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Abstract

As communication in English relies on a robust vocabulary, high school learners must now take responsibility
for independently mastering vocabulary through effective learning strategies driven by the shift toward
promoting learner autonomy in modern teaching methods. Therefore, this study examines the vocabulary
learning strategies that English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners use autonomously outside of school and
the factors that influence their strategy choices. This qualitative study utilizes questionnaires and semi-
structured interviews involving 66 eleventh-grade students from Istigamah High School in Bandung, Indonesia,
who completed the questionnaires and 4 of whom participated in the interviews. The results of this study
reveal that learners exhibit a moderate level of autonomy and use vocabulary learning strategies at a moderate
level. Metacognitive strategies are the most frequently employed, followed by determination, affective, social,
compensation, memory, and cognitive strategies. The study also highlights several factors that influence
learners' awareness of the importance of autonomy and the use of vocabulary learning strategies, including
gender—where males tend to show higher levels of autonomy and strategy use—age, with 18-year-olds
demonstrating higher autonomy and 17-year-olds more actively using vocabulary strategies, and motivation,
driven by personality, goal achievement, and the desire to improve language skills. Personal consistency in
learning also emerged as a critical factor in learners' success in improving their vocabulary. This research
implies that students may benefit from focusing on metacognitive strategies as a practical approach to learning
vocabulary in English.
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INTRODUCTION

Vocabulary is a critical component of language learning, particularly in the context of
language acquisition. It forms the foundation that enables learners to express their ideas and
comprehend complex texts. Unlike grammar or syntax, which can sometimes be flexible in

communication, alack of vocabulary directly hinders a learner's ability to articulate thoughts
and grasp meaning (Algahtani, 2015; Ghaedi & Shahrokhi, 2016). The significance of
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vocabulary is heightened because it involves knowing words and the ability to use them
accurately and effectively in specific contexts. Learners face the dual challenge of acquiring
new vocabulary and retaining it for future use, both essential for engaging with academic
texts and participating in scholarly discussions.

Furthermore, vocabulary acquisition requires a deep understanding of word
meanings, usage, and context (Afzal, 2019). To address this, intentional learning strategies
are crucial, where students autonomously focus on acquiring specific vocabulary. This
approach, which involves deliberate study and internalization of new words, is efficient in
academic settings where mastering complex texts is essential. In Indonesia, which learning
English as the foreign language has a limited time, vocabulary acquisition needs to look
forward on the learner autonomy.

Learner autonomy empowers students to take control of their language learning
process, including setting goals, choosing learning methods, and evaluating progress
(Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022). This autonomy allows learners to tailor their learning
experiences, making independent decisions that enhance their vocabulary acquisition and
overall language proficiency, thereby transforming vocabulary from a mere communication
tool into a cornerstone of academic success and scholarly expertise.

Many academics believe that Learner Autonomy (LA) positively impacts EFL learners'
English language acquisition (Tuan, 2021; Prem, 2021; Tilfarlioglu & Sherwani, 2018). In the
English learning process, LA is considered one of the most fundamental internal factors
influencing a learner’s vocabulary acquisition, and the more learners exercise autonomy, the
more likely they are to achieve high language proficiency (Sakrak-Ekin & Balgikanli, 2019).
Another crucial factor that aids students in acquiring English is effective learning strategies.
The learning process requires effective strategies, including creating plans to obtain and
retain information through various processes. 'Language learning strategies' or 'learner
strategies' are defined as learners' efforts to facilitate learning, making the process more
purposeful (Nguyen & Terry, 2017; Gani et al.,, 2015).

Implementing specific vocabulary learning strategies is essential to maximize
vocabulary learning. These strategies include organizing activities or steps during learning
and using techniques to enhance understanding and retention. For example, connecting new
vocabulary with previously learned material which known as ‘memory strategy’ (Oluwaseun
et al., 2020), using mental steps to process language, known ‘cognitive strategy’ (Di Carlo,
2017), guessing and substituting vocabulary with similar meanings, known as
‘compensatory methods’ (Cetinavci, 2014), accessing various English learning media, known
as metacognitive techniques (Asraf & Supian, 2017), relying on positive attitudes which
known as ‘affective techniques’ (Kossakowska-Pisarek, 2016), and engaging with other
learners, teachers, or native speakers which known as ‘social strategies’ (Altalhab, 2016).

