
 
 

 

CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The aim of this chapter is to describe the related references upon which 

the research hypothesis is built. In this chapter, there are some points to be 

explained in relation to the English vocabulary and aspects of English 

vocabulary learning.  

A. Literature Review 

1. Vocabulary  

a. The Definition of Vocabulary 

According to Richards (2002:255), vocabulary is the core component of 

language proficiency and provides much of the basis for how well learners 

speak, listen, read, and write. Jackson and Amvela (2000:11) say that the 

terms of vocabulary, lexis, and lexicon are synonymous. 

Vocabulary is one of the language components that can affect macro 

skills. Some definition of vocabulary is proposed by some experts.  Nunan 

(1999: 101) states that vocabulary is a list of target language words. 

Furthermore, Jackson and Amvela (2000: 11) say that the terms vocabulary, 

lexis, and lexicon are synonymous. In addition, Richards and Schmidt (2002: 

580) state that vocabulary is a set of lexeme, including single words, 

compound words, and idioms. 

Vocabulary is the total number of words in a language; all the words 

known to a person or used in a particular book, subject, etc; a list of words 

with their meaning, especially one that accompanies a textbook (Hornby, 
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1995: 1331). Those definitions show that vocabulary is the first element that 

the English learners should learn in order to master English well besides the 

other English components and skills. 

The vocabulary of language always changes and grows. As life become 

more complex, people devise or borrow new words to describe man‟s 

activities. No one knows exact numbers of words in the English vocabulary 

today. From the interpretation above, we can conclude that vocabulary is the 

core component of language proficiency that consists of a set of lexeme, 

including single words, compound words, idioms; provides much of the basis 

for how well learners speak, read, listen,and write; and has similarities with 

the term „lexis‟ and „lexicon‟. 

In language learning, vocabulary takes place in building the language 

proficiency. The objective of the vocabulary mastery is to make the students 

have a good language proficiency in the language skills. It depends on the 

quality and quantity of the vocabulary that they have mastered. The richer the 

vocabulary that can be mastered by the students, they will get the better skill 

that can be reached in using language.  

Talking about vocabulary, Lehr, Osborn, and Hiebert (in Kamil and 

Hiebert, 2005: 2-3) define vocabulary as knowledge of words and words 

meaning in both oral and print language and in productive and receptive 

forms. More specifically, they use it to refer to “the kind of word that students 

must know to read increasingly demanding text with comprehension.” 
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Harmer (1991: 158) summarizes that knowing a word (vocabulary) 

means knowing about meaning, word use, word formation, and word 

grammar. 

Word meaning is also governed by metaphors and idioms, e.g., the 

word hiss refers to the noise of snake and to someone‟s threat to others. In 

collocation, a word goes with each other, such as, headache, earache, and so 

on. In addition, style and register is applied by differentiating the language to 

be used by someone either in a formal or informal context, for example  hello 

(formal) and hi (informal). 

Moreover, word formation may also create word meaning vy seeing 

them on their grammatical contexts. It means that we look at how the suffixes 

and the prefixes work (im-, or in-) such as in imperfect and perfect, 

inappropriate and appropriate. 

The last is about word grammar which is employed by distinguishing 

the use of words based on the use of certain grammatical patterns such as 

noun, verb, adjective,adverb,etc. For example : 

My sister  went  to Berlin last week 

N                V          Adv      Adv 

 

 

 

The chart can be seen in Figure 1 on the following page. 
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Figure 1: Knowing a word 

Learning vocabulary is not only learning about the words or new 

vocabulary, but also about how to use the vocabulary into correct usage. What 

is meant by the meaning of a word, is determined by the context where it is 

formed and also determined by its relation to other words. The word book 

sometimes means the kind of thing you read from, but it can also mean  a 

number of other things. The example of the second context is vegetables 

which has general meaning whereas carrot is more specific. 
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Furthemore, Hammer (1991:151-161) says that teaching vocabulary is 

clearly more than just presenting new words. This may, of course have its 

place but there are other issues too. However, not all vocabulary can be 

learned through interaction and discovery techniques. Thus statement implies 

that learning vocabulary cannot always be done through interaction and 

discovery techniques for the beginners. The reason is that, in doing such as 

technique, the learners are demanded to have an adequate number of 

vocabularies. It means that the students need to memorize and recall many 

vocabularies that have been mastered before. 

