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Abstract: The present study was carried out to investigate the effect of mnemonic strategies instruction on the
immediate and delayed information retrieval of vocabulary learning in EFL elementary learners. Eighty-one
Iranian EFL students majoring in English Translation at Aviation University in Tehran were randomly selected
from the whole population of freshman students. To assure the criterion of homogeneity, seventy students were
selected from eighty-one learners based on the results obtained from a Nelson test of English language
proficiency which was conducted at the beginning of the study. A pretest of vocabulary was also administered
at this stage to ensure that the new words were unfamiliar to participants. The participants were then divided
to an experimental and a control group each comprising of thirty-five students. The students in the experimental
group were instructed to use two vocabulary mnemonic strategies of visualization and pictures, whereas the
participants into control group were advised to do the exercises without using any strategy. At the end of the
treatment, the same pretest of vocabulary was administered as posttest to both groups to compare the
participants' power of retrieval on vocabulary achievement. The results of the posttest 1 and posttest 2
confirmed the superiority of the experimental group to the control group.
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INTRODUCTION be of vital importance for vocabulary building and help

The view that vocabulary is secondary in importance time interval.
for successful language learning has now really changed. Even the information that enters long- term memory
Although vocabulary teaching and learning were ignored is not remembered that easily. This forces us to ask the
to a great extent in some methods of teaching for some question: why is it difficult to retrieve information stored
decades, there is now a widespread agreement upon the in long-term memory? In other words, why is it hard for a
need for language learners to improve their knowledge of person to locate the information in long-term memory and
vocabulary [1-6]. bring it up to focus of attention in short-term memory/

In the last fifteen years, some language teaching working memory? For this question two important
scholars and instructors have published articles and explanations are given, along with possible strategies that
books that advocate vocabulary instruction. The result is can help to overcome the problem.
an extensive body of literature comprising a wide-ranging One explanation is related to the form information
continuum of arguments, studies and suggestions about takes in long-term memory. Although there is a general
the proper role of vocabulary instruction in language agreement among researchers that retrieval of information
instruction [2]. There are also a widely varying number of from long- term memory is a function of the form
approaches, methods and techniques dealing with information takes in long- term memory, they do not agree
vocabulary instruction and/ or acquisition. as to what form it takes. Some argue that information is

One of the major problem that language learners often stored in visual form; others assert that it is stored in
face in learning vocabulary is that what they learn today verbal form; still others think that it is stored by meaning
is forgotten tomorrow. Therefore, some strategies seem to and, each view advocates the importance of presenting

the students store and retrieve new information with long
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material in the form it believes the material assumes in needs for vocabulary learning and their interests in
long-term memory. In the absence of any clear-cut answer, learning effective techniques for learning new words, the
the model advises, it is advantageous to make the learning present study is intended to find out the influence of
material available in as many ways as possible. mnemonic strategies instruction on the information

The other explanation is related to the richness in retrieval of vocabulary learning with an immediate and
meaning   of  the   material   of   learning.  New  material, delayed time interval among EFL elementary learners.
as it should be, needs to be associated with what is The present study also deals with instruction in the
familiar if it is to be meaningful. Meaningfully presented use of mnemonic strategies related to vocabulary. What
material is said to be not only easy to learn but also easy makes it different from other studies, however, is that
to retrieve; material presented ‘isolated’, conversely, is there is no one-to-one comparison of learning strategies
not only hard to learn but also difficult to retrieve. in the present study, but two mnemonic strategies have
Therefore, in order to make new materials meaningful to been taught to the learners by taking the students’ level
students, we need to associate them to as many familiar of proficiency into account and their effectiveness has
things as possible. “The greater the number of been detected. 
associations, the more meaningful the information is “[7]. Considering language learning condition of Iranian

Statement of the Problem: According to Waring [8] one word list through translation technique, students need to
of the biggest problems with vocabulary learning which be acquainted with some strategies to to learn, retain and
all the second language learners have experienced, is that recall vocabulary better. Moreover, it is one of the
what we learn today will be forgotten tomorrow. This important and frequently asked questions of the students
experience is also familiar for most language learners. that “how can we learn vocabulary in an effective way?”.

