 not	 all	 participants	were	
present	for	the	session.	Only	25	of	the	30	participants	managed	to	present	themselves	for	the	
written	response	session.	
	
Only	 30	 participants	 participated	 fully	 in	 the	 study	 as	 4	 of	 the	 participants	 were	 either	
transferred	 to	 a	 different	 school	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 intervention	 period	 or	 experienced	
physical	injury,	causing	them	to	be	absent	from	school	during	the	intervention	period.	
	

FINDINGS	AND	DISCUSSION	
Results	from	the	Vocabulary	Knowledge	Scale	(VKS)	Pre-tests	and	Post-tests	
Three	 cycles	 of	 the	 Vocabulary	 Knowledge	 Scale	 (VKS)	were	 conducted	 and	 the	 results	 are	
presented	 in	Table	1.	The	scores	shown	are	 for	30	participants	who	had	participated	 fully	 in	
the	study.	
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Table	1:	
Pre-test	and	Post-test	mean	scores	for	all	three	cycles	of	Vocabulary	Knowledge	Scale	(VKS)	

Vocabulary	Knowledge	

Scale	Cycle	

Pre-test	Mean	Score	 Post-test	Mean	Score	

Cycle	1	(15	words)	 20.50	 22.90	
Cycle	2	(10	words)	 17.03	 22.97	

Cycle	3	(10	words)	 10.03	 17.03	
*Total	score	for	Cycle	1=	45	points	
*Total	scores	for	Cycle	2	and	3	=	30	points	
	
The	 decrease	 in	 the	 number	 of	 target	words	 chosen	was	due	 to	 the	 lack	 of	 time	which	was	
noticed	on	completing	the	First	Cycle.	Based	on	the	consistent	increase	in	post-test	scores	from	
the	pre-test	scores	for	all	three	Cycles	of	the	Vocabulary	Knowledge	Scale	pre	and	post-	tests,	it	
was	clear	that	the	use	of	a	vocabulary	journal	helped	the	participants	acquire	more	vocabulary	
knowledge	 depth.	 This	 sufficiently	 answered	 the	 first	 research	 question,	 showing	 that	 the	
vocabulary	 journal	was	 indeed	effective	 in	helping	 the	participants	gain	depth	of	vocabulary	
incrementally	 through	 multiple	 exposures	 to	 the	 definition,	 sample	 sentences,	 visuals	 and	
associated	words	of	the	target	words	chosen.	
	
These	 findings	were	 consistent	with	 those	of	previous	 studies	 that	had	engaged	 the	use	of	
vocabulary	notebooks	and	explicit	vocabulary	instruction	to	help	learners	increase	vocabulary	
breadth	and	depth	(Apthorp	et	al.,	2012;	Azadeh	Asgari	&	Ghazali	Bin	Mustapha,	2011;	Chung,	
2012;	Dubiner,	2007;	Kusumawati	&	Widiati,	 2017;	Farrukh	Nazir,	2017;	Langenberg,	2000;	
Loshuertos	 Centenario,	 2013;	 Nelson	 &	 Stage,	 2007;	 Mania	 Nosratinia,	 Zania	 Mohamadi	
Sarmadi	&	Hossein	Shakeri,	2013;	McCrostie,	2007;	Ortlieb,	Verlaan,	&	Cheek,	2013;	Robson,	
2009;	Rupley	&	Nichols,	2005;	Taveggia,	2013;	Townsend	&	Collins,	2008;	Uzun,	2012;	Vela	&	
Rushidi,	2016;	Yung,	2008).	
	
Results	from	the	Reading	Comprehension	Pre-test	and	Post-test	
The	pre-test	and	post-test	results	for	the	reading	comprehension	test	serve	as	an	indicator	of	
the	effectiveness	of	the	intervention	method	and	the	results	are	shown	in	Table	2.	
	

Table	2:	
Mean	Scores	for	Reading	Comprehension	Pre-test	and	Post-test	

Reading	Comprehension	 Pre-test	 Post-test	

Mean	Scores	 8.33	 10.10	

*Total	score:	15	marks	 	 	
	
The	results	in	Table	2	clearly	show	that	the	participants	were	able	to	score	significantly	better	
in	 the	post-test	 as	 compared	to	 the	pre-test.	The	 increase	 indicated	 that	 the	participants	did	
indeed	 benefit	 from	 the	 vocabulary	 journaling	 exercise,	 which	 translated	 to	 gains	 in	 their	
reading	comprehension	performances.	 It	is	important	 to	note	that	none	of	 the	words	used	 in	
the	 reading	 comprehension	 tasks	was	 included	 in	any	of	 the	vocabulary	 journaling	exercises	
throughout	the	intervention	period.	
	
