
 

 

 

 

 

STRATEGIES FOR NON-ENGLISH MAJORS IN CHINA  

TO IMPROVE THEIR ENGLISH VOCABULARY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Approved: __Yuanyuan Hu______________ Date: _May 15, 2021_________________  

           Paper Advisor 

 

 

Suggested content descriptor keywords: 

  

non-English Majors 

vocabulary learning 

vocabulary learning strategies 



 

 

 

 

STRATEGIES FOR NON-ENGLISH MAJORS IN CHINA  

TO IMPROVE THEIR ENGLISH VOCABULARY 

 

 

 

 

 

A Seminar Paper 

 

Presented to 

 

The Graduate Faculty 

 

University of Wisconsin-Platteville 

 

 

 

In Partial Fulfillment  

 

Of the Requirement for the Degree 

 

Master of Science in Education 

 

English Education 

 

 

By 

 

Dekui Wang 

 

2021 

 



 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

Time flies fast, and the master’s career is coming to an end in an instant. The time spent at 

school for more than two years will leave me with an unforgettable memory. The University of 

Wisconsin-Platteville has provided me a valuable education and experience that will help me to 

continue moving forward. 

First of all, I would like to sincerely thank my advisor, Professor Yuanyuan Hu. I am very 

grateful to Professor Yuanyuan Hu for her care and concern for my student life. Professor 

Yuanyuan Hu has given me a lot of advice, not just related to my studies, but also in matters of 

life and work. Her constant encouragement gave me more courage to continue. 

This paper was completed with the help and guidance of Professor Yuanyuan Hu. She has 

helped me with topic selection, structure, argumentation, and even verbal expressions. The paper 

has been revised several times, and for each version, she gave me very detailed guidance. Based 

on her feedback, I gradually improved the paper. Professor Yuanyuan Hu has rich knowledge 

and rigorous academic research. She is a very good instructor. She set me an example of a good 

teacher. 

Secondly, I would like to thank all my professors at the University of Wisconsin-Platteville. 

In the past two years, they have taught me knowledge and answered my questions. They have not 

only broadened my horizons, but also gave me a deeper appreciation of the charm of English 

teaching.  

Finally, I would like to thank my parents, relatives, and friends. Their understanding and 

support helped me to complete my studies smoothly. 

 

 

iii 



 

 

 

 

Abstract 

STRATEGIES FOR NON-ENGLISH MAJORS IN CHINA  

TO IMPROVE THEIR ENGLISH VOCABULARY 

Dekui Wang 

Under the Supervision of Yuanyuan Hu, Ph.D. Professor of English/TESOL 

 

In China, many non-English majors are confused about English learning, especially 

English vocabulary learning. How to help non-English majors in China overcome the obstacle of 

English vocabulary learning has become an important issue. This study aims to find out the 

difficulties faced by non-English majors in China in vocabulary learning and related vocabulary 

learning strategies through library research. In addition, this paper puts forward some 

suggestions to promote the vocabulary learning of Chinese non-English majors. 
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Chapter I Introduction 

English is used widely not only in countries where it is an official language, but also on a 

global scale. English is the common language for international communication, and it is also one 

of the official working languages of the United Nations. At present, the countries that use 

English as the official or common language account for about a quarter of the total number of 

countries and regions in the world. Moreover, the use of English in the field of information 

technology is very common. More than 80% of Internet pages are in English as well as 80% of 

digital information. English is an especially important communication tool in the fields of 

international politics, military, economics, science and technology, culture, trade, and 

transportation. 

With the development of globalization, English has become a world language (Cohen, 

1987; Nunan, 2003), a global language (Crystal, 2003), and an abroad language (Smith,1983). In 

the context of globalization, the relationships between different countries have become closer, 

while communications via English between these countries in all aspects of the society have 

become more frequent.  

There are many benefits to learning English for college students in China. Learning 

English can expand students’ horizons, help them understand the world, and understand the 

folklore and culture of other countries. It will also benefit the cultivation of cross-cultural talents 

and lay a preliminary foundation for higher-level foreign language learning in the future. English 

is a required subject for postgraduate entrance examinations. High proficiency in English, 

including oral and translation skills, can increase job opportunities. 

In the process of English learning, undoubtedly, the most basic as well as the most 

important thing for English learners is to successfully learn vocabulary and acquire abundant 
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English words. This is because vocabulary, as the sum total of words, is indispensable to a 

speaker and a writer (Hartmann & Gregory, 2000). An individual’s English proficiency is 

inseparable from their vocabulary accumulation. 

