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AN INTRODUCTION TO



HOW MANY ACADEMIC WORDS ARE INCLUDED IN THE WORD CLOUD?



WHAT IS ACADEMIC VOCABULARY?

o widespread in academic discourse but not frequent in general English

o fits between general and technical vocabulary 
(Coxhead, 2020)

o essential for academic success

– covers a significant portion of  any academic text, where a lack of  understanding 
can impede comprehension (Gardner & Davies, 2014) 

– enhances the quality of  writing
(Csomay & Prades, 2018; Lee et al., 2021; Maamuujav, 2021) 

– helps effectively manage assessment tasks in various subjects 
(see, e.g., Fung & Chung, 2024; Luxton et al., 2017)

– acts as a strong predictor of  overall academic achievement 
(Masrai & Milton, 2018)



RESEARCH ON LAV

o Research from various contexts, including Sweden, Taiwan, and Vietnam, shows 
that these learners typically have limited knowledge of  academic words and 
tend to learn them at a modest rate
( see, e.g., Dang, 2020; Webb & Chang, 2012 )

o Academic vocabulary is challenging for learners of  English,
especially first-year undergraduates 
(Evans & Morrison, 2018)

o Students tended to value contextual learning and considered academic texts 
and lectures to be the key sources for academic vocabulary learning 
(Therova, 2021)

o The use of  dictionaries, opportunities for practice, corrective feedback from 
teachers, and peer support were considered beneficial for AVL 
(Brun-Mercer & Zimmerman, 2015; Therova, 2021)



RESEARCH GAPS

o Academic vocabulary poses significant challenges for many undergraduates, yet 
limited research has been done into student beliefs about academic vocabulary 
knowledge and learning in higher education.

– Student beliefs about the role of  rote learning and memorisation in LAV, as well as 
the perceived importance of  academic word knowledge, are not well understood.

o Scant research effort has been devoted to exploring the strategies first-year 
undergraduates employ for LAV, particularly in terms of  qualitative data that 
could provide deeper insights into why and how specific strategies are adopted.

o Research has not thoroughly explored how various factors, such as proficiency 
levels and academic disciplines, contribute to LAV.



AN OVERVIEW OF OUR RESEARCH 

Who is involved? 

o First-year ESL students taking an academic English course at a Hong Kong 
university via email 

o Lucky draws were provided as incentives to encourage participation

What is our work about? 

o A mixed-methods design
– Study 1: Beliefs about LAV 

(N=172; Quantitative + Qualitative)
– Study 2: Analysis of  difficulties or challenges associated with LAV 

(N=199; Qualitative)
– Study 3: Strategies adopted by students 

(N=172; Quantitative + Qualitative)



RESEARCHING LEARNER BELIEFS ABOUT LAV

o Beliefs can be conceptualised as a set of  assumptions that 
learners accept to be true about learning 
(Fisher, 2013)

o Researching learner beliefs is important as they determine 
not only the way learners learn but also their commitment 
and persistence in pursuing their learning goals
(Barcelos & Kalaja, 2011)

o Understanding how learners perceive LAV and themselves 
as a learner enables teachers to identify and address 
problems that may hinder their students’ progress and 
create a positive classroom environment for learning



What beliefs do first-year students 
hold about academic vocabulary 
knowledge and learning? 

How do students with different 
English proficiency levels differ 
in their beliefs?



STUDY ONE

READ MORE ABOUT THIS HERE



KEY FINDINGS

o Students with different proficiency levels did not differ significantly in their responses 
to these items (p > 0.05).



KEY FINDINGS

o “To pursue your academic studies, you need a good vocabulary and four language skills.”

o “The importance of  building academic vocabulary and the development of  four 
language skills have a mutual relationship. For example, you can perform great 
in the four skills but find it difficult to express your thoughts if  you do not know 
any vocabulary... If  you only know a lot of  vocabulary, they are just individual 
words with their own meanings.”

o “A good amount of  vocabulary is necessary for the development of  the 
four language skills.”

o “Without enough academic vocabulary, any advanced techniques you have learnt 
for the four language skills are in vain as you will still be sounding unskilled and 
non-academic.”