These	findings	confirmed	the	findings	of	other	studies	that	had	attempted	to	identify	a	positive	
correlation	 between	 using	 explicit	 vocabulary	 instruction	 to	 assist	 reading	 comprehension	
(Azadeh	Asgari	&	Ghazali	Bin	Mustapha,	2011;	Beck,	Perfetti	&	McKeown,	1982;	 Boyer,	 2017;	
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Chou,	 2011;	 Glende,	 2013;	 Chung,	 2012;	 Cuevas,	 Russell	 &	 Irving,	 2012;	 Kusumawati	 &	
Widiati,	 2017;	 Langenberg,	 2000;	 McCrostie,	 2007;	 Nelson	 &	 Stage,	 2007;	 Robson,	 2009;	
Rupley	&	Nichols,	2005;	Shen,	2013;	Wang,	2013;	Zhang	&	Suaini	 Bin	Anual,	2008).	
	
Results	from	the	Written	Response	Session	
Data	to	answer	the	last	research	question	were	collected	using	the	eight	open-ended	questions	
adapted	from	Yung’s	(2008)	study	with	his	Form	2	Chinese	as	a	Medium	of	Instruction	(CMI)	
class	of	ESL	learners	in	Hong	Kong.	Only	25	participated	in	this	session	as	it	was	conducted	on	
the	last	day	of	the	academic	semester	and	not	all	of	them	were	present.	
	
The	 eight	 questions	 used	 in	 the	 written	 response	 session	 were	 adapted	 from	 the	 findings	
discussed	in	five	themes	as	follows:	
Theme	1:	Participants’	preferred	language	of	communication.	
Theme	 2:	 Participants’	 perceived	 difficulty	 of	 English	 reading	comprehension	 questions	 and	
preferred	answering	methods.	
Theme	3:	Previous	vocabulary	learning	strategies	and	effectiveness.	
Theme	4:	Response	to	the	use	of	a	vocabulary	journal	and	its	effectiveness.	
Theme	5:	Intention	to	continue	using	the	vocabulary	journal.	
	
Theme	1:	Participants’	Preferred	Language	of	Communication	
The	first	question	was	concerned	with	the	first	language	of	the	participants,	since	ESL	learners	
are	 constantly	 claimed	 to	 lack	 exposure	 to	 literacy	 events	 and	 opportunity	 to	 interact	with	
quality	text,	which	consequently	leads	to	learners	lacking	in	background	knowledge	required	
for	 successful	 reading	 comprehension	 to	 occur	 (Glende,	 2013;	 Rupley	&	Nichols,	 2005).	The	
results	are	shown	in	Figure	2	beloww.	
	

	
Figure	2.	Participants’	Preferred	Language	of	Communication	

	
Based	on	Figure	2,	it	is	quite	clear	that	most	of	the	participants	in	the	study	prefer	to	speak	in	
Mandarin	and	Malay	when	communicating	with	their	peers,	while	English	is	merely	viewed	as	
a	subject	and	after	being	emphasised	by	the	teacher,	they	perceive	English	as	a	tool	for	formal	
interactions	 with	 the	 teacher,	 especially	 during	 lessons.	 This	 is	 definitely	 not	 surprising	 as	
most	 of	 the	 participants	 come	 from	 either	 the	 Chinese	 vernacular	 schools	 nearby,	 or	 the	
national	type	schools	in	the	area	and	their	first	language	is	mainly	Mandarin	or	Malay.	As	ESL	
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learners,	 they	 require	 explicit	 vocabulary	 instruction	 that	 allows	 them	 to	 integrate	 new	
concepts	 with	 their	 existing	 schema	 (Nagy,	 1988).	 This	 would	 then	 contribute	 to	 their	
vocabulary	 knowledge	 depth	 and	 breadth	 which	 is	 crucial	 in	 successful	 reading	
comprehension	(Chou,	2011).	
	
Theme	2:	Participants’	Perceived	Difficulty	of	English	Reading	Comprehension	and	
Preferred	Answering	Methods	
How	 the	 learners	 perceived	 reading	 comprehension	 tasks	 as	 barriers	 in	 their	 language	
learning	and	how	they	would	usually	handle	them	were	also	identified.	