Meanwhile, according to Cameron (2001), vocabulary is not simply 

about learning words, but it is actually much more than that. It is also about 

learning chunks and finding words inside them. 

From the definitions above, it can be concluded that vocabulary is the 

knowledge of words and word meanings. It is about the words in language 

used to express meaning. Therefore, learning vocabulary is a crucial matter in 

developing their English. 

 

b. Vocabulary Mastery 

Vocabulary is one of the language aspects which should be learnt. 

Learning it is important because in order to be able to speak, write, and listen 

learners have to know vocabulary first. A person said to „know „a word if they 

can recognize its meaning when they see it (Cameron, 2001: 75). It means that 
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in learning vocabulary learners have to know the meaning of it and also 

understand and can use it in sentence context.  

According to John (2000: 16), vocabulary is knowledge of knowing the 

meanings of words and therefore the purpose of a vocabulary test is to find out 

whether the learners can match each word with a synonym, a dictionary – tape 

definition, or an equivalent word in their own language. In learning 

vocabulary automatically they have to know the meaning of words themselves 

and can use it in sentences.  

In brief, vocabulary mastery can be defined as a number of vocabulary 

(words) in a language which contains information about its meaning, form, 

and usage in context of communication. It is the basic knowledge that students 

should master first before mastering English. As Chen and Li (2009) 

acknowledge, vocabulary learning is a principal issue for English learning 

because it comprises the basic building blocks of English sentences.  

The vocabulary mastery is not a spontaneous process which is easy to be 

done. The process of vocabulary mastery begins when someone is still an 

infant. Basically, the baby‟s first language comes from the mother tongue. 

They will master the vocabulary through the simple words by listening the 

words which are uttered by someone else. It is known that English vocabulary 

learning cannot run successfully without English ability (English skills) 

because both of them are very important in English teaching and learning 

process.  
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The students cannot do well in comprehension without large vocabulary, 

for the passages and questions involve a range of words much wider than that 

of daily conversation. 

To make the discussion clearer, Harmer‟s opinion can be added. In his 

book, Harmer (2001: 16) says that there are some aspects that have to be 

discussed in vocabulary, namely: word meaning (synonym, antonym, 

connotation, and denotation), extending word use such as idioms, word 

combination or collocation, and the grammar of words which comprises noun, 

verb, adjective, and adverb. 

1. Meaning 

The meaning can be classified according to the form they attach to. It can 

be classified into three forms: lexical meaning, morphological meaning, and 

syntactic meaning.  

Lexical meaning is the meaning that attaches to words as word. For 

example, the meaning of a building for human habitation that attaches to 

house is lexical meaning. Morphological meaning is the meaning that attaches 

to morpheme. Morpheme is the smallest unit that carries information about 

meaning or function. And the meaning that attaches to the word arrangement 

in a sentence is the syntactic meaning. For example question attaches to the 

word arrangement in the sentence is he a student. (Lado, 1964: 209-212). 

A word meaning can also be defined by its relationship to other words. 

One should also know the denotation and connotation of a word in order to 

know the negative or positive meanings that occur in the word. 
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a) Synonym 

The term synonymy derives from Greek: syn- + -nymy. The two parts 

mean “same and name”. Synonymy deals with sameness of meaning, more 

than one word having the same meaning, alternatively the same meaning 

being expressed by more than one word. In other words, synonym is words 

whose denotation is the same but has different connotation. 

b) Antonym 

Antonym is the opposite of meaning. It derives from Greek, “ant- and -

nymy”, the two parts mean “opposite + name” (Jackson, 1988:64). Antonymy 

deals with oppositeness of meaning. Antonyms are not differentiated for 

formality or dialect or technicality; antonyms occur within the same style, 

dialect, or register. 

c) Denotation 

Denotation is conceptual meaning and dictionary meaning (Tarigan, 

1985:58). Keraf (1984:28) says that denotative meaning is also called as some 

terms such as den notational meaning, cognitive meaning, conceptual 

meaning, ideational meaning, referential meaning, or proportional meaning. 

This is called dennotational, referential, conceptual, or ideational because the 

meaning refers to a certain referent, concept, or idea from reference. Keraf 

(1984) explains that denotative meaning is also called cognitive meaning 

because the meaning concerns with consciousness or knowledge. 
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d) Connotation 

Connotation is more complicated than denotation. Denotation is the 

meaning of a word which has added the component of meaning related to 

emotional overtones (Widarso, 1989: 69). Tarigan (1985) states that 

connotation is feeling and emotion that occurs within a word. Thus, it can be 

said that connotation is denotative meaning which is stretched. In other words, 

connotation is the feeling and emotion associated with a meaning. 

