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ABSTRACT

This study aimed at probing the effect of using mnemonic keyword techniques, a number 
of less used procedures, in teaching vocabulary in an EFL context in Iran on the vocabulary 
achievement level and vocabulary size of language learners. to this end, 70 EFL intermediate 
students were selected because they were all intermediate level learners. They were assigned to 
control and experimental groups. The instructor taught the two groups new vocabulary items in 
their textbooks as part of the class procedures. The first group received vocabulary instruction 
through mnemonic keyword techniques while the second had vocabulary taught in conventional 
ways. Both groups were tested for their EFL vocabulary achievement and vocabulary size. The 
results revealed significantly higher achievement and vocabulary size levels for the participants 
in the experimental group. Certain implications were provided for EFL instructors, material 
developers and EFL learners who pursue to boost their vocabulary levels more effectively.
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BACKGROUND

Vocabulary is an indispensable aspect of any extended com-
munication and is often considered a more crucial component 
than structure (Richards and Renandaya, 2002). In the cases 
that EFL/ESL learners cannot convey their messages across 
should be omitted  in a comprehensible way in either a writ-
ten or spoken context due to an insufficient level of vocabu-
lary, they lose their interest in furthering their achievement 
and may become demotivated. Considering this pivotal role 
of vocabulary, it is much of a surprise that vocabulary instruc-
tion has been relatively out of focus in EFL/ESL courses. Due 
to the fact that vocabulary instruction if treated effectively 
may be an exhilarating activity for the learners, this level of 
treatment is not justifiable. Of course, it should be remem-
bered that effective vocabulary teaching is not always a sim-
ple and straight process. It often needs preparation in advance 
on the side of the instructors. Furthermore, it seems that vo-
cabulary teaching techniques need more attention due to their 
essential roles in communication (Barani & Seyyedrezaie, 
2013). Three lines of argument are suggested for the dilap-
idated state of vocabulary instruction in EFL/ESL contexts:
a) A policy of focusing more on grammar at the expense  

of vocabulary has existed in EFL/ESL communities.
b) A certain conviction in EFL pedagogic circles was com-

mon according to which learning a large number of words 
prior to building a solid grammar base would lead to pro-
ducing too many ungrammatical sentences by the  learners.
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c) The instructors held the position that the real and in 
depth meaning of vocabulary items are not teachable 
and have to be mastered by the learners independently 
(French 1983).

This atmosphere has currently changed and there seems 
to be a revitalization in vocabulary instruction in EFL/ESL 
circles (Coady and Huckin, 1997; Richards and Renan-
dya, 2002; Hedge, 2008 as cited in Amiryousefi and Ket-
abi, 2011). One example for such a tendency is Welkin’s 
(1972, as cited in Milton, 2008, p.230) remark that “With-
out grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabu-
lary nothing can be conveyed”. EFL learners have paid a lot 
of attention and interest to this aspect of second or foreign 
language learning. Consequently, many researchers have 
conducted extensive research projects on different aspects 
of vocabulary instruction (Freihat & Al-Makhzoomi,2012). 
Having a good command of the nuances of words including 
their collocations and occasions of use is a important side 
of vocabulary learning (Willis 1990; Nattinger & DeCarrico 
1992). Different EFL/ESL approaches enjoy the particulari-
ties when it comes to vocabulary teaching but the fact of the 
matter is that there have been periods of extreme attention 
or total ignorance when it comes to vocabulary instruction 
in EFL/ESL settings (Schmitt 2000). An acceptable level of 
vocabulary size has been unanimously considered as one of 
the components of communicative competence and a part 
and parcel of EFL/ESL learning (McCrostie (2007). More-
over, Nation and Waring (1997) put forward the argument 
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that the knowledge of vocabulary should be considered as 
one of the separate language skills in terms of importance. 
Using the same line of argument, Wallace (1982) held that 
a large enough competency in vocabulary is an inseparable 
aspect of any effective communication in EFL/ESL setting. 
From yet another perspective, Sorayaie Azar (2012) asserts 
that vocabulary knowledge in a foreign language can be de-
scribed as a binding for all the language skills and develop-
ing a good enough vocabulary mastery is essential in learn-
ing a foreign language.