The foreign language community in China is also increasingly aware of the importance of 

vocabulary in language learning. For example, Wang (1998) once said, “As far as Chinese 

college English teaching is concerned, I think the most important problem is the problem of 

vocabulary. In a sense, the ultimate goal of vocabulary teaching is to enable students to master 

enough vocabulary for smooth communication. To a certain extent, vocabulary is a key” (p. 76). 

As a college student, lacking basic vocabulary accumulation will not only affect their English 

learning during school, but also affect their comprehensive English application ability at work 

after graduation to a certain extent. 

In sum, strategies for promoting English vocabulary learning among non-English majors 

in China are worth studying. This paper explores the current situation of English vocabulary 

learning among Chinese non-English majors, difficulties of vocabulary learning, and specific 

strategies for promoting the learning of English vocabulary. Based on the literature review of 

English vocabulary learning, it provides suggestions on vocabulary learning for Chinese non-

English majors. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Nowadays, Chinese non-English majors face difficulties in English learning, and the 

learning of English vocabulary is a relatively big obstacle. How to help non-English majors in 

China overcome the obstacle of English vocabulary learning has become an important issue. To 

address this issue, the researcher asked the following questions: 
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1. What is the current situation of Chinese non-English majors’ English vocabulary 

learning? 

2. What difficulties do non-English majors in China have in learning English vocabulary? 

3. What strategies can non-English majors in China use to improve their English 

vocabulary? 

Purpose of the Study 

In China, many non-English majors are confused about English learning, especially 

English vocabulary learning. This study aims to find out the difficulties faced by non-English 

majors in vocabulary learning and related vocabulary learning strategies through library research. 

In addition, this paper puts forward some suggestions to promote the vocabulary learning of 

Chinese non-English majors. 

Significance of the Study 

Vocabulary is the basic element of foreign language learning and communication. It 

plays an important role in language and cultural communication. With increasing cultural 

exchanges and the in-depth development of foreign language teaching research, vocabulary 

teaching has received more and more attention. To learn English well, a certain number of 

English words must be mastered. A student’s size of vocabulary and proficiency of using 

vocabulary directly affect their language communication ability. Therefore, vocabulary is an 

indispensable basic component of students’ communication skills. 

 However, it is not so easy to learn vocabulary well. Most non-English majors spend a lot 

of time memorizing English words, but their vocabulary ability is not satisfying. The study of 

vocabulary learning difficulties and learning strategies is of great significance for students, 

teachers, and researchers. As far as students are concerned, an in-depth analysis of vocabulary 
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learning can reveal potential obstacles in their study and help them deepen their understanding of 

the vocabulary learning process. Ideally, they are able to adopt corresponding learning strategies 

to improve their efficiency of English vocabulary learning and become more interested in 

learning English.  

Methodology 

This study used both library research and comparative research methods. Library research 

mainly refers to the method of collecting, identifying, and analyzing relevant publications to 

form a scientific understanding of the literature on a chosen topic. For this study, select 

keywords such as “non-English majors,” “English learning,” “vocabulary strategy,” and “college 

English vocabulary” were used to search relevant publications in Chinese “CNKI” and 

international “Springer Link.” From the database “CNKI,” 10 articles about “non-English 

majors” were collected and consulted, 20 articles about “English learning” were collected and 

consulted, 30 articles about “vocabulary strategies” were collected and consulted, and 10 articles 

about “college English vocabulary” were collected and reviewed. Most of these articles were 

written by teachers of English in Chinese universities. From the database “Springer Link,” 3 

articles about “non-English majors” were collected and consulted, 8 articles about “English 

learning” were collected and consulted, 15 articles about “vocabulary strategies” were collected 

and consulted, and 7 articles about “college English vocabulary” were collected and reviewed. 

Scholars in the academic field of English did most of the research mentioned in the articles. 

This study also used the comparative research method, which refers to an analysis 

method that compares multiple items to find out the similarities and differences between them. 

Subthemes around vocabulary learning difficulties faced by non-English majors and English 

vocabulary learning strategies were identified thanks to the comparative research method. 
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

In recent years, second language acquisition has attracted more and more attention in the 

academic world. As an important branch of second language acquisition, vocabulary is a 

fundamental and basic component towards effective learning. Research on vocabulary learning 

began in applied linguistics in the 1970s. As far as Chinese non-English majors are concerned, 

English vocabulary has been their top concern and a big obstacle to their learning of English. In 

order to help Chinese non-English majors to learn English words more efficiently, it is essential 

to improve their vocabulary learning strategies. 