2. Use 

According to Nation (2001:1), there are some ways to draw the attentions 

to the use of words by quickly showing the grammatical pattern the word fits 

into (countable/uncountable, transitive/intransitive, etc), giving a few similar 

collocates, mentioning any restrictions on the use of the word (formal, 

informal, impolite, only used with children, etc), and giving a well known 

opposite or a well known word describing the group or lexical set it fits into. 

3. Spelling 

Spelling is the writing of a word or words with the necessary letters and 

diacritics present in an accepted standard order and an arrangement of letters 

that form a word or part of a word; the process of forming words by putting 

letters together.  

According to Ur (1996: 60) there are some important points that should be 

considered when teaching vocabulary that is form (pronunciation and 

spelling). The learners have to know what a word sound is like (its 

pronunciation) and what it looks like (its spelling). 
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4. Pronunciation 

According to Hewings (2004:3), pronunciation of a language is the main 

components of speech which combine together. These components range from 

the individual sounds that make up speech, to the way in pitch (the rise and 

fall of the voice is used to convey meaning). Pronunciation is also related to 

phonetic transcription. Since the phonetic transcription represents speech 

sound consistently, it can be used as a reliable guide to have a control of the 

spoken language. The main components of pronunciation are sounds, 

syllables, and words. 

a) Sounds 

The building blocks of pronunciation are the individual sounds, the vowels 

and consonants go together to make words. The consonants such as /b/ and /p/ 

are separate in English because if they are interchanged, they will make new 

words; for example, in bit and pit. Similarly, the vowels /ı/ (as in it) and /٨/ 

(as in up) are separate.  

It is important to remember that there is a difference between vowel and 

consonant letters and vowel and consonant sounds. 

b) Syllables 

Vowel and consonant sounds combine into syllables. It can be helpful to 

think of the structure of English syllables as: 

[Consonant (s)] + Vowel + [consonant (s)] 

This means that various combinations of vowels and consonants are 

possible: 
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a) Vowel only (e.g. in a) 

b) Consonant + vowel (e.g. in me) 

c) Vowel + consonant (e.g. in eat) 

d) Consonant + vowel + consonant (e.g. in bag) 

 

c) Words 

A word can be either a single syllable (e.g. cat, own) or a sequence of two 

or more syllables (e.g. window, about [two syllables]; lemonade [three 

syllables] or electricity [five syllables]). When a word has more than one 

syllable, one of these syllables is stressed in relation to other syllables in the 

word, while other syllables are said to be unstressed. For example, in 

“window” the first syllable is stressed and the second is unstressed, while in 

“about” the first syllable is unstressed and the second is stressed. 

Pronunciation can be said as the act of uttering with articulation; the act of 

giving the proper sound and accent; utterance; as, the pronunciation of 

syllables of words; distinct or indistinct pronunciation.  

It is a way in which language is spoken. It includes segmental feature, 

vowel, and the intonation patterns. The listeners are supposed to apply them 

well and correctly. Harmer says that native speakers or competent users of the 

language know how to say a word. 

According to Ur (1996: 60), there are some important points that should 

be considered when teaching vocabulary that is form (pronunciation and 

spelling). The learners have to know what a word sound is like (its 
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pronunciation) and what it looks like (its spelling). These are fairly obvious 

characteristics and the words will be perceived by the learners when 

encountering the items for the first time. 

From the definitions above, it can be inferred that learners should 

master the words of the language because language consists of words. It is in 

order to be able to use the language approximately. Having mastered a large 

number of words, they will be able to express their ideas in the language 

approximately. 

 

c. Kinds of Vocabulary 

According to Nation (2001), there are two kinds of vocabulary. They 

are perceptive and productive vocabulary. Receptive vocabulary refers to the 

words that native speakers and foreign learners recognize and understand but 

hardly ever use, it is used passively in either listening or reading. Productive 

vocabulary is utilized actively either in speaking or writing. One‟s listening 

vocabulary is generally larger than his speaking vocabulary while his reading 

vocabulary is relatively larger than his writing vocabulary. Therefore it can be 

concluded that vocabulary can be presented in four units. They are reading 

vocabulary, listening, and vocabulary, speaking vocabulary, and writing 

vocabulary. Reading vocabulary consists of the word found by people when 

they are reading. While listening vocabulary is the words that people hear and 

understand when they are talking to others or listening to radio and television. 
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Speaking vocabulary includes the words people used in their daily life and 

conversation. The last writing vocabulary that consists of the word people use 

in writing essays, reports, letter, etc. 