	
13	 participants	 claimed	 that	 reading	 comprehension	was	 indeed	 a	 challenging	 task	 to	 them,	
identifying	 the	 lack	 of	 vocabulary	 as	 the	 cause	 of	 their	 inability	 to	 comprehend	 reading	
material.	The	response	given	by	Participant	12	adequately	described	the	struggle	that	learners	
face.	He	stated	that,	 “Some	of	the	English	comprehension	questions	difficult	and	some	of	them	is	
easy	 because	 the	words	 they	 used	 on	 the	 questions.”	 The	 other	 12	 participants	 claimed	 to	 be	
capable	of	attempting	comprehension	questions	independently	as	they	were	either	engaged	in	
extensive	reading	in	their	leisure	time	or	were	doing	practice	exercises	at	home.	Researchers	
have	 found	 that	 it	 is	 not	 always	 the	 case	 for	 ESL	 learners,	 as	 extensive	 reading	 beyond	 the	
classroom	 is	 hardly	 encouraged	 in	 schools,	 nor	 supported	 by	 the	 home	 environment	 (Chou,	
2011;	Fisher	&	Frey,	 2014;	Glende,	2013;	Hazlina	Abdullah,	Nik	Suryani	Nik	Abdul	Rahman	&	
Airil	Haimi	Mohd.	Adnan,	2012;	Naginder,	2013).	
	
This	 brings	 the	 discussion	 to	 the	 next	 question	 on	 the	 written	 response	 handout,	 which	
required	participants	to	identify	the	methods	they	usually	engaged	in	when	attempting	reading	
comprehension	questions.	Figure	3	is	a	bar	chart	of	the	responses	collected.	

	

	
Figure	3.	Participants’	Preferred	Methods	of	Answering	Reading	Comprehension	Questions	

Based	 on	 Figure	 3,	 it	 can	 be	 seen	 that	 most	 participants	 preferred	 to	 use	 either	 keywords,	
multiple	readings	or	attempting	to	understand	the	questions	in	depth	when	answering	reading	
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comprehension	 tasks.	 These	 methods	may	 be	 preferred	 due	 to	 the	 previous	 exposure	 they	
have	 had	 in	 their	 primary	 school	 years.	 Though	 this	method	may	 seem	 to	 be	 effective	 and	
accommodate	well	the	time	and	resource	constraints	that	teachers	face,	Naginder	(2013)	and	
Hazlina	Abdullah,	Nik	 Suryani	Nik	Abdul	Rahman,	&	Airil	Haimi	Mohd.	 Adnan	 (2013)	 assert	
that	 the	 comprehension	 questions	 found	 in	 the	 examinations	 do	 not	 truly	 test	 the	 students’	
understanding	of	 the	reading	 text	because	 the	questions	used	are	rote	questions	 that	have	a	
fair	 chance	 of	 the	 answers	 being	 guessed.	 The	 preference	 of	 this	method	 in	 ESL	 classrooms	
may	also	be	widely	used	as	it	favours	weaker	learners	but	the	ultimate	aim	should	be	to	equip	
learners	with	language	skills	rather	than	examination	answering	techniques.	
	
Even	though	the	keywords	method	is	emphasised,	it	does	not	necessarily	mean	that	vocabulary	
instruction	takes	place	in	the	classroom.	On	the	contrary,	it	has	been	asserted	by	researchers	
time	 and	 again	 that	 it	 is	 neglected	 in	 the	 classrooms,	 resulting	 in	 the	 severely	 limited	
vocabulary	grasp	among	weak	learners,	while	proficient	learners	flourish	by	continuing	to	pick	
up	 vocabulary	 independently	 (Chou,	 2011;	 Naginder,	 2013;	 Rupley	 &	 Nichols,	 2005;	 Sippel,	
2010;	 Hazlina	 Abdullah,	 Nik	 Suryani	 Nik	 Abdul	 Rahman,	 &	 Airil	 Haimi	Mohd.	 Adnan,	 2013;	
Zhang	 &	 Suaini	 bin	 Anual,	 2008).	 This	 widening	 achievement	 gap	 is	 termed	 the	 “Matthews	
Effect”	 (Geva,	 Yaghoub-Zadeh,	 &	 Schuster,	 2000).	 This	 not	 only	 jeopardises	 the	 learners’	
academic	achievements	but	also	damages	their	future	employment	prospects	(Robson,	2009).	
	