The responsibility for creating learning experiences primarily falls on the student,
while the teacher’s role is to facilitate the process (Nurchalis et al., 2022). Given the limited
classroom time, EFL learners cannot acquire all the necessary vocabulary during lessons and
are thus encouraged to explore alternative methods for vocabulary acquisition (Aysu, 2022).
Fostering learner autonomy and utilizing Vocabulary Learning Strategies have been
identified as practical approaches to support English vocabulary acquisition (Tilfarlioglu &
Sherwani, 2018). By adopting suitable strategies, EFL learners can enhance their ability to
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acquire vocabulary more efficiently (Liu, 2022) in limited time in learning English. As said
by Sokip (2020) and Nurchalis et al. (2022) that limited time allocated for learning foreign
languages, mainly English, in school settings often hampers students' ability to significantly
enhance their language skills.

Additionally, research has examined the connection between learner autonomy and
vocabulary learning strategies (Tilfarlioglu & Sherwani, 2018), described strategies used by
autonomous EFL learners (Nayan & Mohd Rawian, 2022), and, in another case, focused on
vocabulary learning strategies without addressing autonomy (Jafari & Kafipour, 2013).
Additionally, other studies have promoted both autonomy and vocabulary learning
strategies to teachers (Linh & Yen, 2022). Research on vocabulary learning autonomy in EFL
contexts highlights the importance of empowering learners to take responsibility for their
vocabulary development. Kartal and Balci (2021) investigated Turkish ELT student teachers'
vocabulary learning autonomy and size, revealing moderate autonomy and sufficient
vocabulary knowledge to comprehend unsimplified texts.

The previous studies above suggest that autonomy plays a significant role in
expanding vocabulary. Similarly, Vela and Rushidi (2016) analyzed the effect of vocabulary
notebooks on EFL students, finding that those using them showed significantly better
vocabulary acquisition and a greater sense of responsibility for their learning. This supports
the notion that tools promoting learner autonomy, such as vocabulary notebooks, effectively
motivate students and enhance their language skills. Lestari and Hardiyanti (2020) explored
the use of English songs as a medium for autonomous vocabulary learning among Indonesian
students, finding that songs provided authentic language exposure, facilitated vocabulary
retention, and created an enjoyable learning environment. The participants also applied
cognitive and metacognitive strategies to improve vocabulary acquisition. These studies
collectively emphasize that fostering learner autonomy, whether through structured tools or
creative mediums like songs, plays a critical role in vocabulary acquisition and overall
language proficiency.

However, a research gap exists in understanding these students' specific strategies
and methods for autonomous learning, particularly in limited classroom hours. While many
studies focus on learner autonomy in general, there has been little exploration into how
students with restricted formal learning time successfully develop their English skills
outside of school. This study seeks to fill that gap by investigating how Istigamah High School
students utilize autonomy to enhance their English learning. This research aims to identify
the specific tools and resources students use for independent learning to provide insights
into how schools with limited English instruction time can foster similar autonomy and
success in their students.

METHOD

This study employs a qualitative approach with a case study design to gather in-depth
information on various aspects such as learning styles, experiences, perceptions, and
behaviour. The data collection process consists of two steps. First, a Likert scale
questionnaire with 24 items, adapted from Nirattisai and Chiramanee (2014) and Hashemi
and Hadavi (2015), was used to obtain general information regarding the frequency of
vocabulary learning strategies and autonomy outside of school. A semi-structured interview
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with ten questions follows this to identify factors influencing EFL learners' awareness of the
significance of vocabulary learning strategies and autonomy. The Likert scale ratings were
interpreted based on Nirattisai and Chiramanee's (2014) scale, where 0-1.49 indicates
shallow use, 1.50-2.49 indicates low use, 2.50-3.49 indicates moderate use, 3.50-4.49
indicates high used and 4.50-5.00 indicates very high used.