The Importance of Vocabulary in EFL Learning 

Vocabulary is the fundamental unit of language. It conveys information and plays a 

decisive role in verbal communication. The acquisition of an adequate vocabulary is essential for 

successful language learning because without an extensive vocabulary, we will be unable to use 

the structure we may have learned for comprehensive communication.  

Vocabulary learning is a significant aspect of second language acquisition. Wallacey 

(1982) stated that vocabulary is one of the three elements (phonetics, grammar, and vocabulary) 

that constitute a language. He pointed out that learning a foreign language is mainly learning the 

vocabulary of the foreign language. Choosing proper vocabulary is one of the challenges for 

foreign language learners. Wilkins (1972) pointed out that vocabulary is the building block of a 

language. He stated that without grammar, a speaker cannot express himself well, but without 

vocabulary, nothing can be expressed. Allen (1983) and Meara (1996) also pointed out that 

scholars have found that vocabulary problems often affect communication in that communication 

cannot be carried out normally if a speaker lacks vocabulary. In other words, no matter how good 

a second language learner’s grammar is and how beautiful his pronunciation is, if he does not 
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have enough vocabulary to express his feelings or understand others’ opinions and ideas, he will 

not be able to use this language for any meaningful communication. Vocabulary ability is the key 

to communicative competence.  

In addition to the importance mentioned above, vocabulary is important to listening and 

reading comprehension. As Laufer (1986) pointed out, no reading comprehension is possible, 

either in one’s native language or in a foreign language, if an understanding of essential words is 

missing.  

To most Chinese non-English majors, vocabulary is a major part to their language.  

Successful language learners are more skilled at using vocabulary learning strategies than low-

achieving language learners (Wu & Wang, 1998). Owing to the above-mentioned reasons, 

research on vocabulary learning strategies is extremely necessary and important.  

EFL Vocabulary Learning Difficulties 

Scholars have examined vocabulary learning difficulties in EFL contexts. Jitendra et al. 

(2004) argued that differences in the amount of independent reading, strategies to learn words 

from context, and word knowledge appeared to be three main factors that can account for 

vocabulary learning difficulties. Hulme and Mackenzie (2014) argued that causes of vocabulary 

learning difficulties could be divided into three broad categories: congenital, environmental, and 

pathological causes. Saigh and Schmitt (2012) explored the relative difficulties of short and long 

English vowels for learners. Peters (2016) pointed out that word length and collocations could 

also cause vocabulary learning difficulties.  

Chinese scholars have also explored all kinds of difficulties that students have 

encountered in English vocabulary learning from different angles. Zhan (2011) analyzed causes 

of vocabulary learning difficulties in junior high school. He found that students had vocabulary 
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learning difficulties for five reasons: weak learning motivation, negative learning attitude, poor 

basic vocabulary knowledge, limited learning ability, and lack of high-quality instruction and 

family support. The results are consistent with those of Xiang (1998). Lv (2010) found that 

Chinese English learners met with various difficulties in English vocabulary learning. In 

particular, he studied phonetic learning difficulties in the process. The results showed that 

students were frustrated by English pronunciation, intonation, and rhythm. Yang (2012) found 

that students who had more English learning difficulties differed significantly from those who 

has less English learning difficulties in terms of vocabulary, grammar, writing, translation and 

test anxiety. Chang (2013) argued that semantic transfer would cause some difficulties to English 

learners. In addition, motivation, emotion, and interest also had some impact on their learning 

difficulties (Chang, 2013). Chang’s (2013) research findings are consistent with those of Ma 

(2014). Furthermore, Ren and Zhang (2014) found that characteristics of students also had some 

influence on their vocabulary learning difficulties. Wan (2016) argued that students’ vocabulary 

difficulties can result from the decontextualized way of teaching English vocabulary. The 

research of the Chinese scholars shows that there are different types of vocabulary learning 

difficulties for English learners in China. 

Both foreign and domestic scholars have explored vocabulary learning difficulties from 

various perspectives. Vocabulary learning difficulties manifest in many aspects: small 

vocabulary size, mispronunciations and misspellings of words, and lack of knowledge about 

parts of speech and lexical collocations, misuses of words, and so on. The vocabulary learning 

difficulties may be attributed to a variety of factors such as different ways of thinking, cultural 

differences, poor basic knowledge, teaching and learning methods, weak learning motivation, 

and negative learning attitudes.   
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Vocabulary Learning Strategies for Non-English Majors in China 

Despite the abundance of Western studies on EFL vocabulary learning, they may not be 

applicable to Chinese students, who are learning English as a foreign language. For Chinese 

students, English is a brand-new language that differs significantly from Chinese in 

pronunciation and writing. Moreover, there are constraints on learning English as a foreign 

language in China, for example, the lack of a language learning environment. Thus, it is 

necessary to conduct studies on Chinese students’ vocabulary learning in the Chinese context. A 

few Chinese researchers have made contributions to the exploration of English vocabulary 

learning in the Chinese context.  