KEY FINDINGS



KEY FINDINGS



KEY FINDINGS



KEY FINDINGS



KEY FINDINGS



o Most students considered academic vocabulary as important as the four language skills 
and grammar for their academic studies.

o Students generally regarded addressing different aspects of  word knowledge as critical 
for LAV. However, they prioritised aspects such as pronunciation, meaning, and spelling 
while attaching less importance to productive use.

o Overall, students were not positive about their lexical competence, possibly due to three 
key challenges of  LAV, including insufficient exposure to academic words, concerns 
about their complexity, and difficulties in retaining such vocabulary.

o High-proficiency students attached significantly more importance to knowledge of  
productive word usage than low-proficiency students. They showed higher self-efficacy 
and valued reading. Lower-proficiency students exhibiting weaker self-efficacy beliefs in 
LAV and prioritised rote memorisation. 

KEY FINDINGS



KEY FINDINGS

Effective methods for LAV
o “reading academic books and journal articles”
o “using the newly learned words in real contexts to reinforce understanding”
o “recording new and useful academic words in a vocabulary notebook”
o “copying and reading the vocabulary aloud multiple times”
o “reciting the vocabulary repeatedly”
o “listening to songs”
o “watching movies”
o “playing games”

Major challenges
o infrequent occurrence of  academic vocabulary in non-academic contexts
o complex nature
o difficulty in retaining newly learned words



1. Creating space in the curriculum 
for developing multiple aspects 
of  academic word knowledge

2. Catering for learner diversity 
through the promotion of  
repetition and extensive reading

3. Introducing appropriate and 
innovative resources to promote 
academic vocabulary

4. Identifying and addressing 
learner needs related to LAV

IMPLICATIONS

Source: Darnhofer (2018)



RESEARCHING LEARNER PERSPECTIVE ON LAV USING METAPHOR

o Metaphor: Mappings between two domains where an 
abstract concept (the target) is linked to a concrete and 
familiar domain (the source) through shared attributes
(Lakoff & Johnson, 2003)

o A potentially effective methodological tool for:
– analysing how language learners conceptualise themselves
– interpret their experiences
– express previously unrecognised perspectives 

(see, e.g. Barcelos & Kalaja, 2011; Fisher, 2013)



What challenges do students perceive 
in LAV as reflected in the metaphors 
they use to describe their experience?



STUDY TWO



METHODOLOGY

o Learning academic vocabulary is like _______ because _______.

o Following Fisher (2013), we incorporated “like” into our prompt to signal that respondents 
should make comparisons. 

o Similes can be metaphorical when comparing entities from different domains (Cameron & Low, 1999)

– E.g. “LAV is like cooking”; conceptual incongruity is evident in the “like” construction

o The “because” clause was crucial in our analysis for deciphering metaphorical meanings
– E.g. “LAV is like swimming because…”
– “it makes people feel tired.”  The laborious nature of  LAV
– “I am afraid of  it”  LAV as an emotional challenge



o Climbing a high mountain because it is difficult.
o Tilling the land because it is hard. 
o Reading a bible because it can be very tiring. 
o Walking through a desert because it is hard and exhausting.

LAV is difficult and laborious.

NEGATIVE BELIEFS ABOUT THE NATURE OF LAV (n=158)



NEGATIVE BELIEFS ABOUT THE NATURE OF LAV (n=158)

o Counting your hair because there are many academic words, and you can never learn all of  them. 
o Staring into the abyss because it is bottomless.
o Reading a book because one word can have multiple meanings.
o Playing chess because it has specific grammar rules and different patterns of  words, 

making it difficult to use correctly. 

LAV is overwhelming and complex.



o Reading an appendix because it is optional and somewhat useless.
o Keeping a piece of  rubbish because it is rarely used in everyday life. 
o Adding an unnecessary layer to a cake it makes things complicated even though 

there are many other ways of  expressing the same idea more easily.

LAV is useless.

NEGATIVE BELIEFS ABOUT THE NATURE OF LAV (n=158)



PERSONAL STRUGGLES WITH LAV (n=71)

Emotional challenges

o Seeing a monster because it fills me with fear.
o Taking a cold bath in winter because I do not like it. 
o Working in a factory that produces screws because it can be dull.



Self-doubt

o Cooking because I am not skilled at it.
o Doing sports because it is not my strength. 
o Falling into traps because I always make mistakes and am unsure if  I can learn it well.

PERSONAL STRUGGLES WITH LAV (n=71)



Limited strategies for effective learning

o Reviewing my life because I have no idea how to do so.
o Studying computer programming because I don’t know how it can be learned better. 
o Trying to remember the names of  hundred people in a short time because it requires 

cramming many items into my head.

