
Journal of Higher Education Research Disciplines 68

EXPLORATION ON EDUCATORS’ VOCABULARY 
STRATEGIES IN DEALING WITH THE DIFFICULTIES 

ENCOUNTERED BY GRADE 8 ESL LEARNERS
Val Joseph I. Viñalon
Far Eastern University-Manila      Volume 8, Issue No.2

Abstract
 In a classroom where teachers’ strategies matter, their prima-
ry role is to help learners deal with their difficulties in accordance with 
the demands of the 21st-century teaching and learning process. Teach-
ers’ observations matter in identifying vocabulary development difficul-
ties that might hamper their comprehension.  This study seeks to identify 
the strategies used by 11 Grade 8 English teachers with 5 – 10 years of 
teaching experience in regular public schools. Findings from empirical 
data such as interviews and document-based sources reveal that lack of 
exposure to new words, lack of fluency and proficiency in the English lan-
guage, and negative attitude towards reading are some of the difficulties 
encountered by learners. In addition, vocabulary strategies such as us-
ing online learning platforms, games, and conventional strategies were 
suggested as effective in addressing learners’ needs. It is recommended 
that learners’ ways of learning must be considered in order to help them 
with programs and interventions that will promote vocabulary develop-
ment which enables and helps them accomplish individual and group 
tasks, engage in different conversations and work with different speeches 
as well. This study adheres to the importance of school administrators, 
curriculum designers, and language policymakers in devising a program 
that can help the learners develop their reading comprehension as well.
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1.0 Introduction

 Vocabulary development is 
a necessary part of enhancing in-
tegrated language skills such as: 
listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing in learning. These help 
learners in the process of acquir-
ing and production of knowledge 

to acquire proficiency and com-
petence in the target language.
 Thus, there are a lot of con-
cerns that hamper educators from 
helping their students to achieve 
comprehension. Meanwhile, the 
Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) results in 2018 
revealed that the Philippines, out of 
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78 nations, ranked 77th. The aver-
age score was 340, far below 450 as 
cited from the report of the World 
Bank in 2020 and OECD in 2019. 
The result of the PISA was support-
ed by the National Achievement 
Test (NAT) conducted last 2019 
which reported that 99 percent of 
the test-takers did not fall under 
proficiency level in English which 
was really alarming. The result of 
the study was akin to Silvano et 
al. (2019) when the authors argued 
that 27% of learners fall under the 
frustration level, 26% under the in-
dependent level, and 47% fall under 
the instructional level. It was evident 
that students were struggling in the 
different national and international 
tests given to them. In the study of 
Ahsanuddin, et al. (2022), they re-
vealed that a second language learn-
er is expected to have a 98% level 
(above average) to comprehend an 
authentic text in which it is a pre-
requisite to follow simple instruc-
tions and to ace different national 
and international examinations. In 
this regard, this has resulted in the 
point that there is a linear devel-
opment between vocabulary and 
comprehension (Quinn et al., 2014).
 In addition, the result of 
vocabulary development improves 
reading comprehension (McQuil-
lan, 2019; Pasicola et al., 2022). It 
helps students to comprehend dif-
ferent learning tasks through the 
guidance of the teacher. The English 