To	 further	 highlight	 the	 importance	 of	 helping	 learners	 expand	 their	 vocabulary,	 the	 other	
methods	 mentioned	 by	 the	 participants	 such	 as	 translating,	 guessing,	 engaging	 in	 multiple	
readings	of	the	passage	and	attempting	to	understand	the	questions	require	learners	to	be	able	
to	 decode	meanings	 of	 the	words	 provided	 (Nelson	 &	 Stage,	 2007;	 Ortlieb,Verlaan	 &	 Cheek,	
2013).	Thus,	it	should	be	clear	that	helping	learners	acquire	vocabulary	should	be	centralised	
in	the	classroom	to	ensure	that	they	are	making	progress	in	their	language	learning	instead	of	
assuming	that	they	would	be	able	to	pick	up	vocabulary	along	the	way	(Glende,	2013;	Naginder	
Kaur,	2013;	Normazidah	Che	Musa,	Koo,	Hazita	Azman,	2012;	Zhang	&	Suaini	Bin	Anual,	2008).	
	
Theme	3:	Previous	Vocabulary	Learning	Strategies	and	its	Effectiveness	
Researchers	 claim	 that	vocabulary	 learning	 can	be	either	 incidental	or	 intentional	 (Nation	&	
Waring,	 1997;	 Shen,	 2013).	 Acknowledging	 the	 significant	 difficulty	 ESL	 learners	 face	 in	
comprehending	 language	 input,	 educators	 should	 advocate	 strongly	 for	 intentional	 learning,	
otherwise	 known	 as	 explicit	 vocabulary	 instruction	 that	 deliberately	 engages	 learners	 in	
activities	 that	 help	 them	 develop	 word	 consciousness	 and	 vocabulary	 depth	 and	 breadth	
(Glende,	2013;	Jameel	Ahmad,	2011;	Nagy,	1988).	
	
The	 results	 from	 the	 written	 response	 questions	 agree	 with	 the	 notion	 as	 the	 participants	
claimed	that	they	mostly	learn	vocabulary	via	social	strategies	such	as	through	the	use	of	social	
media	 like	the	YouTube,	Google	and	peer	 interactions	and	asking	teachers	 for	clarification	to	
acquire	more	vocabulary.	Participant	31	claimed	that	she	learns	vocabulary,	“When	Miss	Eunice	
(the	teacher)	or	tuition	class	teach	me.”	22	of	 the	25	participants	have	also	claimed	that	 their	
previously	mentioned	vocabulary	learning	strategies	were	indeed	effective	in	helping	them	in	
their	 language	 learning,	 further	supporting	the	notion	that	vocabulary	 learning	can	be	either	
incidental	or	intentional	(Nation	&	Waring,	1997;	Shen,	2013).	However,	it	is	quite	obvious	that	
traditional	vocabulary	 learning	methods	(extensive	reading,	dictionary	use	and	spelling	 lists)	
are	least	favoured	by	the	learners	and	they	also	reflect	a	lack	of	awareness	of	other	vocabulary	
learning	strategies,	as	mentioned	in	Azadeh	Asgari	&	Ghazali	Bin	Mustapha’s	(2011)	study.	
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Theme	4:	Feedback	on	the	Use	of	a	Vocabulary	Journal	and	its	Effectiveness	
Based	on	the	data	collected	from	the	25	participants,	a	majority	(67.65%)	of	the	participants	
were	of	the	opinion	that	the	vocabulary	journal	was	effective	in	assisting	their	learning	of	new	
vocabulary.	 This	 finding	 aligns	 with	 the	 findings	 of	 studies	 conducted	 by	 Mania	 Nosratinia,	
Zania	 Mohamadi	 Sarmadi	 and	 Hossein	 Shakeri	 (2013),	 McCrostie	 (2007)	 and	 Yung	 (2008),	
indicating	 that	 the	 use	 of	 vocabulary	 notebooks	 were	 indeed	 positively	 received	 by	 the	
participants	of	various	educational	and	age	levels.	
	