The most likely answer, according to Waring, is that They usually find vocabulary learning difficult and
the learners may do enough for the immediate confess that they cannot remember many of the words
comprehension but not enough for retention over time. they have learned. 
Retention over time involves the learners to make a
conscious effort to link the word with its meaning. It is Research Questions: The study aimed at investigating
easier to forget a word than to remember it. Waring [9], the effect of mnemonic strategies instruction on the
argues that our brains are designed to forget, not immediate and delayed information retrieval of vocabulary
remember. If a student has just learned ten new words, it learning in EFL elementary learners. Therefore, the
is normal for most of them to be forgotten within a few following research questions were raised by the
days and maybe only one or two will be retained in researcher:
memory.

In addition, the personal experience of the researcher Is there a significant difference between the
as an English teacher indicates that Iranian EFL learners experimental and control groups before the
often complain that they forget the new words soon after treatment?
they processed them and cannot retrieve and recall the Is there a significant difference between the
newly learnt words and use it especially in productive experimental and control groups immediately after the
skills. treatment?

As far as vocabulary learning is concerned, it has Is there a significant difference between the
been said that vocabulary cannot be taught, it can be experimental and control groups after the treatment
explained, presented, demonstrated along with other within a delayed time interval of two weeks? 
techniques and activities. Therefore, the most important Is there a significant difference between the
issue concerning words is the best manner in which to immediate and delayed retrieval in the experimental
acquire them. Of the kinds of research that can lead to the group?
useful ways of acquiring words, are the ones primarily Is there a significant difference between the
concerned with vocabulary acquisition strategies. The immediate and delayed retrieval in the control group?
reason behind running such studies is to discover
different vocabulary learning strategies, to compare their Review of Related Literature 
effectiveness and/or to introduce those which are more Significance of Vocabulary in Second Language
useful to language learners. Considering the students’ Learning: Is it possible to live in the world without

university students, in which learners usually memorize
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naming it? How can we accept the existence of an object, that an emphasis should be placed on learning from
an event or feeling if we do not use names? How can we contexts and that intentional learning tasks should be
order and structure the chaos and flux of existence being discouraged.
an undifferentiated mass without imposing a pattern and Some others have found that the role of vocabulary
a meaning through naming? These questions adopted in reading comprehension is an intriguing and complex
from Taylor [10], highlight the importance of vocabulary one 18-20]. To construct a mental representation of text,
in any language. Further, with regard to the importance of that is, to understand text meaning, one will have to be
vocabulary in second language learning, McCarthy [11] able to decode the printed massage. Fast and efficient
states that: word recognition, word encoding and lexical access are

It is the experience of most language teachers that the difference between skilled and less skilled readers is
single biggest component of any language course is usually attributed to slower and inefficient lexical access
vocabulary. No matter how well the students learn and semantic processing.
grammar, no matter how successfully the sounds of According to Oxford and Crookall [21], students
L2 are mastered, without words to express a wide often resort to explicit memorization to prepare for
range of meaning, communication in and L2 just classroom activities. Proponents of communicative
cannot happen in any meaningful way. As yet, language teaching criticize intentional vocabulary learning
vocabulary often seems to be the least well catered through word list or flash cards, citing the lack of
of all aspects of learning a foreign language (p.1). linguistics context provided by such techniques. Nation

Holden [12) expresses that one of the most difficult respect to retention is hard to deny. It is certainly possible
aspects of learning a foreign language, particularly in an to learn thousands of words by explicit memorization;
EFL context, is the retention of vocabulary. Vocabulary however, this might be a discouraging prospect for
learning plays a major role in English language learner students who find these methods tedious. 
success. Some teachers believe that the number of new
vocabulary terms introduced at any one time should be Mnemonic Strategy: Mnemonics or memory-aiding
limited. devices are basic kinds of associations or strategies used

Chastain [13] mentions the important role of by learners to increase memory, to be more explicit, these
vocabulary in language acquisition. He argues, devices are used for consolidation of form-meaning
“Vocabulary usually plays a greater role in communication connections in memory [22].
than the other components of language” (p.327). He also Ellis [23] indicated that learners can enhance their
asserts “the lack of needed vocabulary is the most retention of new words if they employ various mnemonic
common cause of students for inability to say what they strategies, such as visual methods and verbal methods.
want to say during communication activities” (p.237). Most memory strategies (traditionally known as