Mnemonic Techniques
Many methodology scholars have had attempts to come 
up with the best instructional procedures that lead to more 
effective vocabulary learning and achievement in a second 
or foreign language. Certain vocabulary learning and teach-
ing techniques which are covered under the general term of 
mnemonic methods refer to some ways of boosting learning 
and recall of vocabulary items that are routed in ancient civ-
ilizations of the old world (Siriganjanavong, 2013). Solso 
(1995; as cited in Pillai, 2017) defines mnemonic methods 
as “techniques or  devices, such as a rhyme or an image, that 
serve to enhance the storage and the recall  of information 
contained in memory and they can be either verbal or visual 
in nature” (p. 62).

A brief description of this vocabulary teaching omit the 
plural s of procedures follows (Kasper, 1993). The first step is 
initiated by the language learners. They are supposed to find 
some key words in the second or foreign language, which are 
similar or identical in terms of the way they are pronounced 
to their first language. Next, it should be reminded that this 
can be a very creative and individualistic process that pro-
vides room for every language learner to show off his or her 
own choices. The learners should find a relevant keyword 
that is to some extent a homophone of a word in their own 
first language. For instance, feel (the verb in English) is a ho-
mophone for an animal name in Persian with the same sound 
(elephant). The students are supposed to make a sentence 
that involves some kind of imagery using the English word 
and its Persian homophone translated into English. A sug-
gested sentence could be the following: “I feel the extraordi-
nary power of the elephant when I go to the zoo at weekend. 
As an extra activity, the students can draw the pictures that 
represent the content of the sentence in a graphic way. This 
can be a particularly entertaining and effective technique for 
young adults and children. It provides them with an outlet 
to show their artistic sides as well. Yet another technique, 
which may suit certain age groups of learners or vocabulary 
items, is dramatizing the sentences and creating mini place. 
Furthermore, the students especially at intermediate or high-
er level of proficiency can be encouraged to write short or 
mini stories using a number of mnemonically boosted items 
of vocabulary in a creative and entertaining context. More 
explanation of this procedure is provided in the next section 
on vocabulary size.

Figure 1 illustrates steps in performing one of the com-
monly used mnemonic strategies in teaching and learning 
vocabulary referred to as the keyword technic.

Vocabulary Size

The development of Vocabulary Level Test by Paul Nation 
(1990) may be considered one of the most significant break-
throughs in the research on ESL vocabulary acquisition over 
the past few decades (Meara, 2016). The result of the test 
leads to a score, which is an estimation of the learner’s vo-
cabulary size. This test has the benefit of being easy to fol-
low and administer on a large scale. That is why it has been 
used as a research tool and vocabulary assessment test in 
many parts of the world since its first version was introduced 
in 1990. One of the popular research issues that has frequent-
ly taken benefit of this test is examining the mutual relation-
ship between reading ability and vocabulary size in ESL. It 
should be noted, however, that many extended issues in ESL 
research have also been based on the use of this test by many 
scholars. Some of this research areas include the dynamic re-
lationship between receptive and productive vocabulary lev-
els. Although such distinction has often been considered in a 
very superficial way in different textbooks on fundamentals 
of second language acquisition and also EFL/ESL textbooks 
which are specifically designed for vocabulary instruction, 
there seems to be some gaps in empirical research in those 
areas. Nation has addressed this need frequently in his works 
on vocabulary acquisition over many years (Nation, 1992; 
Hirsh and Nation 1992; Nation and Waring, 1997; Laufer 
and Nation, 1999). As for the textbook writers, some simpli-
fy the distinction between passive and active vocabulary to 
just including separate lists for them in the main textbook or 
the accompanying workbooks (Meara, 2016). Regardless of 
the fact that a considerable number of research projects have 
had their foci on passive active vocabulary in EFL/ESL con-
text (Corson, 1983, 1995; Laufer, 1998; Melka-Teichroew, 
1982,1997; Lee, 2003; Lee and Muncie, 2006), it is still not a 
clear-cut one. Perhaps one of the major explanations for this 
state is the challenge that exists in developing psychomet-
rically valid and reliable vocabulary size tests, which look 
friendly to the learners at the same time. Therefore, it is not 
such a major revelation that most researchers have adapt-
ed the original Vocabulary Level Test (Nation, 1990) both 
for productive and receptive assessment purposes. It should 
be noted, however, that the interpretation of the productive 
level tests are more complicated than the passive ones. This 
means one of the research agendas facing the keen research-

Figure 1. The parts of the keyword technique. (Wei, 
2014, p.2)
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ers in this area should be developing other tests for gauging 
productive vocabulary size in EFL/ESL contexts.

Based on these issues, this research tried to find answers 
to the following questions:
1. Is there any statically significant difference between 

the Iranian EFL learners instructed vocabulary through 
mnemonic techniques and the ones taught vocabulary 
through conventional ways in their vocabulary achieve-
ment scores?