As	evidence	of	 its	 effectiveness,	Participant	3	 stated	 that	 the	vocabulary	 journal	helped	with	
productive	 use	 of	 the	 target	word,	 referring	 to	 the	 sentence	 construction	 component	 of	 the	
Vocabulary	 Four	 Square	 Model	 that	 served	 as	 the	 template	 for	 each	 entry	 made	 in	 their	
vocabulary	 journals.	 These	 findings	 align	with	 claims	 by	Mezynski	 (1983)	 and	Nagy	 (1988),	
asserting	 the	 need	 to	 encourage	 definitional	 as	 well	 as	 contextual	 learning	 by	 providing	
learners	with	as	much	 information	on	the	word	as	possible,	allowing	 learners	to	 identify	 the	
semantic	 relationships	 and	 relate	 the	 target	word	 to	 larger	 ‘chunks’	 of	 concepts	 (Rupley	 &	
Nichols,	2005;	Yung,	2008).	
	
Only	a	small	number	(5.88%)	of	the	participants	indicated	that	they	did	not	find	the	vocabulary	
journal	helpful	because	of	the	following	reasons:	i)	they	were	lazy	(Participant	15	and	ii)	it	was	
time-consuming	 to	 complete	 the	 entries	 in	 their	 journals	 (Participant	 25).	 These	 are	 in	 line	
with	findings	from	Walters	 and	Bozkurt’s	(2009)	study,	where	the	participants	acknowledged	
the	effectiveness	but	lacked	the	discipline	to	keep	adding	on	to	the	notebooks	independently.	
To	overcome	this,	Centenario	(2013),	Vela	and	Rushidi	(2016)	and	Walters	and	Bozkurt	(2009)	
suggest	 including	 it	 in	 the	 formative	 assessment	 component	 of	 the	 subject’s	 grading	 to	
encourage	participation.	
	
Further	evidence	of	 the	effectiveness	of	 the	vocabulary	 journal	can	be	seen	 in	the	number	of	
words	the	participants	were	able	 to	recall	at	 the	top	of	 their	heads.	Of	 the	35	words	 learned	
during	 the	 study,	 14	 of	 the	 25	 participants	 were	 able	 to	 recall	 more	 than	 5	 words	
independently,	 while	 Participant	 4	 was	 able	 to	 recall	 as	 many	 as	 11	 words	 spontaneously,	
proving	the	point	that	diligence	in	keeping	the	notebook	is	indeed	effective	in	the	participants’	
vocabulary	learning.	
	
Theme	5:	Intention	to	Continue	Using	the	Vocabulary	Journal	
The	 researchers	 agree	with	Nelson	 and	 Stage’s	 (2007)	 notion	 that	 the	 long	 term	solution	 to	
help	 ESL	 learners	 to	 overcome	 their	 language	 learning	 woes	 is	 through	 equipping	 learners	
with	word	learning	strategies,	allowing	them	to	become	autonomous	learners	as	word	learning	
strategies	 are	 transferable	 to	 other	 areas	 of	 life	 (Robson,	 2009).	 The	 use	 of	 the	 vocabulary	
journal	 kills	 two	 birds	 with	 one	 stone,	 as	 Yung	 (2008,	 p.71)	 claims	 that,	 “Vocabulary	
notebooks	 can	be	used	as	a	 tool	 to	 integrate	a	variety	of	 learning	 strategies	and	make	 them	
explicit	to	students”.	
	
The	 data	 collected	 showed	 that	 84%	 of	 the	 participants	 indicated	 that	 they	 intended	 to	
continue	 using	 the	 vocabulary	 journal	 independently	 to	 continue	 learning	 new	 vocabulary,	
while	 only	 a	 mere	 16%	 of	 the	 participants	 who	 clearly	 stated	 that	 they	 had	 no	 desire	 to	
continue	using	the	vocabulary	journal	on	their	own.	These	results	resonate	with	the	findings	of	
the	study	conducted	by	Walters	and	Bozkurt	(2009)	as	well	as	Vela	and	Rushidi	(2016),	where	
the	 learners	 demonstrated	 positive	 attitudes	 about	 the	 vocabulary	 notebook	 as	 the	
participants	perceived	the	notebooks	as	their	“personal	dictionaries”.	
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Centenario	(2013)	also	highlighted	that	freedom	to	design	and	include	information	they	deem	
relevant	 is	 especially	 important	 among	 adolescents	 as	 this	 encourages	 their	 leadership	 and	
confidence	in	learning.	Besides	helping	learners	gain	more	vocabulary,	the	use	of	a	vocabulary	
notebook	allows	learners	to	engage	multiple	word	learning	strategies	simultaneously,	which	
in	 turn	 promotes	 learner	 autonomy	 (Cuevas,	 Russell	 &	 Irving,	 2012;	 Naginder,	 2012).	
Therefore,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 acknowledgement	 of	 learner	 autonomy	 in	 the	 vocabulary	
journaling	method	has	a	positive	influence	on	the	participants	and	this	may	be	one	factor	that	
influenced	the	students	to	want	to	continue	using	the	vocabulary	journal	on	their	own	after	the	
intervention	period	has	ended.	
	