teacher is the one who is responsi-
ble for teaching the students how to 
use words and start conversations/
interactions, explain the directions 
in different tasks, communicate us-
ing the target language – English, 
and write paragraphs and essays as 
well (Santillan & Daenos, 2020).
 Moreover, even in the Phil-
ippine setting which is exclusive 
to non-native speakers of English 
(NNSE), there is a prerequisite of 
the number of words to perform 
satisfactorily in any activities that 
they have to at least consider at 
least (3,000 most frequent- high) 
for a basic conversation, (between 
3,000 and 9, 000 mid-frequency) to 
watch movies, and a person’s vo-
cabulary knowledge must be from 
8,000 – 9,000 (low- word families) 
to be able to read authentic tests 
written in English. In other words, 
when students immersed them-
selves in reading different reading 
materials they will be able to un-
derstand what they are reading. As 
a result, these students are required 
to know 98% to 99% of the words 
in the text to ensure the possibility 
of adequate comprehension (Mas-
rai, 2019; Bektaş-Çetinkaya, 2021).
 On the other hand, there are 
problems that might affect learners’ 
vocabulary development which can 
hamper them to comprehend differ-
ent scenarios, learning tasks, and 
even following simple directions. 
Thus, schema theory emphasiz-
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es that students with limited prior 
knowledge have more difficulty in 
learning new words. For this rea-
son, these learners may experience 
the Matthew Effect; that is, learn-
ers who do not really read well do 
not read, thus having deficit vo-
cabulary-building opportunities.
 In the Philippines, the 
knowledge of vocabulary is salient 
especially to junior high school 
learners for them to meet the com-
petencies prescribed by the Depart-
ment of Education (DepEd) and to 
survive in different academic tasks. 
This is one of the primary concerns 
of educators even pre-pandemic 
and now that the Covid-19 pan-
demic is about to end and teachers 
and students have come back to 
the classroom. This revealed that 
there are insufficient vocabulary 
lessons, limited sufficient word 
understanding, poverty and lack 
of exposure to meaningful conver-
sations, and poor reading ability 
(Amizai, 2021). As a result of poor 
vocabulary, students encounter 
difficulty with fluency, standard-
ized tests and reading in general.
 For this reason, in con-
sidering vocabulary development 
strategies; either modern or tradi-
tional, educators consider creating 
a visual space to learn vocabulary 
which is less time-consuming but 
somehow requires perseverance 
and effort, and is not-so-expensive 
(Huei, et al. 2021). The significance 

of utilizing technology-mediated 
components on vocabulary encom-
passes the following characteristics 
such as availability and accessibil-
ity of materials, user-friendliness, 
and instant-error feedback which 
can result in an increase of word 
usage. In relation to this, there are 
also traditional strategies such as 
using context clues, dictionaries, 
associating with familiar words 
and experiences, analyzing word 
structure, and reading as a habit.
 The research, therefore, 
aims to identify the strategies used 
by Grade 8 teachers in dealing with 
the difficulties encountered by stu-
dents in one of the schools in the Di-
vision of Taguig City and Pateros.

2.0 Conceptual Framework

 This study is anchored on 
Mayer’s Cognitive theory of mul-
timedia learning which is based on 
Wittrock’s generative theory and 
Paivio’s dual-coding theory. This 
theory presupposes the following 
constructs such as dual channels, 
where auditory and visual process 
information. Individuals’ ears are 
used to process information in the 
form of narrations, spoken words, 
and sounds. Meanwhile, videos/an-
imations, graphs, and pictures are 
received through one’s eyes. The 
second construct is the limited ca-
pacity that pertains to the ability of 
an individual to process information 
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in each channel at any one time, 
which is not unlimited. Therefore, 
when a learner experiences difficul-
ties in cognitive processing it may 
result in cognitive overload that can 
hamper their learning. The third 
construct is active processing which 
highlights the use and effectiveness 
of the cognitive theory of multime-
dia learning (CTML) where learn-
ers are instructed to select words 
and images, and then integrate them 
with prior knowledge drawn from 
long-term memory that is brought 
back to short-term memory to fa-
cilitate processing. In addition, the 
cognitive theory of multimedia 
learning emphasizes the use of pic-
tures and words for vocabulary de-
velopment as the two multimedia 
presentation modes come into sen-
sory memory through the ears and 
eyes. Written words and pictures are 
kept in the visual memory, while 
sounds and spoken words are held 
in sensory memory, respectively. 
When learners select information 
from the working memory it will 
surely transfer into one’s memory 
that is being processed. Learners 
become aware that there are “raw 
materials” that pertain to images 
and the sound of words on the left 
side, whereas the right side presents 
knowledge that has been construct-
ed in the working memory. During 
this time, the learner started to es-
tablish connections between pictori-
al and verbal models. The last box 

on the right side shows how long-
term memory works in which it 
can assist learners hold information 
and it can be linked to prior knowl-
edge. Moreover, the cognitive theo-
ry of multimedia learning (CTML) 
emphasizes that learners can pro-
cess concepts, words, and pictures 
through long-term memory; these 
should be actively and evidently 
moved back and forth from long-
term memory to working memory. 
As a result, the connection between 
learners’ new knowledge and pri-
or knowledge is activated because 
there is a strong link between work-
ing memory and long-term memory.
 This study aims to iden-
tify the vocabulary strategies 
(practices) of Grade 8 teachers 
in addressing Grade 8 English 
as second language learners on 
word recognition and acquisition.
 Specifically, it seeks to 
answer the following questions:
1. What are the difficulties en-
countered by Grade 8 ESL 
learners in connection with vo-
cabulary development based 
on the teachers’ observation?
2. What vocabulary strate-
gies incorporated by teach-
ers can improve Grade 8 stu-
dents in face-to-face learning?  