Studies focusing on the use of English vocabulary learning strategies in the Chinese 

context have been conducted. For example, Fan and Wang (2002) conducted an experiment to 

study the vocabulary grouping strategy and found that the strategy facilitated learners’ 

vocabulary learning. Liu (1999) investigated the English vocabulary learning strategy of 

guessing meaning from context among 50 college students and found that the ability to guess the 

meaning of a new word was an element of English learning aptitude. Moreover, the guessing 

strategy was strongly correlated with a student’s foreign language competence; and the 

development of the guessing strategy was helpful to improve students’ English learning ability 

(Liu, 1999). Besides, Yang and Gong (2004) used a quantitative method to explore the 

relationship between junior middle school students’ English vocabulary learning strategies and 

their English mid-term grades. Their results showed that there was a positive correlation between 

students’ English vocabulary learning strategies and their mid-term grades. Different from the 

scholars mentioned previously, Li (2012) introduced 15 kinds of English vocabulary learning 

strategies (e.g., word-formation and lexical decomposition strategy; cross-cultural strategy; 
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semantic strategy; and figures of speech strategy) in detail. He also provided examples to 

illustrate each English vocabulary learning strategy. 

In addition to the studies above, Zhang and Li (2011) conducted a questionnaire survey in 

one Chinese university with an aim to explore the classification of English vocabulary learning 

strategies. A total number of 296 Chinese undergraduates and graduate students from this 

university participated in this study. This study identified three categories of vocabulary learning 

strategies: cognitive strategies in lexical acquisition, meta-cognitive ones, and affective ones. 

Cognitive strategies included four, namely, first encountering with words, building links between 

new words and learners’ previous experiences in relation to the new words, and guessing a 

word’s meaning and word use. Meta-cognitive strategies referred to a learner’s planning, 

organizing, and monitoring the progress of vocabulary learning. Affective strategies reflected a 

learner’s attitude towards vocabulary learning. 

In sum, studies of English vocabulary learning strategies in the Chinese context are 

fruitful in terms of identifying English vocabulary learning strategies used by Chinese English 

learners. The results of those studies have not only enriched the literature about English 

vocabulary learning strategies, but also have significant implications for English vocabulary 

teaching and learning.  

Summary  

 The review of the literature on “The Importance of Vocabulary in EFL Learning,” “EFL 

Vocabulary Learning Difficulties,” and “Vocabulary Learning Strategies for Non-English Majors 

in China” shows that English vocabulary learning plays an important role in learning English as 

foreign language in China. English vocabulary is extensive, and it is necessary to explore 

vocabulary learning strategies to promote English language learning. Appropriate use of 
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vocabulary learning strategies can improve foreign language learning. Therefore, it is of great 

necessity to explore English vocabulary learning strategies for Non-English majors in China. 
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Chapter III Conclusions and Recommendations 

This paper aims to find relevant information through library research to show the 

important role of English vocabulary learning for Chinese non-English majors. This chapter 

provides some suggestions on how to make better use of vocabulary learning strategies to help 

Chinese non-English majors with their English vocabulary learning. It also puts forward 

directions for further research on vocabulary learning strategies of Chinese non-English majors. 

Conclusions and Implications 

  The following conclusions can be drawn from the reviewed literature. Firstly, the 

literature review shows that vocabulary is an important part of foreign language learning. This is 

true for English learners in China as well as other EFL countries in the world, especially for non-

English majors. 

  Secondly, research on vocabulary learning strategies has been conducted around the 

world and in China. Previously, Western scholars dominated the research on vocabulary learning 

strategies. After the 1990s, many Chinese scholars also set foot in the field of vocabulary 

learning strategies and carried out in-depth research. Many effective English vocabulary learning 

strategies have been identified, including general vocabulary learning strategies and specific ones 

for Chinese students. 

  Thirdly, effective vocabulary strategies continue to emerge thanks to new technology. 

How to choose appropriate vocabulary learning strategies to promote English learning is 

becoming more important. Non-English majors in China should choose vocabulary strategies 

suitable for them. 

  The reviewed literature can provide some implications for the vocabulary learning of 

Chinese non-English majors. The implications are as follows: 
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  Firstly, non-English majors should pay attention to English vocabulary learning. 