PERSONAL STRUGGLES WITH LAV (n=71)



AWL (Coxhead, 2000) AVL (Gardner and Davies, 2015)NAWL (Browne et al., 2013)

1. familiarising learners with academic vocabulary lists to help them realise that LAV is 
not as daunting as it appears 

IMPLICATIONS



IMPLICATIONS

2. Introducing effective techniques for using word lists 
and incorporating free online practice activities (Folse, 2023)

3. Helping students identify characteristics of  academic 
words, such as their frequent Latin or Greek origins 
and predictable word parts (e.g., pre-, auto-, trans-, 
mal-), enabling them to strategically decode unfamiliar 
academic words through word-part analysis (Nation, 2022)

4. Encouraging students to use flashcards for 
long-term retention (Nakata et al., 2021)

5. Understanding students’ use of  strategies 
for LAV



STRATEGIES IN LAV

o conscious and deliberate actions taken by learners to develop vocabulary (Oxford, 2017)

o help learners effectively retain, retrieve and use new vocabulary (Chou, 2022; Gu, 2018)

o Different types of  vocabulary learning strategies

– Metacognitive strategies
– Goal-setting
– Social strategies
– Guessing strategies
– Dictionary strategies
– Note-taking strategies
– Rehearsal strategies
– Encoding strategies
– Activation strategies
– Affective strategies



What strategies do first-year students 
in Hong Kong employ for LAV?

How do students with varying levels 
of academic English proficiency and 
different disciplinary backgrounds 
utilise strategies for LAV?



STUDY THREE



STRATEGIES EMPLOYED FOR LAV

o Students used less goal-setting, 
rehearsal, encoding, social and 
affective strategies.

o They used more guessing strategies 
and dictionaries to facilitate their 
LAV.



STRATEGIES EMPLOYED FOR AVL

o Guessing strategies: perceived as a strategy to enhance understanding and retention 
of  an unfamiliar academic word; regarded the ability to make informed guesses as an essential 
skill for independent LAV. 

o Dictionary strategies: emphasised the importance of  using dictionaries, acknowledging them 
as “reliable” and “indispensable” resources contributing to “an extensive grasp of  vocabulary”

o Goal-setting strategies: acknowledged the need for clear and achievable goals to 
guide their learning but expressed difficulties in doing so

o Rehearsal strategies: commonly employed oral repetition but seldom used visual 
repetition and wordlist strategies

o Activation strategies: demonstrated awareness but reported infrequent practice of  
using new academic words due to limited opportunities beyond graded essays or exams



STRATEGIES EMPLOYED FOR AVL

o Notetaking strategies: focused on selecting academic words to record and adopted varied 
approaches to notetaking but emphasised efficiency and comprehension

o Encoding strategies: considered them useful but tended not to analyse word structure due 
to their “lack of  language awareness”, preference for “acquiring academic words naturally” 
and “reluctance to devote time to learning the meanings of  different affixes”

o Social strategies: considered seeking help from others “unconventional” as LAV is viewed as 
“a personal process” and “not commonly discussed”; approached teachers for assistance “only 
when alternative resources failed to provide satisfactory answers to their queries” or when 
they needed “additional guidance and support.”

o Affective strategies: viewed LAV as an “obligatory task” lacking personal rewards; 
tended to tackle challenges independently and hesitated to share their feelings with 
peers due to “fear of  judgment”; held the belief  that their emotions and attitudes had 
“no influence” on their overall learning experience.”  



STRATEGY USE AND PROFICIENCY



STRATEGY USE AND PROFICIENCY

High achievers

o demonstrated higher self-initiative (F = 7.764, p = 0.006, ŋ2 = 0.044) but 
showed less inclination towards goal setting (F = 5.794, p = 0.017, ŋ2 = 0.034) 
compared to low achievers. 

o held academic vocabulary “in high regard” but tended not to emphasise specific goals 
for LAV as it “naturally became part of  [their] learning process.”

o showed a significantly greater use of  dictionaries (F = 24.851, p = 0.000, ŋ2 = 0.129) 
and guessing strategies (F = 4.502, p = 0.035, ŋ2 = 0.026) when learning new 
academic words. 

o prioritised consulting monolingual dictionaries over relying on bilingual ones due to 
the belief  that “monolingual dictionaries minimise the risk of  misinterpretation” and 
“provide a more comprehensive understanding of  word meanings and usage.” 