3.0 Method

Design
This study was conducted in accor-
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dance with the phenomenological 
design, which is one of the quali-
tative research designs. Phenome-
nological studies aim to reveal how 
an individual perceives and experi-
ences the world a phenomenon as a 
result of his or her interaction with 
the world as well as to describe, un-
derstand and interpret the structure 
of the phenomena (Ezer &Aksüt, 
2021). The researcher utilized de-
scriptive approach in describing 
the lived experiences through an 
exhaustive phenomenological anal-
ysis within the perspective of phe-
nomenological reduction (Georgi et 
al., 2017). This helps the research-
er maintain the “voice” of the par-
ticipants without abstracting their 
viewpoints. Meanwhile, the par-
ticipants in this study were chosen 
purposively. These English teach-
ers are regular permanent and they 
have been serving DepEd for 5 – 
10 years. The schools were picked 
up using the lottery method. There 
were 3 participating public schools 
and the participants were referred 
by their school heads and English 
department head, respectively. In 
this regard, this study identifies 
the learners’ vocabulary difficul-
ties and their possible effects on 
the acquisition of words; their vo-
cabulary development strategies; 
the incorporation of these strate-
gies into their day-to-day lessons, 
and to enumerate the vocabulary 
strategies in face-to-face learning.

Data Gathering Procedure
 The semi-structured inter-
view was used as empirical materi-
al to obtain insights on the partici-
pants’ vocabulary difficulties and 
strategies that can improve learners’ 
vocabulary. The researcher sought 
approval from the school principals, 
department heads, and from select 
Grade 8 English teachers.  In terms 
of the development of the inter-
view protocol for the participants, 
the researcher followed the four-
phase process by Castillo-Montoya 
(2016). The four-phase process 
includes phase 1: ensuring inter-
view questions align with research 
questions; phase 2: constructing an 
inquiry-based conversation; phase 
3: receiving feedback on the inter-
view protocol, and phase 4: pilot-
ing the interview. The participants 
were asked at their most convenient 
day and time so that they can be 
interviewed. Since face-to-face ed-
ucation has been fully implement-
ed in all public schools, teachers 
are tasked to report and give their 
best to provide quality education. 
The interview was recorded with 
the permission of the participants. 
The data obtained from the inter-
view was transcribed and prepared 
for coding. After coding, the data 
were analysed through Phenome-
nological Analysis (Colaizzi, 1978).

Empirical Materials
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 The researcher used 
semi-structured interviews as an 
empirical material. It is composed 
of seven questions which may serve 
as a guide to interviewer to ex-
pound on certain issues and prob-
lems relative to vocabulary difficul-
ties and development of learners.
 The data analysis plan in 
this research followed Colaizzi 
(1978) descriptive phenomenolog-
ical method. The use of Colaizzi’s 
distinctive seven steps process of 
rigorous analysis provides a con-
cise and thorough description of 
the phenomenon under study that 
which confirmed by the participants 
who experienced it, In addition, 
this method also depends upon rich 
first-person accounts of experience 
that will come from face-to-face 
interviews, collection of journal 
entries, and member check inter-
view. The researcher analyzed the 
data using Colaizzi (1978) which 
has seven steps for evaluating the 
data. The first step is familiarization 
of all participant accounts several 
times, the second step is identifying 
the significant statements which are 
under phenomenon; the third step 
is formulating meaning through 
bracketing; the fourth step is to 
cluster the themes. The fifth step is 
to develop an exhaustive descrip-
tion of the phenomenon, and the 
sixth step is to produce the funda-
mental structure. Furthermore, the 
last seven-step seek verification of 

the fundamental structure of partic-
ipants’ experiences (Buque, 2021).