Vocabulary is the most basic unit of language. Words are building blocks of a language, just like 

the bricks and tiles of high-rise buildings. A foreign language learner’s vocabulary size is one of 

the important indicators of the learner’s proficiency. The more vocabulary students master, the 

stronger their language ability is. 

  Secondly, non-English majors should pay attention to English vocabulary learning 

strategies. With vocabulary requirements becoming higher, students should improve their 

vocabulary learning strategies accordingly. Many students still have misunderstandings of 

vocabulary learning. They believe that there is no effective way to learn vocabulary, and that 

they can only rely on investing a lot of time to recite words. In fact, due to the lack of good 

strategies, their vocabulary learning outcomes are not satisfying. Learning strategies can improve 

second language acquisition. The success of a learner’s learning, to a certain extent, depends on 

his effective use of learning strategies. Therefore, English vocabulary learning strategies should 

receive extensive attention. 

  Thirdly, non-English majors should use a variety of effective English vocabulary learning 

strategies. For example, the contextualized learning method allows a learner to set up a 

personalized context to integrate vocabulary learning into the context and learn words implicitly. 

The intuitive learning method allows a learner to use real objects or pictures to intuitively 

experience vocabulary. A learner can also use spelling rules, associative memorization of words, 

derivative words, concurrent words, compound words, similar words, acronyms, and so on to 

learn vocabulary. 
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Practical Vocabulary Learning Strategies for Non-English Majors 

  This section provides some tentative suggestions for non-English majors in China to help 

improve their vocabulary learning.  

  Firstly, students should improve their basic knowledge of English vocabulary, such as 

roots and affixes. A root is basically the unchanged part of a word. It is the core of a word. The 

meaning of a word is mainly attributed to the meaning of its root. A root is not only the core of a 

word, but also the core of a group of words. Thus, students should have a good grasp of common 

roots in the English language. In addition, students should also learn common affixes including 

prefixes and suffixes, which will allow them to expand their vocabulary and understand 

associations among a group of words with the same root. Other basic vocabulary knowledge 

includes parts of speech, synonyms, and antonyms. 

  Secondly, students should have a comprehensive understanding of a word including its 

various meanings, cultural background, and appropriate applications. They should not focus on 

the corresponding Chinese meanings of the word only. They can try the topic and situational 

methods. The topic method is that students propose a topic (usually a word) of interest, 

brainstorm words related to the topic, and draw a vocabulary map about the topic. This method 

allows students to better retain words associated with a certain topic. Students can use the 

situational method to practice newly learned or associated words. Specifically, they can create a 

situation, imagine what characters will do in this situation and how things will develop, and 

compose a short story, in which they use the new words. 

  Thirdly, students should attempt to find out their own English vocabulary learning 

strategies, which are suitable for their learning needs, learning style, and learning pace so as to 

improve their learning efficiency. Vocabulary learning differs from acquiring the four skills of 
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the English language. Students, therefore, should not indiscriminately use general language 

learning strategies. Instead, they should try at least those most helpful and most frequently used 

vocabulary learning strategies found in studies. They should also look for their own specific 

strategies to tackle new words in the process of English learning. Only in this way, can they 

really improve their English proficiency. 

  Fourthly, students should become independent learners. They should develop a positive 

attitude towards vocabulary learning. After all, the students themselves are the master of 

learning. They can spend some time watching English movies and listening to their favorite 

English songs to arouse their interest in learning English vocabulary.  

Recommendations for Future Research  

  There are some limitations in the literature on vocabulary learning strategies. The first 

limitation is that foreign vocabulary learning strategies identified by researchers in other contexts 

may not be necessarily suitable for Chinese students. The second limitation is that the study of 

vocabulary learning strategies in China started relatively late. The scope of these studies is 

narrow, confined to some colleges and universities in China; the strategies examined are 

scattered; there is a lack of continuity. 

  Future studies on vocabulary learning strategies for non-English majors in China are 

needed. In the future, on the one hand, we should pay more attention to English vocabulary 

learning of freshmen and sophomores in Chinese universities. On the other hand, we should 

conduct in-depth and longitudinal studies on the learning of English vocabulary. For example, 

longitudinal studies on college students’ freshman and sophomore years of English vocabulary 

learning would allow us to track the effectiveness of vocabulary learning strategies. 
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All in all, the present research has shed some light on English vocabulary learning 

strategies, which can be helpful to non-English majors in China. Vocabulary learning can be an 

ongoing, lifelong process, and English vocabulary learning strategies, therefore, deserve more 

attention and further research. 
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