Laufer [3] has demonstrated that vocabulary is a mnemonics) involve relating the word to be retained with
good predictor of reading success and a 3000 word some previously learned knowledge, using some form of
families or about 5000 lexical items is necessary for second imagery, or grouping. To be more explicit, these devices
language learners to be able to read without difficulty and are used for consolidation of form-meaning connections
to transfer their reading strategies to L  From what has in memory [22]. As far as the use of mnemonics by2.

been said, it can be concluded that vocabulary has a language learners is concerned, Thompson [24] states
crucial role in every language that one has contact with that mnemonic can be adopted voluntarily and once
(no matter it is first, second or foreign language) and learned are difficult to forget. They are adaptable to
pervades all language skills. Therefore, vocabulary individual learning differences and most users report that
deserves detailed consideration. they enjoy using them. She further states that mnemonics

Some maintain that the use of decontextualized tasks work by utilizing some well-known principles of
as well as contextualized tasks in recent years has been psychology:
gaining support among vocabulary acquisition
researchers [14-17]. However, decontextualized tasks have A retrieval plan is developed during encoding and
been criticized because they focus solely on connecting mental imagery, both visual and verbal, is used.
L  meaning with L  form. This has led some to suggest They help individuals learn faster and recall better1 2

necessary for higher level of meaning construction. The

[14] still expresses the efficiency of such methods with
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because they aid the integration of new material to a pilot group. The group was consisted of 34 students
into existing cognitive units and because  they majoring in English Translation, in Islamic Azad
provide retrieval cues. University, Roudehen Branch. 

Regarding the research has done in this area, Pretest:  Before  the  treatment,  a  30  item  multiple
Maftoon and Hokmi [25] in a research tried to find out the choice vocabulary test (Appendix A) was developed by
probable advantage of using a pictorial context for the researcher and was administered to ensure that the
vocabulary. The subjects of the research were Iranian, new words were unfamiliar to participants. This test was
machine tools students. There were a variety of aids used as the pretest. The test was administered to a pilot
available to the classroom teacher and relieve the teacher group. The reliability of the test was calculated using by
of the necessity of talking all the time. KR-21 formula which is 84%. The scores in the pretest

Methodology differences in vocabulary knowledge between the
Participants: Eighty- one participants participated in this participants in the two groups. As far as the validity of
study at the first stage. The participants were almost this self-made test is concerned, the researcher asked
seventy male and eleven female students studying in the three EFL English teachers, two of them holding Phd in
first year of the university. They were studying English TEFL and one of them holding MA in TEFL, to express
Translation at Aviation college in Tehran. To ensure the their opinions on this test. The test was modified based
homogeneity of the participants, Nelson Test was on their comments. 
administered and 16 students were excluded from the
study because they had extremely high, or extremely low Treatment: The book used in this research was “The
scores on the test. Others were selected on the basis of elementary vocabulary by Thomas [24]”. The treatment
one standard deviation above the mean and one below lasted 6 sessions: 2 sessions a week and each session
the mean. Then, they were divided into an experimental lasted one and a half hour. In the experimental group, they
group and a control group in the intact classes. were taught based on Mnemonics strategies which

Materials: Three devices were used in this study help the students memorize and retrieve the words with
including a Nelson test, a 30-item multiple choice delayed time interval. In the control group, we asked the
vocabulary test as the pretest and a 30- item multiple students to do the exercises but no strategy was taught
choice vocabulary tests as the post-test. The Nelson test in order to learn the vocabulary words.
was used at the beginning of the study for the evaluation
of the participants’ language proficiency level. After the Post-Test: The researcher applied the same pretest as
treatment, the two post-tests were used with a time posttest in both groups even though some believe in
interval for two weeks to ensure that which group will memory effects for the short period experiment of 4 weeks.
retrieve the information better than the other. According to Hughes [27], “subjects are likely to recall

Procedure: To accomplish the purpose of the study, the reliability spuriously high (p. 39)”. Thus, the researcher
following procedures were carried out for each of the decided to conduct another pilot study after one month to
above-mentioned instruments. see the effect of memory during this time gap between