2. Is there any statistically significant difference between 
the Iranian EFL learners instructed vocabulary through 
mnemonic techniques and the ones taught vocabulary 
through conventional ways in their vocabulary size 
scores?

It should be noted that based on the existing inconclusive 
literature on this research two null hypotheses were formed.

METHOD
The design of this study was of the quasi-experimental type. 
The reason for this was the fact that no randomization took 
place for choosing the participants and they were included 
based on their availability for the researcher. Figure 2 rep-
resents a schematic view of the design.

Two groups of students,who were available to the re-
searcher in Aryan Poor English language institute (Tehran, 
Iran) over two summer semesters in 2017, were given a sam-
ple of OPT (Oxford Placement Test, 2001) proficiency test. 
Based on the results of the test, out of the original 82 stu-
dents, 70 of them were tagged as intermediate EFL learners 
who composed the control and experimental groups for this 
study. All of the students were female with the age range of 
18 to 41. Furthermore, the level of their education ranged 
from high-school diploma to PhD and medical degrees.

A number of tests were used during the different phases 
of this study including versions A and B of productive vo-
cabulary size test (Laufer & Nation) available at https://
www.lextutor.ca/tests/levels/productive. The reliability indi-
ces for version A and B were estimated to be 0.80 and 0.76 
respectively. Moreover, a vocabulary achievement test based 
on Top Notch (2006) volume 3(units 1 to 5) was adapted 
from the series test book. The reliability index of the test 
was estimated as 0.91.It included 40 multiple-choice items. 
Furthermore, Top Notch volume 3 was used as the platform 
for selecting and teaching the items based on the fact that it 
was the textbook for the institute.

In the current research, the researchers trained the inter-
mediate Iranian EFL learners in the experimental group to use 
some new items of vocabulary in each unit of their textbook for 
creating their own idiosyncratic versions of English sentences 
in which English words are accompanied by their translated 

mnemonic counterparts. Every other session the learners also 
provided mini stories that contained a number of mnemoni-
cally boosted items of English vocabulary. The intermediate 
EFL students in the control group were taught the same units 
of the textbook with the difference of receiving vocabulary 
instruction through conventional techniques including defini-
tions, synonyms/antonyms, vocabulary maps, and occasional 
translation. The total instruction time for both groups was 45 
hours which was distributed over 30 sessions. It should be not-
ed that vocabulary instruction activities that were the foci of 
this research varied between 15 and 25 minutes depending on 
the volume of the vocabulary taught and its related activates.

The obtained scores from different tests including the vo-
cabulary size test and vocabulary achievement tests were an-
alyzed using two independent sample T- tests and two paired 
sample T-tests. To make sure that the assumptions for the 
parametric tests exist in the samples, normality test were also 
conducted before running the T-test.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The results are presented in the following sequence starting 
with the normality test tables using Kolmogorov-Smirnova tests 
for each sets of test scores in different phases. Next come the 
inferential statistics including T-tests for testing null hypotheses 
1 and 2 which were proposed based on the initially posed ques-
tions. The last section puts forward a number of arguments to 
explain the results along with some implications which could 
be driven from this research.  Table 1 presents the results of the 
normality tests for vocabulary size and achievement tests.

Results on table 1 illustrate the fact that the levels of sig-
nificance (0.34 and 0.44) are more than 0.5. In other words, 
the existing distribution can be considered as normal. The 
next part of the results deals with the first hypothesis, which 
was tested by an independent sample t-test the results of 
which comes on tables 2 and 3.

As the statistics on table 3 illustrate, the t index (8.56) 
is significant at 0.000. In other words, the null hypothesis 
was rejected and an alternative hypothesis replaced it; there 
is a significant difference between the Iranian EFL learners 
instructed vocabulary through mnemonic techniques and the 
ones taught vocabulary through conventional ways in their 
vocabulary achievement scores.

The second hypothesis was tested using two independent 
T-tests. Tables 4 to 7 include the results. Tables 4 and 5 illus-

Figure 2. Design of the study

Table 1. Normality test results for the productive 
vocabulary tests version A, B and achievement test
Group Shapiro‑Wilk

Statistic df Sig.
Experimental 0.966 35 0.342
Control 0.970 35 0.441
Experimental 0.943 35 0.067
Control 0.945 35 0.081
Experimental 0.957 35 0.191
Control 0.952 35 0.126
*. This is a lower bound of the true significance.
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trate the results of the pretest for vocabulary size test for the 
participants in both groups.

