
 

6 
 

CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE   

 This chapter reviews theories related to the topic of the research “Linguistic 

Problems in Learning Vocabulary”. The literature review touches on the issues such 

as learning vocabulary, linguistic problems in learning vocabulary, causes of the 

linguistic problems in learning vocabulary, and solution of the linguistic problems in 

learning vocabulary. These theories are used to help the writer in analyzing the data.  

2.1 Learning English Vocabulary 

Rubin (2013) states that learning is a process to get information that can be 

stored, retrieved, and used. Learning vocabulary means learning its language because 

learning vocabulary is the first step to comprehend four skills of language. Cameron 

(2001) states that the basic level of learning a foreign language is to build up its 

vocabulary.  

Vocabulary can be learned as by-products of classroom activities, such as 

interaction, listening or reading (Milton, 2009). Learners also are able to acquire new 

words outside of classroom activity. Setiyajid (2016) mentions several ways for the 

learners to master vocabulary namely by using dictionary, notebook, and guessing 

meaning.  

According to Grauberg (1997), learning vocabulary involves four stages as 

follows; at the first stage, learners have to differentiate sounds, letters from those next 

to them, and from sounds and letters of similar words they find in listening and 
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reading. It is the basic step to learn vocabulary to keep them distinct when they speak 

and write. The second stage of learning vocabulary is that the learners try to 

understand the meaning. It is a stage when they are exactly learning a new word that 

they have to look for the meaning and understand what it actually means. The next 

step after understanding the meaning is that the learners have to memorize the words 

and the meaning. It will be forgotten if the words are not often used or memorized. 

After remembering the vocabulary, the learners have to strengthen their memory by 

using the words more in real life. It will be helpful because the learners will never 

forget the words and they do not need to relearn the vocabulary. 

2.2 Linguistic Problems in Learning Vocabulary 

 According to Thornbury (2002), there are several problems that make some 

words more difficult to learn: 

2.2.1 Pronunciation 

  As the learners learn vocabulary, they also learn how to pronounce it. 

English has 20 vowel sounds (/i/, /ɪ/, /ɛ/, /æ/, /u/, /ʊ/, /ʌ/, /ə/, /ɚ/, /ɔ/, /ɑ/, /eɪ/,/ʊə/,/oʊ/, 

/aɪ/, /aʊ/, /oɪ/, /əʊ/, /eə/, /ɪə/, /ɔɪ/),   25 consonant sounds and numerous irregularities 

in spellings and pronunciation. Learning English is sometimes tricky so that it needs 

hard effort to master it.  

  Rohmatillah (2014) says that a word can be difficult if it is unfamiliar for some 

groups of learners. For instance, the word mischievous is one of the words that are  
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hard to pronounce. It has three syllables and the meaning is nakal. Learners usually 

use the word naughty for translating nakal since mischievous is hard to pronounce. 

2.2.2 Spelling 

  What is written is often different from what is read or listened. Some words are 

easy to pronounce but hard to write. It is because those words tend to be hard to spell. 

Due to the clashing nature of English, learners sometimes experience 

misunderstanding related to the spellings. 

  Some are similar in spelling, and some others are similar in pronunciation. For 

example, the word read (past participle) and red have similar sounds to pronounce, 

but they are different in spellings. In addition, words become difficult to spell when 

they have a silent letter like foreign, listen, psychology, sign and so on for instance. It 

makes the learners confused of what the right spelling of that vocabulary. 

2.2.3 Grammar 

  Grammar is often found problematic by learners. They are usually confused to 

make the right form of sentences. For example, a verb like love, hate, or like whether 

it is followed by to infinitive (to love) or –ing form (loving). Learners also have to 

pay attention to the grammatical patterns such as countable/uncountable nouns, verbs 

complementation, and phrasal verb, adjective and also adverb. 

  In addition, when grammar of the words is discussed, word classes are 

included. Word classes or part of speech is word categorization which consists of 

noun, pronoun, verb, adjective, adverb, preposition, interjection, and conjunction. If 



 

9 
 

the learners do not understand the word classes, they will find difficulties in making 

sentences.  

2.2.4 Meaning 

  Learners are often confused when they are dealing with meaning. Nation (2001) 

states that meaning involves the way that form and meaning work together, what it 

refers to, and what comes to mind when a particular word or phrase is mentioned.  

  As a word might have one or more meanings, it can be difficult to choose 

which meaning is the most appropriate for the context. In addition, when translating, 

the learners have to understand the synonym which is related to meaning.  When 

discussing about meaning, it cannot be separated from synonym, antonym, polysemy, 

and hyponymy. 

2.2.5 Length and Complexity 

  Long words are often more difficult to learn and hard to remember. There are a 

lot of long and complex words in dictionary for example incomprehensibilities (21 

letters), interdisciplinary (17 letters), and many others that are harder to remember. 

However, the difficult words are usually the words with low frequency. It means that 

those words are seldom to use. 

2.2.6 Range, Connotation, and Idiomatic 

  Words with a wide range of context are usually easier rather than the synonym. 

For example, the word put has synonym place, position, set, etc. However put is 

wider range word compared to others. Thus, many people will take put as an easy 

word to use. Some words also have different connotations. Some are negative 
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connotations and some others are positive. For instance, thrifty has positive 

connotation and stingy has negative connotation. It makes the learners have problems 

in deciding which word is right. Words also have some expressions called idiom. 

Likewise, make up your mind, or keep an eye on are more difficult than decide and 

watch.  