STRATEGY USE AND ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE



STRATEGY USE AND ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE

Arts and Education students

o were more likely to set goals (F = 4.223, p = 0.041, ŋ2 = 0.025); pay significantly more 
attention to choosing which academic words to note down (F = 4.659, p = 0.032, ŋ2 = 0.027)

o emphasised that goal-setting strategies helped them become “more involved and dedicated to 
the learning process,” and “facilitated consistent effort” towards achieving their learning goals

Science students 

o found setting goals for LAV to be “pressurising” and “unrealistic” due to the 
“inability to follow the study plans” associated with “low motivation to regularly 
learn core academic words” arising from the perception that “technical vocabulary 
is more important for writing laboratory reports.” 



STRATEGY USE AND ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE

Arts and Education students

o tended to take notes to record commonly used academic words, words related to 
their personal interests, and words they deemed useful in their studies

o expressed enjoyment in the notetaking process due to their “fondness for the English 
language” and their belief  that organising and reviewing their notes allowed them to 
“identify patterns” and “decipher the meaning of  certain affixes,” helping to develop 
language awareness” 

Science students 

o expressed a “lack of  high motivation to take notes when engaged in LAV at 
the tertiary level,” finding it more efficient and cost-effective to look up 
unknown words each time instead of  “wasting time” writing them down. 



STRATEGY USE AND ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE

Arts and Education students

o tended to employ social strategies more often (asking teachers, F = 7.491, p = 0.007, 
ŋ2 = 0.043; asking peers, F = 4.018, p = 0.047, ŋ2 = 0.023)

o primarily adopted such strategies for LAV in specific contexts, including situations 
where their “lecturers promoted peer learning,” “encouraged feedback exchange on 
language use” and “emphasised collaborative engagement during group projects”

Science students

o Influenced by “the science discipline’s emphasis on individual problem-solving,” 
science students commonly expressed the belief  that it was their “responsibility 
to find solutions independently and learn autonomously”, regarding seeking 
help from others as “silly,” “weird,” and “immature” when it came to LAV. 



IMPLICATIONS

Zimmerman & Moylan (2009, p. 300)

1. Raising students’ awareness of  the importance of  strategies for LAV

2. Catering for individual differences among various proficiency levels and academic disciplines

3. Teaching students how to self-regulate their use of  strategies:

– begin by setting goals during the forethought phase 
(e.g.,  before reading an academic text)

– use strategies for LAV while reading 
(e.g., guessing strategies, encoding strategies)

– reflect on the performance and identify areas for 
improvement

o Some students may already be using individual strategies, 
but they need to focus more on planning and, particularly, 
on self-reflection.



CONCLUDING REMARKS



o Taking all our findings into account, our student participants: 

– recognised the importance of  LAV 

– found it (emotionally) challenging 

– lacked a sufficient variety of  strategies for LAV

o EAP instructors should allocate curriculum space for LAV and assist students 
in their educational pursuits. 

o EAP courses may not always offer this space, and students are encouraged to 
engage in self-regulated learning through reflective practices.

o Reflection enables learners to examine their assumptions and see the 
presumptions for what they are, helping them to review their learning and 
make informed decisions for improvement.

CONCLUDING REMARKS



o Highlighting the importance of  developing a comprehensive academic vocabulary by 
raising student awareness, allowing them to confront their existing beliefs

A REFLECTIVE APPROACH TO LAV



o Creating learning tasks to facilitate AVL, covering multiple aspects of  vocabulary

A REFLECTIVE APPROACH TO LAV



o Encouraging students to engage in reflection

o Guiding students through a progression from 
raising awareness and setting goals, to LAV and 
ultimately engaging in reflection

o Preliminary findings from our follow-up study: 
– “The reflective tasks conducted during the 

programme heightened my awareness of  my beliefs 
and learning approach towards AVL.” 

A REFLECTIVE APPROACH TO LAV



LOOKING FORWARD: RESEARCHING THE USE OF ACADEMIC VOCABULARY

Acknowledgement: The work described in this paper was fully supported by the Hong Kong Metropolitan University 
Research Grant (No. RD/2022/1.19).

o Project: A corpus-driven analysis of  academic vocabulary use in essays written by 
English language learners at a Hong Kong university.

– Students incorporated academic vocabulary in their essays, primarily using high-frequency 
words relevant to the essay topic. Essays that received higher scores exhibited a greater 
density and diversity of  academic vocabulary compared to those with lower scores. 

– A variety of  errors were observed, including miscomprehension, part-of-speech misuse, 
voice confusion, and incorrect collocations, all of  which negatively impacted the quality 
of  writing.
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