Trustworthiness

 To ensure the trustworthiness 
of the study, the researcher applies 
credibility Lincoln and Guba (1981). 
Credibility was ensured in choos-
ing an appropriate method in terms 
of selecting the participants and in 
analysing the data. In addition, the 
researchers returned the transliter-
ated interview to the participants to 
read, check, and verify the raw data 
(Stahl & King, 2020). The partici-
pants confirmed that their answers 
were reflected in the transcription. 
Meanwhile, to ensure that the re-
sult has been verified, the research-
er sought help from the colleagues 
otherwise known as peer-debriefing.

4.0 Results and Discussion

 Based on the verbatim tran-
scripts of the eleven English teach-
ers, significant statements were 
extracted to formulate meaning.
 Vocabulary development 
difficulties of Grade 8 learners 
have been identified by their En-
glish teachers. Based on the teach-
ers’ observation, participants 3, 
4, and 7 stated that: “vocabulary 
development involves learning of 
new words, understanding their 
definitions, and knowing how to 
use them correctly in different con-
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texts. Meanwhile, one of the diffi-
culties encountered by participant 
2 is that: “learners building back-
ground is limited.” This means that 
they lack prior knowledge/schema 
in the English language. Another 
problem encountered, as stated by 
participant 5 is: “lack of exposure 
to new words, difficulty understand-
ing word meanings, and limited op-
portunities to practice using new 
words.” This implies that no pro-
grams or interventions are provided 
to learners. As a result, participant 6 
revealed that:“contextual learning 
involves new words in the context of 
a sentence or passage rather than 
memorization, while vocabulary 
games like crossword puzzles, word 
searches, and Scrabble can be fun 
and engaging ways for learners to 
practice their vocabulary skills.” 
When I asked the participant, she 
mentioned that considering these 
games as my strategies helped 
my learners appreciate the impor-
tance of each word through games.

Theme 1: Teachers’ Perspectives 
on Vocabulary Development and 
Difficulties

 Educators have been try-
ing to help the students in relation 
to how vocabulary development 
can foster them to acquire new 
words in accordance with the strat-
egies that the teachers need to use.
 In dealing with vocabulary 

development, participant 5 stat-
ed that: “for me it is the process 
by which a person grows his lex-
ical knowledge for a better under-
standing and more effective use 
of a second language. A person’s 
quenching for words must be en-
couraged in order to comprehend 
and effectively use the language. 
The statement was akin to Partici-
pant 3 when she stated that: “it re-
fers to the process through which 
humans learn new words.”. Mean-
while, participant 4 revealed that: 
“it is the process by which a learner 
acquires a new set of words.” These 
participants have a full grasp of vo-
cabulary development since these 
teachers are fully aware that it can 
affect students’ comprehension. In 
the study of Cubucku (2008), the 
researcher argued that comprehen-
sion of learners does not happen 
instantly because there are sever-
al aspects of the environment that 
solely affect learners’ vocabulary 
which teachers must be aware of.
 In addition, participant 1 stat-
ed that: “Good evening, sir Val. Vo-
cabulary Development is one of the 
tasks that English teachers should 
integrate or consider in their class-
es because when they are able to de-
velop the vocabulary skills of their 
learners then it would be helpful to 
develop learners’ comprehension.” 
This means that it does not limit the 
teachers from helping the students 
understand each lesson through vo-
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cabulary building. This was proved 
by Wagner et al. (2007) when they 
mentioned that comprehending pas-
sages requires an individual not only 
to read words but to comprehend 
as well. For this reason, Kachele 
(2019) revealed that students de-
velop vocabulary skills through the 
incorporation of various literary 
texts to make teaching and learn-
ing meaningful and for them to en-
hance their reading comprehension.
 On the other hand, the par-
ticipants are worried about the 
growing needs of learners in word 
acquisition, specifically when Par-
ticipant 3 stated that: “learners’ 
limited exposure to words; strug-
gle to read; having developmental 
delays; cultural differences, and 
they are having difficulty in learn-
ing new vocabulary terms because 
they struggle with language in gen-
eral.” Similarly, due to limited ex-
posure to the acquisition of words; 
participant 5 enthused that: “a lot 
of words are not used or almost ab-
sent in conversation that they be-
come too unfamiliar and difficult 
for the learners to make sense of.” 
Due to time constraints, the partic-
ipants focused on what the learners 
needed to study in the module.  In 
this regard, teachers were required 
to maximize the use of modules for 
the learners. As revealed by Partic-
ipant 4: “idiomatic expressions and 
context clues” were the most diffi-
cult topics for the learners to under-