The Nelson Test: The fifty- item Nelson Test was and posttest during this pilot study was calculated using
administered in the first session of the study to assess the by KR-21 formula which is 86%. To determine the validity
homogeneity of the participants. This general proficiency of the test, Brown [28] mentions “a criterion-referenced
test was taken from Nelson English Language Test. test (CRT) is usually produced to measure well-defined

All students in the classes were given forty- five and fairly specific objectives”. Brown also asserts that
minutes to answer the questions in their answer sheets. only content and construct validity strategies are
Those learners whose scores fell one standard deviation applicable for analyzing the validity of CRTs (p.232). The
above the mean and one standard deviation below the CRT used in this study as pretest and posttest had
mean. Nelson Test had been validated by Bagherpoor [26] content validity. This test was administered twice with
in her research. She claimed that the test was administered specific  time  interval.  The  test  comprised  all the items

were used by the researcher to check the initial

contain visualization or imagery and pictures in order to

items […and] make same responses, [which results in] the

pretest and posttest. The reliability coefficient for pretest
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Appendix C
Vocabulary Pretest and Posttest

Choose the correct answer and mark it in your answer sheet.
1. When you……something, it means that you do not like it at all.
a) feel b) lose c) hate d) love
2. Jack likes to know man things about different countries of the world. He should study……..
a) physics b) sports c) geography d) chemistry
3. If you want to continue your study, you should go to the……..
a) spaceship b) factory c) university d) hospital
4. She plays her role very well. She is a successful…….
a) photographer b) mechanic c) actress d) waitress
5. Yesterday we went to the cinema. We enjoyed the…….a lot.
a) movie b) magazine c) machine d) metal
6. If you ……the water, it will boil.
a) draw b) drink c) hope d) heat
7. The science of numbers and quantity is called………
a) history b) mathematics c) Chinese d) Russian
8. She always cleans her room and pts everything in its place. She is a…….woman.
a) friendly b) pretty c) sleepy d) tidy
9. I do not like to study this book. It is very…………..
a) boring b) alone c) angry d) cloudy
10. You have worked hard during the week. Would you like to……this weekend?
a) go to school b) go on a trip c) clean the house d) wash the car
11. The police found a…….body in the river.
a) wise b) dead c) clever d) comfortable
12. If you want to feel more comfortable, you can put a ……..behind your back.
a) picture b) pocket c) plate d) pillow
13. The science which is about the life of plants and animals is called……….
a) biology b) chemistry c) history d) library
14. The horse is running very fast because the tiger has……..him.
a) invited b) helped c) scared d) answered
15. If you want to…..the egg, you should put the pan on the fire.
a) break b) bring c) fly d) fry
16. She usually works at home. She does not work outside. She is a………..
a) doctor b) teacher c) housewife d) farmhand
17. I can not run easily because I have a pain in my…………
a) thumbs b) knees c) hands d) eyes
18. Would you please open the door? Someone is…………
a) looking b) speaking c) thinking d) knocking
19. She had a bad cold, so she was……..all the night.
a) coughing b) walking c) playing d) trying
20. I would like to have some orange juice. Will you please……theses oranges?
a) squeeze b) start c) break d) finish
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Appendix C: Continue
Vocabulary Pretest and Posttest

Choose the correct answer and mark it in your answer sheet.
21. The boy…….the ball into the river while he was playing with it.
a) accepted b) completed c) kicked d) drove
22. The soup was very hot, so the little girl was…….on it.
a) working b) blowing c) deciding d) sitting
23. Be sure to……..your bicycle when you put it in the street.
a) cut b) lock c) order d) wear
24. When you add sugar to your tea, you should……..it with a spoon.
a) stir b) cook c) bake d) repair
25. Most people think that to stop hiccups, one should………..
a) put his shirt on b) hold his breath c) go up a tree d) take some

thing apart
26. You use your………for standing and walking.
a) plates b) hands c) legs d) glasses
27. You have to put a pillow under your……..when you are sleeping.
a) desk b) neck c) bank d) track
28. She will…….the children while their mother is not at home.
a) keep on b) look after c) turn on d) give back
29. A: what does your friend look like? B: she is tall, She has got long hair and brown………….
a) eyebrows b) disease c) earth d) dollhouse
30 We usually breathe through our………..
a) ear b) feet c) nose d) teeth