Content validity was ensured by consulting multiple sources, including students and
expert supervisors, to verify the accuracy and appropriateness of the research instruments.
The population included all grade XI students at Istiqamah High School Bandung. Two
sampling methods were employed: 1) The questionnaire used a census method, collecting
responses from all 66 grade XI students (31 male and 35 female). 2) The interview used
purposive sampling, selecting 4 participants based on the questionnaire results. These
participants were chosen based on two main criteria: consistency in using English
vocabulary learning strategies and high interest and motivation in independent learning
outside of school. To interpret the data, the author analyzed the questionnaire findings using
descriptive statistical analysis, including mean, standard deviation, and percentage.
Additionally, content analysis was applied to summarize and draw conclusions from the data
(Bengtsson, 2016). For the semi-structured interviews, thematic analysis was used to
identify, analyze, and report patterns within the qualitative data. The results were
categorized based on the strategies aligned with relevant theoretical frameworks, followed
by continuous analysis to produce a clear and coherent explanation of the findings.

FINDING AND DISCUSSION

Based on the questionnaires and interviews with 11th-grade students at Istiqamah
High School, the researcher first determined the level of autonomy outside of school and
students' use of vocabulary learning strategies. The next step was identifying factors that
influence students' awareness of the importance of these practices. This was achieved by
tabulating each student's mean, standard deviation (S.D.), and percentage. These measures
provide evidence that 11th-grade students at Istigamah High School have implemented
autonomy activities outside of school and utilized vocabulary learning strategies in their
learning process, ensuring the accuracy and credibility of the research findings.

Table 1. Students' vocabulary learning strategies

Categories Mean S.D Percentage
Determination 3.30 1.08 66%
Metacognitive 3.35 1.21 67%
Cognitive 2.60 1.00 52%
Social 2.90 1.08 58%
Affective 2.93 1.24 59%
Compensation 2.88 1.08 58%
Memory 2.84 1.05 57%

The research findings show that students most frequently use Metacognitive
strategies (67%) for vocabulary learning. For example, students may plan their study
sessions, organize their learning materials, or use apps like Quizlet to review vocabulary
regularly. This high percentage reflects that many learners take a self-regulated approach to
managing their learning, indicating an awareness of optimising their study routines for
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better vocabulary acquisition. Similarly, Determination strategies (66%) are also commonly
employed, with students often using context clues to guess the meaning of unfamiliar words.
This demonstrates their resourcefulness and problem-solving ability when faced with new
vocabulary independently. On the other hand, Cognitive strategies, such as repetition or
writing words multiple times to memorize them, are used less frequently, with only 52% of
students favouring this approach. This lower percentage suggests that traditional
memorisation methods are not as popular among students, who may find more dynamic
strategies like Metacognitive ones more effective and engaging.

Social strategies, with 58% usage, involve students seeking help from peers or
teachers to understand vocabulary. Although used moderately, this indicates that while
students occasionally rely on social interactions for learning, they do not depend heavily on
others and prefer more independent methods. Similarly, affective strategies (59%), which
involve managing emotions and motivation, are moderately used. For instance, students
might stay motivated by connecting vocabulary learning to personal goals like career
advancement, which helps them stay engaged.

Compensation strategies, also at 58%, are employed when students compensate for
gaps in their vocabulary by using synonyms or descriptions in conversation. This indicates
that learners often find alternative ways to communicate even when they cannot recall
specific words. Lastly, memory strategies (57%), such as associating new words with images
or familiar concepts, are used moderately. Although helpful for retention, students favour
strategies promoting more active engagement and independent learning.

Table 2. Result of the questionnaire

No Statement Category Mean S.D.
1. Ilistened to English songs to learn new vocabulary. = Metacognitive 3.98  0.95
2. I'watch movies in English to learn new vocabulary. Metacognitive 3.80 0.94

3. I guessed the meaning of the English word by Determination 3.72  0.85
analyzing the spoken sentence.

4. If I do not understand a sentence in English, I Social 3.46 0.93
encourage another person to slow down and repeat
it.

5. I try to be relaxed and confident when speaking in Affective 345 1.06
English.

6. I pushed myself to speak English despite my fear of Affective 3.33 1.07

making mistakes.