 Besides, the non-linguistic problems are problem which are related to the students, 

the teacher, media, method, material, facilities in the school, motivation, parent roles, 

and etc. The learners have different characteristic and they have their own profile of 

characteristic that distinguishes them from the other learners. Furthermore, students 

also have their own background knowledge and their own ability to express their 

ideas. 

2.3 Causes of Linguistic Problems in Learning Vocabulary 

Gower, Philips, and Walter (1995) mention several causes of problems in 

learning vocabulary: 

2.3.1 Misspell and Mispronounce 

  Spelling can cause the problems to the learners because the spelling can be 

different from the pronunciation. Spelling mistakes are usually from choice of letter, 

the omission of letters, and the wrong order of letters. For example, when the learners 

have to spell or pronounce though, thought, and tough, they may be confused. 

Pronunciation errors are usually from the wrong choice of sound, addition of sounds, 

omission of sounds, and misplaced word stress. This situation is complicated by the 

existence of many words that are spelt the same but pronounced differently 
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(homographs), and many words that are pronounced the same butt different in 

spelling (homophones). 

2.3.2 Wrong Choice of Words 

  The learners do not know when to use the words appropriately. It is problematic 

when they use the wrong words in the context. Some words and expression can only 

be used in specific context. It happens because one word might have synonym words 

that learners maybe confused to choose which word is more appropriate to use in 

certain context. Hence, the learners should pay more attention to put appropriate 

words in their communication. 

2.3.3 Distance with the First Language 

  Learning vocabulary is either easy or difficult depending on the similarity to 

fist language. If the words have the same pronunciation but different meaning, they 

will be difficult. For instance, the word “actual” (English) and “aktual” (Bahasa) are 

similar in sounds but they have different meanings. However, the similarity to words 

in the learners’ first language can be good as it is learnable. As we already know that 

there are many English words that are borrowed by other language such as Bahasa. 

Example of loan words in Bahasa is shampoo, plastic, etc. 

2.3.4 Collocation 

  The words that come together often cause problems to the vocabulary learners. 

It is because collocation words have to be memorized. Learners might find difficulties 

in understanding which words sound natural in English. For instance, fast food is 

more natural than quick food.  
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  There are lexical and grammatical collocations. Lexical collocation consists of 

combination of content words (verb, noun or noun phrase, adjective, and adverb. For 

example, strong tea (adj + noun), set an alarm, break a code (verb + noun phrase). 

On the other hand, grammatical collocation s a combination of content word and 

function word e.g. a preposition.  

2.3.5 Connotation  

  As we know that words may have positive or negative connotation that depend 

on social, cultural, and personal experiences of individuals. Connotation refers to a 

meaning that is implied by a word apart from the thing which it describes explicitly. 

For instance, the words childish, childlike and youthful have the same denotative but 

different connotative meanings. Childish and childlike have a negative connotation 

which means immature behavior of a person. Meanwhile, youthful refers to a person 

who is lively and energetic. Thus, the learners have to get grips with the connotation. 

2.4 Solutions of Linguistic Problems in Learning Vocabulary 

 Some experts have found the alternative solution to solve linguistic problems in 

learning vocabulary; 

2.4.1 Fun Activity by Using Media 

  Bavi (2018) suggests, fun activities are needed to building effective vocabulary 

learning. There are some fun activities to learn vocabulary that can be practiced by 

learners: 
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 2.4.1.1 Fun Learning with Games 

  Harmer (2001) states that learners more enthusiast when they learn with games. 

Game can be defined as an entertaining, and challenging activity that learners play. It 

will motivate learners to build up vocabulary. However, learners have to choose an 

appropriate game like word games that can be installed in smartphone. 

  2.4.1.2 Fun Learning with Movies 

  Uzzaman and Roy (2015) state that watching English movies has positive 

impacts on improving listening and speaking skill, improving better pronunciation, 

and also enriching vocabulary. They also explain that those impacts are long-term 

effect. Watching English movies can make the learners practice the pronunciation of 

the words they find. It also can make us know the spelling of any words if the movie 

is subtitled. It will be very helpful to solve the linguistic problems like pronunciation 

and spelling. 

  2.4.1.3 Fun Learning with Songs 

 Siskova (2008) states that learners can easily be attracted by music. They can be 

motivated by their favorite singer. They might be motivated to understand the lyric of 

the song. In addition, they are able to listen to native pronunciation of words. Thus, 

the learners are able to imitate those words when they sing that song.  In learning 

vocabulary through songs, learners can do some activities such as writing the lyric of 

the songs, guessing the meaning, dictating the songs, practicing pronunciation, 

intonation, and stress. 
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2.4.2 Learning Vocabulary through Reading 

  Reading book is an effective ways to enhance vocabulary. According to 

Matsuoka and Hirsh (2010), learners need to use reading text to promote vocabulary 

development.  They state that learning vocabulary and reading such textbook has a 

strong relation because there are a lot of new words can be found in the reading text. 

People who spent more time for reading have more vocabulary. 

2.4.3 Repetition 

  It means that the learners have to always repeat to use some words and also 

practice the vocabularies they have. Learning vocabulary needs repetition to improve 

the understanding of words. It means that learners have to remember the new words 

by using them in daily communication. 

2.4.4 Mnemonics 

 Mnemonics is defined as memory devices that help learners recall larger pieces of 

information, especially in the form of lists like characteristics, steps, stages, parts, 

phases, etc. Thornbury (2002) mentions that mnemonics are good tricks to help 

retrieve items that are stored in memory. It involves devising an image that typically 

connects the pronunciation of the second language word with the meaning of a first 

language word. It may take time to devise a keyword, but it is a good way to learn 

vocabulary. The students can take notes every word they get and put them on the wall 

or door in their rooms, so that they can read them every time. 