(words) which were instructed during the treatment. The Data Analysis: Data were analyzed using both descriptive
participants were asked to select the choice which was the and inferential statistics. Descriptive statistics
most appropriate among the other choices. encompassed the means, standard deviations and

The post-test was administered in two phases. The frequency counts obtained from the subjects’ scores both
participants took the first 30- items after the end of the on the Nelson test and multiple choice vocabulary in the
treatment; the second test was also administered after two experimental and control group. Inferential statistics
weeks. In each phase, the participants had 30 minutes to comprised the application of a paired sample t-test. 
answer the questions in their answer sheets. Finally, the
scores of all participants on both post-test were RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
compared.

Design: According to Hatch and Farhady [29], because from Table 1, there is no meaningful difference between
“in our field [i. e. language teaching] … we are dealing experimental and control group on the pretest (t=.062;
with the most complicated human behaviors, language p=.951). Therefore, the two groups were homogeneous
learning and language behaviors”, constructing a true regarding their familiarity with the target words before
experimental design may be difficult if not impossible in treatment and the null hypothesis number 1 will be
most studies. Therefore, the quasi-experimental designs accepted.
are the best alternatives available to us. This design is The second paired-samples t-test was run to compare
often used in classroom experiments when experimental the mean scores of the control group on the posttest 1
group and control group are being taught in intact and posttest 2. The mean score of participants on posttest
classes. 1 was 23.46 and posttest 2 was 23.89. As it is clear from

Regarding the first research question, as it is evident
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Table 1: Paired Sample Statistics for Subjects 

Test Group Mean S.D T Sig

Pretest Control 20.06 3.842 -.062 .951
Experimental 20.11 3.879

Note * p<.01, ** p<.005

Table 2: Paired samples t-test for posttest 1 and posttest 2 in control and
experimental group

Group Test Mean S.D T Sig

Control Post1 23.46 .832 -.816 .420
Post2 23.89 .778

Experimental Post1 24.54 5.648 -5.224 .000
Post 27.97 2.844

Note * p<.01, ** p<.005

Table 3: Independent Samples t-test post test 1-post test 2 on the Control
group and Experiment

Mnemonic Std.
Strategies Mean Deviation t Sig

Post-test 1 Experimental 24.54 5.648 .829 .690
Control 23.46 5.305

Post- test 2 Experimental 27.97 2.844 .434 .002
Control 23.89 4.843

Note * p<.01, ** p<.005

Table 2, the t-observed value (.420) is  higher  than  0.05
(t-critical). Based on these results, it can be concluded
that there was no significant difference between the mean
score of the control group on the posttest 1 and posttest
2 in the immediate and delayed retrieval. 

As far as the experimental group is concerned, the
performance of experimental group on posttest 2 was
better than the performance of control group on posttest
2. It showed that treatment (strategy training) in some
sessions caused better retrieval on vocabulary learning in
a delayed time. Further, the mean score of participants on
posttest 1 (24.54) was more than the amount in posttest 2
(27.97) which showed that there was a high relationship
between mnemonic strategies instruction and information
retrieval of vocabulary learning from posttest 1 to posttest
2 for the experimental group due to the treatment. 

As displayed in Table 3, there is no significance
difference between experimental and control groups in
posttest 1 (t=.829; p=.690). The second independent
samples t-test was run to compare the mean scores of the
control and experimental groups in posttest 2. As the
results displayed in Table 3, a two-tailed test of
significance showed that the observed t (.000) is lower
than 0.05. Based on the result, there is a significant
difference in the performance of the experimental and
control groups on posttest 2 and there is a significant
difference between the means of two groups in posttest

2 (27.97 vs 23.89) after the treatment within a delayed time
interval of 2 weeks. i.e. experimental group performed
better than control group in posttest 2. 