7. 1 analyze pictures or gestures from others to Determination 3.31 1.01
comprehend the context of English words.

8. IfI cannot find a word in English, I substitute a word Compensation 3.24 1.06
or phrase that conveys a similar context.

9. I connected a new English word with an experience Memory 3 1.05
that had happened.

10. Thave pronounced and written new words in English  Cognitive 2.89 1.02
several times.

11. [ practised English with other students. Social 2.87 1.01
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12. TIrely on gestures when I cannot decide on a single Compensation 2.87 1.13
word in an English conversation.

13. 1 use a bilingual dictionary (English-Indonesian). Determination 2.86 1.18
When [ cannot comprehend the meaning of English

vocabulary.

14. Isay English words out loud while studying. Memory 2.78 1.05

15. Tuse pictures to help me remember vocabulary more Memory 2.74  1.05
quickly.

16. [ compose notes, messages, letters or reports in Cognitive 2.57 0.92
English.

17. When I cannot determine the correct words in Compensation 2.53 0.94
English, I make up my own.

18. Itry to interact with native English speakers. Social 2.37 103

19. 1listened to a recording containing a list of English Cognitive 2.33 099
vocabulary words.

20. Imake time in my schedule to study English. Metacognitive 2.28  0.94

21. Ireward myself every time I succeed in memorizing Affective 2.01 1.05

new vocabulary in English.

Based on the research findings, EFL learners at Istiqomah High School exhibit a
moderate level of both autonomy and use of vocabulary learning strategies. This suggests
that when learners know the importance of exercising autonomy, they are also more likely
to recognize the value of utilizing vocabulary learning strategies. This aligns with the
findings of Jafari and Kafipour (2013), who similarly discovered that EFL learners tend to
use vocabulary learning strategies moderately across different categories. This study
observed that EFL learners, with a study time ranging from approximately 15 minutes to 3
hours per day, can self-evaluate their learning challenges, identify practical solutions, and
find resources that match their learning styles.

The study also revealed that metacognitive strategies were the most frequently used
by students, often combined with social strategies, while cognitive strategies were the least
utilized. These findings are consistent with Lestari and Wahyudin (2020), who found that
metacognitive strategies are the most commonly adopted among EFL learners. Additionally,
the study supports the research by Mohammad et al. (2013), which highlighted the positive
impact of metacognitive strategies on vocabulary acquisition, particularly the strategy of
"listening to English songs," frequently used by students. This preference for songs as a
learning resource is likely due to their accessibility and appeal across diverse groups.
Similarly, research by Sabeh et al. (2011) found that EFL learners prefer auditory learning,
such as listening to English music, further corroborating the idea that music is an effective
tool for vocabulary acquisition.

This study demonstrates that students prefer using music as a learning tool, finding
it more effective than traditional memorization methods (Lestari & Wahyudin, 2020).
However, this contrasts with Fu's (2021) research, which found that EFL learners rely more
on determination and cognitive strategies, mainly focusing on understanding English words
through their Chinese equivalents. Fu's study also noted that metacognitive and memory
strategies were seldom used, which differs from the findings of this study, where these
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strategies were among the most commonly employed. Similarly, Nirattisai and Chiramanee
(2014) found that determination and social strategies were more frequently used,
contrasting with the results here.

This research also highlights technology's significant role in supporting vocabulary
learning (Hao et al., 2021). EFL learners increasingly use learning apps and social media
platforms to enhance their vocabulary. For instance, TikTok has proven to be an effective
tool, allowing students to find vocabulary learning materials easily through its search
feature. The convenience offered by TikTok boosts students' motivation to learn, reinforcing
findings from previous research that highlight its role in EFL learners' vocabulary acquisition
(Rama et al., 2023). Additionally, interaction on Twitter helps learners acquire and practice
new vocabulary by engaging with other users, supporting earlier studies that show how
social interaction on Twitter enhances vocabulary acquisition (Sirait & Hanim, 2022).
Another tool, Duolingo, was found to help learners by providing structured, guided lessons.
This study shows that learners appreciate Duolingo's call-to-action learning features,
aligning with previous research that confirms Duolingo's positive impact on vocabulary
acquisition (Ajisoko, 2020). These findings collectively underscore the value of technology
and social media in facilitating vocabulary learning for EFL students, offering interactive and
convenient ways to improve language skills.