CONCLUSIONS	
To	conclude,	it	is	clear	that	the	participants	in	the	study,	consisting	mainly	of	ESL	learners	were	
previously	unaware	of	 the	array	of	 vocabulary	 learning	strategies	available	at	 their	disposal,	
thus	 hindering	 their	 language	 learning	 due	 to	 their	 inability	 to	 comprehend	 language	 input	
based	 on	 their	 limited	 vocabulary	 breadth	 and	 depth.	 Their	 previous	 vocabulary	 learning	
strategies	mostly	involved	rote	memorisation	that	did	not	encourage	vocabulary	depth	and	the	
lack	 of	 explicit	 vocabulary	 instruction	 further	 reinforced	 their	 misconception	 that	 English	
reading	comprehension	tasks	are	difficult.	Based	on	the	 increase	 in	post-test	scores	 for	 both	
the	Vocabulary	Knowledge	 Scale	 and	 the	 reading	 comprehension	 tasks,	 it	 is	obvious	that	 the	
intervention	 implemented	 was	 indeed	 effective	 in	 helping	 participants	 increase	 both	 their	
vocabulary	 knowledge	 and	 reading	 comprehension	 abilities.	 Besides	 that,	 the	 use	 of	 a	
vocabulary	journal	guided	by	Frayer’s	Vocabulary	Four	Square	as	a	template	for	their	journal	
entries	was	positively	received	by	the	participants	themselves.	
	
Therefore,	the	study	had	answered	the	three	research	questions	and	it	has	shown	that	the	use	
of	a	vocabulary	journal	is	indeed	an	effective	method	to	achieve	the	following:	

a) Expose	ESL	learners	to	an	effective	vocabulary	learning	strategy	that	engages	multiple	
vocabulary	learning	strategies	to	enhance	vocabulary	knowledge.	

b) Help	ESL	learners	to	increase	vocabulary	knowledge	and	thus	contributing	to	increased	
reading	comprehension	abilities	in	their	language	learning.	

c) Encourage	learner	autonomy	and	increase	learner	motivation	by	equipping	them	with	
learning	strategies	that	are	transferable	to	other	areas	of	learning.	

	
RECOMMENDATIONS	

The	study	had	shown	that	 the	use	of	a	vocabulary	 journal	with	the	Frayer’s	Vocabulary	Four	
Square	model	was	indeed	effective	in	helping	learners	acquire	more	vocabulary	and	improve	
reading	comprehension.	
	
Firstly,	 since	 most	 of	 the	 ESL	 learners	 today	 are	 native	 netizens,	 it	 would	 be	 logical	 to	
incorporate	 technology	 into	 their	 learning,	 such	 as	 encouraging	 the	 use	 of	 an	 electronic	
dictionary	when	looking	up	information	about	the	target	words	as	this	would	ensure	that	the	
sources	used	are	reliable	dictionaries	rather	than	anonymous	entries	from	the	Internet	search	
engines	that	may	contain	irrelevant	information.	This	is	also	agreed	by	Cuevas,	Russell	&	Irving	
(2012),	 Flynn	 (2007)	 and	Taveggia	 (2013),	who	 have	 found	 that	 learners	 preferred	 reading	
comprehension	and	vocabulary	 learning	activities	 that	 involved	 the	use	of	 technology	 in	 the	
form	of	using	computer	reading	modules	and	electronic	dictionaries	in	their	learning.	
	
Alternatively,	 teachers	 in	 school	 could	 opt	 to	make	 use	 of	 the	Virtual	Learning	 Environment	
(VLE)	Frog	by	setting	up	word	quizzes	and	online	word	games	using	the	available	extensions	
for	learners	to	attempt	from	the	comfort	of	their	homes,	uploading	extra	reading	materials	that	
allow	 learners	 to	 be	 exposed	 to	 quality	 text	 in	 multiple	 contexts	 (Chung,	 2012),	 while	
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allowing	learners	the	opportunity	to	engage	the	use	of	technology,	as	advocated	by	the	school	
authorities.	
	