CONCLUSIONS

As it was stated before, this study was conducted to
probe the effect of mnemonic strategies instruction on the
immediate and delayed information retrieval of vocabulary
learning in EFL elementary learners. The researcher
summarized the findings in support of the claim that
mnemonic strategies instruction affects on the immediate
and delayed information retrieval of vocabulary learning
in EFL elementary learners.

After a long period of neglect, second language
vocabulary acquisition has recently become an
increasingly interesting topic of discussion for
researchers, teachers, curriculum designers, theorists and
others involved in second language learning [2]. Holden
[12] expresses that retention and retrieval of vocabulary
is the most difficult aspects of learning a foreign
language, particularly in an EFL context and plays a major
role in English language learner success. Further,
McDonough [30] mentioned that cognitive processes and
use of some strategies are important in retention and
retrieval in a delayed time. There are different strategies
that help learners to enhance their retrieval of new words.

The result of this research can be considered as a
support to what Ellis [31] and Holden [32] did with respect
to mnemonic strategies. Ellis indicated that learners can
enhance their retention and retrieval of new words in a
long time if they employ various mnemonic strategies,
such as visual methods contain pictures, visualization or
imagery. In addition, Holden expressed that the learner
should imagine a scene or picture through visualization
method which has a strong association with the word or
phrase to be remembered. Sharing and explaining visual
experiences of word with each other can help them to
remember more easily.

Pedagogical Implications: The results of this study may
be of benefit to EFL teachers, students and syllabus
designers, as well as to the teacher trainers. The findings
may encourage teachers who still believe in teacher-
centered in language teaching to change their view points
in favor or more learner-centered approaches. According
to the present study, which the researcher finds the way
for information retrieval especially retrieving the words for
a long time, the teacher may try to incorporate new
teaching  techniques such as strategy instruction in their
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curriculum. If the students were familiar with some 8. Warning, R., 2002. “The Need for an Early Emphasis
techniques with regard to their level of language on vocabulary”. Available at: Taylor, L. 1990.
proficiency knowledge, results can be expected to be Teaching and Learning vocabulary, Englewood. Cliff,
achieved by themselves and leads to good results in NJ: Prentice Hall.
vocabulary learning and better retrieval. 9. Waring,   R., 2002.   “Basic    Principles   &   Practice

The findings of this research are also useful for in Vocabulary Instruction”. Available at:
teacher trainers to incorporate appropriate and practical http://ww1.harenet.nejp/~waring/vocab/principles/
techniques for the instruction of vocabulary learning and comonsense.htm.
retrieving the words into their existing training courses. In 10. Taylor, L., 1990. “Teaching and Learning
this study, teachers themselves should be trained in the vocabulary”. Englewood. Cliff, NJ: Prentice Hall.
ways of incorporating some techniques in EFL 11. McCarthy, M., 1990. “Vocabulary”. Oxford: Oxford
classrooms. Teachers and teacher trainers should be University Press. 
convinced that these techniques and strategies really 12. Holden, W., 2001.
work for teaching vocabulary and also for strengthening http://exchanges.state.gov/forum/vols/vol 34/ no 4/P
the students' power of retrieval for a delayed time interval 77. htm.
and will develop positive attitude toward amalgamation of 13. Chastain, K., 1988. “Developing Second Language
these strategies into their conventional teaching Skills”. Harrcourt brace Jovanovich, Inc.
programs. 14. Nation, P., 2001. “Learning Vocabulary in Another

Syllabus designers and textbook writers will also Language”. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
benefit from the result of this study. They help the 15. Hunt, A and D. Beglar. 2005. “A Framework For
teachers to embody sections related to vocabulary Developing EFL Reading Vocabulary”. Reading in a
strategies into the materials they develop in order to foreign language, 17: 23-59.
retrieve the words for a time interval. In this way, strategy 16. Web, S., 2007. “Learning word Pairs and Glossed
instruction will be embedded into everyday classroom Sentences: The effect of a single sentence on
procedures and the students will be explicitly taught why, vocabulary knowledge”, Language Teaching Res.,
how and when to use vocabulary strategies to facilitate 11: 63-81.
learning of the new words and better and faster retrieving 17. Schmitt, N., 2008. “Instructed Second Language
and recalling. Vocabulary Learning”.   Learning   Teaching   Res.,
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