stand. For this reason, Participant 1 
pointed out, “I think when it comes 
to vocabulary learning or vocabu-
lary development, one of the chal-
lenges that the learners are facing is 
that they don’t really have the grasp 
of the language. That is why they 
have a hard time understanding 
the words they really do not know. 
This is because they don’t have pri-
or knowledge about the word or I 
think they are not into reading. Par-
ticipant 1 has been teaching for ten 
years and she has already met dif-
ferent types of learners who have 
different learning styles and mul-
tiple intelligences. Moreover, par-
ticipant 6 enthused that: “learners 
may encounter difficulties in devel-
oping their vocabulary for various 
reasons, such as a lack of exposure 
to new words, difficulty understand-
ing word meanings, and limited op-
portunities to practice using new 
words. Additionally, some learners 
may struggle with the pronunciation 
and spelling of new words, making 
it harder for them to incorporate 
these words into their vocabulary.” 
Having these problems can hamper 
them to acquire new knowledge.
 
Theme 2: Observation of Teachers’ 
Time Frame in Enumerating and 
Addressing Learners’ Difficulties

 A lot of educators immersed 
themselves in reading different arti-
cles on how to determine the caus-
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es of individual difficulties relative 
to word acquisition. Upon using 
various approaches in determining 
learners’ difficulties, teachers are 
now prepared with their knowledge 
of possible strategies anchored on 
pervasive situations. For this reason, 
participant 1 confidently said: “yes, 
it can be addressed since English is 
part of their curriculum, part of the 
K to 12 curriculum. Language can 
be integrated with literature and 
vice versa so I guess learners will 
be able to learn new words. It would 
be easier for them to learn the lan-
guage. When teachers would unlock 
these unfamiliar words in their les-
sons, it would be of great help to the 
students to develop their vocabu-
lary.”The participants strongly be-
lieved that literature lessons could 
help language learning since edu-
cators are expected to unlock vo-
cabulary words and eventually use 
them in sentences. This claim was 
supported by Kern (2022) when the 
author explained that the students 
are expected to analyze the meaning 
of words in every literary text which 
can be added to their word bank. 
Similarly, these teachers are confi-
dent that they can help their students 
acquire information as long as there 
is an integration of topics. Learners 
must be guided by their teachers 
and provide them with a positive 
learning environment as Participant 
2 stated that: “yes, we engage them 
in learning activities, start interest-

ing conversations, and encourage 
them to read as well. Interactions 
are the key to helping learners de-
velop confidence in appreciating 
the beauty of language. Encourag-
ing them to read can also help them 
to learn new words that can really 
be helpful in enhancing their skills. 
Moreover, once they are able to ac-
quire words, they are able to apply 
them in real-life situations as well. 
This was proved by Participant 4 
by saying, “Yes it can be, the learn-
ers must be exposed to different                                                                                                                                      
expressions, so they can learn and 
apply them.” By applying what they 
have learned, they will not forget 
the words. Participant 5 manifest-
ed that: “I think so by introducing a 
culture of reading, learners will be 
responsive because they will be able 
to appreciate it.” Without reading, 
learners cannot acquire and use sen-
tences. Reading is as important as 
dealing with your studies, especial-
ly when you want to achieve your 
goals. Developing one’s compre-
hension can help you deal with the 
speakers of the English language as 
they are immersed in how words are 
used regardless of one’s context.
 Further, one of the partic-
ipants answered a specific time 
frame for the teachers to follow. Ac-
cording to Participant 11: “Given a 
specific time frame, Yes of course.  
Thus, for me, it will require a lot 
of effort and consistency. Starting 
from September to May, with con-
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sistency and the right strategy since 
we have different students with dif-
ferent problems; we should make a 
diagnosis first. A single strategy will 
not be perfect for everyone. Since 
some of the learners are advanced 
and some of them need attention.” 
Meanwhile, “Vocabulary develop-
ment activities can be addressed 
within a specific time frame like 5 
months, as long as the activities are 
well-planned and effectively imple-
mented. However, the time required 
for each learner to develop their 
vocabulary may vary based on their 
proficiency level and learning style” 
as mentioned by Participant 6.