Next,	teachers	need	no	reminder	that	the	time	and	administrative	constraints	are	factors	that	
will	 require	 good	 time	management	 skills.	Therefore,	 teachers	 need	 to	manage	 instructional	
time	 wisely	 to	 be	 able	 to	 cover	 enough	 academic	 content,	 while	 also	 making	 time	 to	
incorporate	the	use	of	the	vocabulary	journal	in	the	classrooms.	The	introduction	phase	of	the	
vocabulary	journal	may	be	quite	draining,	but	can	be	eased	with	the	following	measures:	

1) Putting	up	exemplary	pieces	of	work	 in	 the	 class	 that	 serves	as	motivation	as	well	 as	
concrete	examples	for	learners	to	follow.	

2) Setting	up	a	word	wall	in	the	classroom	to	allow	for	multiple	repeated	exposures	to	the	
target	words	and	serve	as	an	aesthetic	piece	for	the	typically	dull	looking	classrooms.	

3) 	Incorporating	 enrichment	 activities	 such	 as	 pop	 quizzes,	 games	 (Boyer,	 2017;	 Chung,	
2017;	Farrukh	Nazir,	2017;	Uzun,	2012),	word	searches	and	peer	sharing	to	consolidate	
their	learning	and	vary	instructional	methods.	

4) Conducting	read-aloud	or	show	and	tell	in	class	(Boyer,	2017;	Farrukh	Nazir,	2017).	
	
These	measures	not	only	allow	for	varied	instructional	activities,	but	also	allow	learners	to	use	
the	words	and	negotiate	the	meaning	to	clarify	any	doubts,	further	consolidating	their	learning	
(Taveggia,	2013).	
	
To	further	encourage	learner	participation,	it	is	also	advised	to	use	vocabulary	journals	as	part	
of	 the	 learners’	 ongoing	 formative	 assessments	 as	 this	 may	 be	 the	 only	 way	 to	 curb	 their	
indiscipline	 in	updating	their	vocabulary	notebooks	(Centenario,	2013;	Vela	&	Rushidi,	2016;	
Walters	and	Bozkurt,	2009).	
	
Taveggia	 (2013)	 also	 suggests	 that	 teacher	 development	 may	 be	 needed	 for	 teachers	
themselves	 to	 be	 equipped	 with	 the	 skills	 necessary	 to	 implement	 the	 intervention	 in	 the	
classrooms.	 This	 finding	 has	 been	 highlighted	 in	 Dubiner’s	 (2017)	 study	 with	 pre-service	
teachers	 that	 has	 demonstrated	 vocabulary	 acquisition	 and	 has	 pointed	 out	 that	 keeping	
notebooks	allow	for	tangible	documentation	of	one’s	learning.	Therefore,	it	is	clear	that	teacher	
development	is	also	crucial	in	ensuring	the	quality	of	the	intervention.	
	
Lastly,	Walters	and	Bozkurt	(2009)	suggest	that	the	intervention	be	initiated	at	the	beginning	
of	 the	 academic	 year	 to	 develop	 the	 habit	 and	 set	 the	 pace	 early	 so	 as	 to	 allow	 learners	 to	
quickly	 internalise	 the	process	and	apply	 these	 strategies	 in	other	areas	of	 learning	 (Glende,	
2013;	Centenario,	2013;	Nagy,	1988;	Robson,	2009),	which	is	an	area	of	study	which	currently	
still	lacks	evidential	support.	
	
Though	the	findings	have	indicated	that	the	intervention	was	indeed	effective,	it	merely	serves	
as	a	preview	of	the	potential	of	the	use	of	vocabulary	notebooks/vocabulary	journals	in	helping	
ESL	 learners	acquire	vocabulary	and	subsequently	 improve	reading	comprehension.	There	 is	
still	much	to	be	done	to	identify	the	vastness	of	the	benefits	that	vocabulary	notebooks	bring.	
To	garner	stronger	statistical	findings	and	generalisable	results,	future	studies	should	include	a	
wider	 scope	 such	 as	 using	 a	 control	 group	 to	 show	 comparison	 and	 including	 a	 larger	 and	
randomised	sample	of	participants	from	various	educational	backgrounds.	This	would	further	
persuade	educators	and	 learners	alike	of	 the	effectiveness	of	 the	method,	benefiting	teachers	
who	have	to	handle	classrooms	of	diverse	learners.	
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