Furthermore, gender significantly influences EFL learners' choice to engage in
autonomous activities and use vocabulary learning strategies. Males are more inclined to
engage in autonomy and vocabulary learning strategies than females. This is mainly because
males tend to find strategies that suit them better through autonomous activities outside of
school rather than during formal learning. Yen et al. (2023) similarly found that males are
likelier to pursue autonomous learning, believing that self-directed learning significantly
impacts vocabulary acquisition success. Cultural influences and past experiences also play a
role in this gender difference.

Another critical factor is age, with learners aged 17-18 more frequently engaging in
autonomy and vocabulary learning strategies. Older learners tend to have more complex
thought processes, making them more aware of the importance of these strategies. Although
previous research suggests that language learners acquire foreign languages more efficiently
at a younger age, older students are more conscious of the need for autonomy and strategic
vocabulary learning as they recognize the increasing difficulty of acquiring and retaining
new vocabulary with age. The final factor is motivation. When EFL learners are driven by a
desire for personal growth, the achievement of specific goals, or the mastery of another
language, they become more aware of the importance of engaging in autonomous activities
and using vocabulary learning strategies.

Moreover, the factors identified in this study align with findings from Bai (2018),
which highlight that age plays a crucial role in learners' choice of vocabulary learning
strategies. Due to their maturity, older learners select more complex learning strategies than
younger learners. Motivation is another significant factor, consistently recognized as one of
the strongest influences driving students to use vocabulary learning strategies. However,
regarding gender, this study contrasts with findings by Yen et al. (2023), who noted that
female learners use vocabulary learning strategies more frequently than male learners. In
contrast, this study found that males were likelier to engage in autonomous activities and
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vocabulary strategies. This discrepancy could be due to other influencing factors, such as
individual personality differences, social environments, and personal learning preferences,
which were also noted in Yen et al.’s research.

Furthermore, Bravo et al. (2017) emphasized that motivation plays a critical role in
implementing autonomy activities, reinforcing the findings of this study. The motivation
factor is a driving force for EFL learners to engage in autonomous activities and consistently
apply vocabulary learning strategies. This perseverance in autonomous learning is crucial in
mastering vocabulary, as motivated learners are more likely to sustain their efforts and
refine their learning strategies to improve vocabulary acquisition.

CONCLUSION

This research revealed that EFL learners in grade XI at Istigamah High School acquire
vocabulary through their awareness of the importance of using effective vocabulary learning
strategies and implementing autonomous learning outside of school. The study
demonstrated that these learners have a moderate level of autonomy and vocabulary
learning strategy use. Gender and age influence these levels, with males and older learners
generally showing higher autonomy and more frequent use of vocabulary learning
strategies. High motivation also plays a crucial role, as motivated students are more likely to
recognize the importance of autonomy and actively choose suitable vocabulary learning
strategies. Autonomous learning allows EFL learners to learn at their own pace, making
learning enjoyable and more effective. Selecting the right vocabulary learning strategy
enhances the acquisition of new words. It adds an element of enjoyment through activities
like listening to music, watching movies, using Duolingo, and interacting on platforms like
TikTok and Twitter. In this study, metacognitive strategies were the most frequently used,
often combined with social strategies, enabling learners to apply new vocabulary daily.

This study's limitation is that it focused solely on grade XI students at Istigamah High
School, which provides a narrow perspective. The findings may not fully represent other
student populations or educational settings. Therefore, further research should explore
vocabulary learning strategies and autonomy activities across a broader range of
participants, including those with varying levels of autonomy and different educational
backgrounds, to obtain more comprehensive and accurate insights. Future studies could also
examine the long-term effects of different strategies on vocabulary retention and acquisition.
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