Theme 3: Vocabulary Development 
Strategies in Guiding Learners

 In this cluster, the participants 
in the research, regarding their idea 
on the term “strategy” and how it can 
be implemented in the classroom.
 In this regard, participant 7 
answered: “My idea of a strategy 
is that it is more akin to the term’s 
“technique” and “methodolo-
gy”. The term “strategy” denotes 
a more direct, impactful solution 
to a pre-existing problem. On the 
other hand, I usually associate 
the word “approach” with terms 
such as “perspective”, “point of 
view”, “attitude” etc. Simply put, 
when I use the term “approach”, 
I perceive it to be a way for me to 
relate better to my students, or 

at least try to understand where 
they’re coming from. Only then 
can I apply relevant strategies to 
suit their needs? Participant 7 com-
pared the strategy to an approach.
 In addition, the participants 
identify the strategies that they 
used for their students. Accord-
ing to Participant 11: “My favorite 
strategies are word wall and word 
for the day.” Similarly, participant 
3 mentioned during the interview, 
“spelling activity, word of the day, 
context clues and sometimes word 
association. These are the strate-
gies I adopted. I’m just bringing 
back the old ones that I think helped 
me when I was still at their level.” 
These participants solely adhered 
to the strategies that their teach-
ers used while they were study-
ing. They experienced how each 
strategy can be used with differ-
ent types of learners in accordance 
with their level of comprehension.
 Meanwhile, participant 5 
stated: “I used online learning ap-
plications, in particular, such as 
Mentimeter, Kahoot, and Quizziz 
where students can choose the cor-
rect answer. I can’t claim ownership 
of ideas though because for sure 
others have done the same activities 
that entail student engagement.” 
Besides, participant 10 revealed: “I 
always start with the basics which 
is giving means since it’s one of the 
foundations in widening their vo-
cabulary. I let the students use mo-
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bile dictionaries since they are into 
using gadgets. I also let my students 
play vocabulary games for them to 
be more exposed to different words.

Theme 4: Integration of Vocabu-
lary Development Practices

 Vocabulary development 
strategies have been realized if these 
are incorporated into preliminary 
activities before and during the dis-
cussion of the lessons. In this clus-
ter, participant 7 mentioned that “I 
would like to think that I use a mod-
ified strategy like this in my classes. 
I always remind my students to be 
inquisitive and attentive towards my 
discussions, because there are usu-
ally terms in my lessons that they 
might not know the meaning of. For 
instance, in my Media and Informa-
tion Literacy class, I remember one 
student asking me about how we de-
fine “media” in the subject. Accord-
ing to this student, the only “media” 
in her vocabulary was the one con-
cerning news anchors and journal-
ists, ala-24 Oras or TV Patrol. Of 
course, the answer to that question 
would be a focal point of our dis-
cussion, but that question made me 
glad for two reasons. 1) She was im-
mediately applying the vocabulary 
development strategy I had intro-
duced to them. 2) She had enough 
foresight to recognize this to be a 
potential learning moment for her.” 
This means that the learner was ea-

ger to help herself acquire a new 
word by relating it to TV programs.
 Furthermore, participant 10 
answered: ”I always incorporate vo-
cabulary development in my lessons 
because the more I do it; the more 
the students understand my lesson.”

5.0 Conclusion and Recommen-
dations 

 Vocabulary development is 
one of the sub-skills that learners 
need to focus on to achieve com-
prehension. Teachers are aware of 
its positive effect on the totality of 
an individual in terms of conver-
sation, presentation, and speaking 
engagements and without the ac-
quisition of words, learners would 
be able to find it difficult to express 
themselves in an efficient way. The 
use of online learning applications 
and other strategies can help the 
teachers introduce engaging discus-
sions with the learners. Learners are 
able to perceive these words with 
their eyes and ears as they process 
information in the form of narra-
tions, spoken words, and sounds as 
well anchored on Mayer’s cogni-
tive theory of Multimedia Learning.
 The teaching and learning 
process of learners with different 
learning styles must be prioritized 
by the teachers. They must provide 
opportunities to learners by think-
ing of programs that are anchored to 
multimedia that will promote vocab-
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ulary development. Language poli-
cymakers and curriculum designers 
may consider Mayer’s Cognitive 
Theory of Multimedia learning in 
developing programs for learners.
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