In relation to kinds of vocabulary, Nation (2001) states that there are 

four kinds of vocabulary in the text: 

1) High frequency words. These words are almost 80% of the running 

words in the text; 

2) Academic words. Typically, these words make up about 9% of the 

running words in the text; 

3) Technical words. These words make up about 5% of the running 

words in the text; 

4) Low frequency words. These are the words of moderate frequency that 

did not manage to get into the high frequency list. They make up over 

5% of the words in an academic text. 

 

d. Vocabulary in Foreign Language learning 

Vocabulary plays an important role in foreign language learning. The 

development of rich vocabulary is important when the learners acquire the 

English as a foreign language (Nunan, 1991: 118). Vocabulary becomes an 

essential part in foreign language learning. The vocabulary that is taught in 

foreign language learning depends on the objective of the course and the 

amount of time available for teaching.   
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In English learning, especially vocabulary learning, there are some factors 

that influence the students in mastering it. The factors are linguistic and non 

linguistic. The linguistic factors are usually related to natural difficulty of the 

language. It can be caused by imperfect knowledge about the English 

material. They cannot understand the relation between foreign language and 

mother tongue which have significant differences in styles and rules.  

The non linguistics factors are divided into two factors; there are external 

factors and internal factors. External factors are related to curriculum, 

methods, classroom situation, family, and society. Meanwhile, the internal 

factors come from IQ, attention, motivation, interest, attitude, and etc. 

e. Teaching and Learning English Vocabulary 

3. Teaching English Vocabulary 

The teaching of vocabulary is not easy to do. Some people think that 

vocabulary teaching only wastes the time because vocabulary number is 

unlimited. The English teachers had better teach English vocabulary first than 

other aspect of this language, such as grammar, speaking, reading and writing. 

If students know more vocabulary, it will be easy for them to learn another 

aspect of English language.  

Vocabulary is a central of English language acquisition, as according to 

Celce and Murcia (2001. p: 285) vocabulary learning is a central to language 

acquisition whether the language is first, second, or foreign. 
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According to Hornby (1995. p: 125), “teaching” is defined as giving 

instruction to somebody‟s knowledge, skill, etc. Based on that explanation, 

teaching vocabulary is an activity where the teacher gives the students 

knowledge about vocabulary and how to use it in daily life. 

Harmer (2001: 155) gives the wide explanation about some technique for 

teaching vocabulary that is summarized as follows: 

1) Demonstration 

The teacher demonstrates the language where he/she wants the students to 

study by offering them there in action. 

2) Explanation 

The teacher explains the construction of language in diagram, using 

textbook, using board or OHP. 

3) Discovery 

The students can be encouraged to understand new language form by 

discovering them in a test or by looking at grammatical evidence in order to 

work out a grammar rule. 

4) Check Question 

The teacher can check question to see if students have understood the 

meaning and use in the text or paragraph. 

5) Presentation 

The teacher shows the things and does not present words to students, for 

example, picture, video and also use the mime, action, and gesture to present 

the words. 
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4. Learning English Vocabulary 

Vocabulary mastery is an important thing in order to master four major 

skills such as speaking, reading, writing, and listening.  According to Wilkins 

as stated in Thornbury (2002), “without grammar very little can be conveyed, 

without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.”  

Moreover, learning vocabulary of foreign language presents the learner 

with several challenges. As stated in Harmer (2002: 2), the challenges are 

making the correct connections, understanding the foreign language between 

the form and the meaning of words, and discriminating the meanings of 

closely related words.  

Learning vocabulary needs a process. In order to make an effective 

process, the learner should be in the effective condition of acquiring 

vocabulary mastery. Further, Thornbury (2002: 2) states that the condition 

should help learners to acquire a critical mass of words to use in both 

understanding and producing language. Moreover, it will enable them to 

remember word over time and be able to recall them readily. In addition, it 

can develop strategies for coping with gaps in word, including coping with 

unknown words, or unfamiliar uses of unknown words. 

f. Teaching Vocabulary to Teenagers 

Teaching English to teenagers is different from teaching English to 

adult learners. The teenagers have special characteristics (Brown: 2001). First, 

the operational thought of the teenagers is increasing. They can solve the 
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problems with logical thinking. Second, attention spans of the teenagers are 

lengthening. This is as a result of intellectual maturation of the teenagers. 