Table 5 shows that the T index (0.048) is not significant (Sig. 
0.962) and the EFL learners’ scores can be assumed to be equal.

Tables 6 and 7 represent the comparative results of the 
posttest for vocabulary size test which was taken after the 
instruction period.

According to table 7, the T index (27.229) is significant 
(Sig. 0.000). Therefore, the second null hypothesis was also 
strongly rejected and an alternative hypothesis was adopt-

ed: There is a significant difference between the Iranian 
EFL learners instructed vocabulary through mnemonic tech-
niques and the ones taught vocabulary through conventional 
ways in their vocabulary size test scores.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The results of this study are in line with Karami (2014). One of 
the major differences between the present study and the similar 
ones in the EFL context, however, is that the instruction period 

Table 2. General statistics for the independent sample t-test results for the achievement test comparing the control and 
experimental groups

Group N Mean Std. deviation Std. error mean
Vocab. Achiev. Test Experiment. 35 74.91 2.548 0.431

Control 35 69.66 2.589 0.438

Table 3. Results for the independent sample T-test results for the vocabulary achievement test comparing the control and 
experimental groups
Vocab. 
Achieve. test

Levene’s test 
for equality of 

variances

t‑test for equality of means

F Sig. t df Sig. (2‑tailed) Mean 
difference

Std. error 
difference

95% confidence 
interval of the 

difference
Lower Upper

Equal 
variances 
assumed

0.029 0.865 8.562 68 0.000 5.257 0.614 4.032 6.482

Table 4. General statistics for the independent sample t-test results for the vocabulary size test version A comparing the 
control and experimental groups

Group N Mean Std. deviation Std. error mean
Vocab. Size Pretest Experiment. 35 24.54 2.466 0.417

Control 35 24.57 2.535 0.429

Table 5. Results for the independent sample t-test comparing the control and experimental groups scores on vocabulary 
size pretest (Version A)
Vocab. Size pretest Levene’s test 

for equality of 
variances

t‑test for equality of means

F Sig. t df Sig. (2‑tailed) Mean 
difference

Std. error 
difference

95% confidence 
interval of the 

difference
Lower Upper

Equal variances assumed 0.026 0.873 −0.048 68 0.962 −0.029 0.598 −1.221 1.164

Table 6. General Statistics for the independent sample t-test results for the vocabulary size post-test version B comparing 
the control and experimental groups

Group N Mean Std. deviation Std. error mean
Vocab. size post-test Experiment. 35 45.40 1.519 0.257

Control 35 34.83 1.723 0.291
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was extended to two semesters or 3 months. The findings on 
vocabulary size improvement are also divergent from many 
similar studies including Qoreishi (2014) and Manshourian 
(2016) among others. Some lines of argument can be suggest-
ed for different aspects of the results firstly the significant im-
provement in the vocabulary size of the EFL learners in the 
experimental group may be due to the regular application of 
the mnemonic techniques at the vocabulary learning level to 
a more contextualized setting which was writing mini-stories. 
In other words, the students had to write stories and include 
the vocabulary items from mnemonically learned setting to 
a wider context that needed extra vocabulary to cement the 
narrative. The students might have resorted to checking dic-
tionaries or other resources to form the narrative. Secondly, 
the significantly higher level of achievement may be partly 
explained in terms of Gardner’s (2011) multiple intelligence 
theory. The fact that students in the experimental group were 
encouraged to form imageries for certain items of vocabulary 
might have boosted their visual intelligence compared to the 
other students. This might have contributed to their significant-
ly better scores on the vocabulary test. Finally, the more enter-
taining and novel features in the mnemonic techniques might 
explain overall better performance of the EFL learners on both 
achievement and vocabulary size tests. This was witnessed by 
the positive feedback the instructor got from the learners while 
teaching vocabulary through mnemonic techniques.

Certain stakeholders can benefits from the findings of this 
study. First and foremost, the EFL learners may enhance their 
vocabulary achievement and acquisition levels by applying 
different mnemonic procedures some of which were exten-
sively used in this research. Next, EFL/ESL instructors who 
are looking for some novel and effective ways in vocabulary 
teaching may consider using the wide array of mnemonic 
techniques and some their related activities such as creative 
mini story writing and drama performances in their classes. 
Last but not least, material developers either in the capacity 
of publishers or at a limited scale in a language institute can 
consider preparing supplementary materials that are closely 
based on the idea of mnemonic representation of vocabulary 
items for the already available textbooks.
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