Third, the teenagers still need varieties of sensory input. Other characteristics 

of the teenagers are they have a very high ego and self-image and are very 

sensitive. The last characteristics of the teenagers are they are more and more 

becoming adult like, so the teachers have to be careful in teaching them. 

Teenagers are easy to get bored with the lesson compared with adult learners. 

They need colorful pictures and information that are relevant with their world. 

Teaching English vocabulary to teenagers needs an extra work and 

appropriate teaching method which is adjusted to the students‟ need. 

Therefore, the teachers should be creative in finding interesting ways to teach 

vocabulary. 

 

g. English Vocabulary Learning Experienced by The Eighth Grade 

Students of SMP Negeri 1 Borobudur 

In SMP Negeri 1 Borobudur, English lesson is one of the compulsory 

lessons. It is also supported by the decision of government that this school 

will become Standard School National. So, it is necessary to give more 

attention in improving and increasing the quality of the English teaching 

learning process.  
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SMP Negeri 1 Borobudur had 21 classrooms; every grade had 7 

classrooms except in grade IX there were only 6 classes. The number of the 

students in each class was 32 students. 

To support the English teaching and learning process, this school uses 

some material books such as Let‟s Talk, My English Workbooks, and English 

in Focus, Cambridge, and other sources. And the total meeting in a week is six 

meetings. 

The purpose of this study in this school is to know the vocabulary mastery 

of the students and the problems on learning English vocabulary faced by the 

eighth grade students of SMP Negeri 1 Borobudur. 

B. Conceptual Framework 

Based on the literature review, vocabulary is one of the component in 

language learning that must be mastered. Without vocabulary mastery, 

English as foreign language (EFL learners) cannot attain the four macro skills 

in English, such as listening, reading, writing and speaking. If they cannot 

achieve the macro skills, it means that they cannot achieve the language 

proficiency.    

Based on the theories explained previously and the background of the 

research, a conceptual framework is constructed on the description of the 

difficulties to understand English vocabulary mastery. This conceptual 

framework is aimed at focusing this research on the problem concerned. 
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As mentioned above, the students should master vocabulary. It is the 

knowledge of the word how to use, pronounces, spell, and meaning. It is about the 

difficulties words in language used to express meaning. 

The culmination of the language is not simply in the mastery of the 

forms of the language but the mastery of forms in order to accomplish the 

communicative functions of the language. Vocabulary is basic to 

communication. It is also essential for students to learn English but they often 

face difficulties in learning it. It is because the teaching learning process is 

monotonous. Therefore, it is not surprising that the students face difficulties in 

mastering vocabulary. 

Students know that vocabulary development is essential for them to 

learn English, but they often do not have a clear understanding of how to go 

about really learning vocabulary. For students, remembering new words is 

hard because words are slippery things. That is why interactive teaching is of 

great help. The teacher should be creative and up to date giving new world of 

entertaining media surrounds them and develops rapidly among them because 

they provide the user with motion pictures (video) and audio which is enable 

to dramatize events. It provides the users a large amount of freedom. They can 

do anything they want to improve their vocabulary mastery. Moreover, using use 

the media can give help the students relax and remember things faster and 

better. They encourage, entertain, teach, and promote fluency. 

There are some aspects that the students found in the vocabulary mastery 

namely meaning, use, spelling, and pronunciation. It can be said that the students has 
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the difficulties in the meaning if they can describes the words on the context. The 

difficulties of the students use, it can be said if they are difficult to identify the use of 

the words then they are confused to differentiate the kinds of words which are used in 

the sentences. In the pronunciation the students still have difficulty in answering this 

aspect. Most of the students were not able to identify the pronunciation of the sounds 

like vowel, consonant, or diphthong of the words. The last aspect that the students 

have the difficulties is on the spelling, they are still confused to recognize the words 

mentioned in the sentence. 

From the discussion above, the writer proposed that vocabulary level of 

the text or words of the text gives great contributions for the students‟ 

perception to the vocabulary of the text in understanding the materials. A text 

with appropriate vocabulary level of the text can be discovered through the 

selection of materials by using vocabulary test. 
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