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Abstract – Improving EFL learner’s vocabulary achievement has always been a matter of 

interest for teachers. The present study experimentally examined the impact of reflective 

journal writing on Iranian intermediate EFL learners’ vocabulary achievement. To fulfill 

the purpose of this study, 60  intermediate participants were selected through convenient 

sampling from among a total number of 74 based on their performance on Oxford Placement 

Test (OPT), and randomly assigned into experimental and control groups. During the 

course, the participants were taught similar words by the teacher to two groups; the only 

difference was that in the experimental group the learners used those words in their 

reflective journals, while in the control group traditional techniques were employed to 

achieve words. After the administration of vocabulary posttest, the results of t-test and 

ANCOVA revealed that the participants receiving the treatment in the experimental group 

outperformed the control group significantly on posttest. Consequently, the findings point 

to this fact that reflective journal writing had significant impact on Iranian intermediate EFL 

learners’ vocabulary achievement.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Since vocabulary acquisition is considered to be an important aspect of foreign language 

learning, the emphasis on vocabulary is observed in all methods of language teaching. 

According to Zimmerman (1997), vocabulary learning is of great importance to language 

learners. It would be impossible to learn a language without its vocabulary and speakers cannot 

communicate or convey meaning without vocabulary in any given language; therefore, 

language program planners mainly focus on the most effective ways to raise the command of 

vocabulary among learners. English is known as the language of the science, everyday 

communication and most widely used language in the world, in addition, it is the language in 

which the sciences are most often discussed and presented. Therefore, it seems that learning 

English is a need for everyone who wants to keep himself updated and in touch with real out 

world. 

Vocabulary is an important language component for forming words and building English 

sentences. Hammer also claimed, “Language structures make up the skeleton of language and 

it is vocabulary that provides the vital organs and flesh” (Hammer, 1994 as cited in 

Baniabdelrahman, 2013). There is no doubt about the significance of vocabulary. “It is 

necessary in the sense that words are the  basic building blocks of the language, the units of 

meaning from which larger structures such as sentences, paragraphs and whole text are formed” 
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(Read, 2000, p1). Wilkins (1972) believed that, without learning grammar very little can be 

conveyed. Researcherss suggest that early elementary students’ word knowledge is a dominant 

of reading comprehension both in early elementary school and throughout their schooling 

(Hassen, 2009). Some research findings also disclose that students who have acquired more 

vocabulary items, they will be more likely to communicate the massage. Thus, their abilities in 

speaking skills are better than those who are short of vocabulary understanding or have 

acquired less vocabulary items. Since vocabulary is important in communication, the students 

should master it. 

 Moreover it is believed that “perhaps the greatest tools we can give students for 

succeeding, not only in their education but more generally in life, is a large, rich vocabulary 

and the skills for using those words” (Pikulski & Templeton, 2004). If we are not sure that 

knowledge of this vocabulary will guarantee success, it will be clear that lack of knowledge of 

vocabulary can ensure failure (Biemiller, 1999, as cited in Jobrack, 2010). 

There are various methods, techniques, and strategies for teaching vocabulary. The 

important point is that many problems in learning vocabulary are related to the learners’ 

unfamiliarity with vocabulary learning techniques.  

Among different approaches to vocabulary learning, writing and more specifically 

reflective journal writing can be a practical way of expanding and developing learners' 

vocabulary. Writing has always been regarded as an important skill in teaching and learning 

English as a foreign language. Having a good command of vocabulary deems necessary when 

students are asked to write in certain contexts for general language improvement. Muncie 

(2002) states that considering vocabulary use is an important tool to write in certain contexts. 

Based on research findings, lack of vocabulary results in writing difficulty for foreign language 

learners; therefore, vocabulary is one of the most important features of good writing. When 

students are asked to write journal diaries, they think and write about their experiences, 

problems, interests, etc. To do so, they need to use words to express or convey what they mean. 

In order to express certain thoughts or feelings, they may lack some words. Thus, they will be 

required to learn those new words. This is the effectiveness of keeping journals, i.e. students' 

journals become their dictionary of important new terms.  

Due to the importance of vocabulary in all language teaching and language learning 

programs, vocabulary learning should be investigated from different aspects. Different 

methods, techniques, and strategies are used to increase learners' command of vocabulary. 

This study is an attempt to investigate the effect of reflective journal writing on Iranian 

EFL students' vocabulary achievement. Furthermore, it is the purpose of this study to gain 

insight into how language learners will perceive vocabulary learning through reflective journal 

writing. Therefore, the following research question was pretended: 

 Does reflective journal writing have any effect on EFL learners' vocabulary 

achievement?  
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2. METHOD 

2.1. Participants 

This study was conducted with 60 female Iranian EFL intermediate learners at Ostad English 

language institute in Tehran. They were native speakers of Persian and in different ages ranging 

from 17 to 25.  

 

2.2. Instruments 

The first instrument used in this study was the Oxford Placement Test (OPT) (Edwards, 2007). 

The validity of the test is self-evident. This test enabled the researchers to select those learners 

who were compatible with the conditions of the study. Oxford placement test has been used to 

assess students’ knowledge of grammar and vocabulary. It also enabled the researchers to have 

a greater understanding of what level their participants were at. This test consists of 70 items, 

including 10 multiple-choice and true-false reading, 10 writing, and 50 multiple-choice 

language use items. The time limit for answering the 50 multiple choice questions and the 

reading task is 45 minutes and the time limit for the accomplishing writing task is 

approximately 20 minutes. This study used reading and language use item parts of the OPT to 

select a group of intermediate level EFL students and to determine the proficiency level of the 

students.  

A 50-item vocabulary test was given to the learners before and after the treatments of 

study as pretest and posttest. This test was syllabus-based and was used to measure the learners' 

vocabulary knowledge. It consists of multiple-choice items.  

In order to check the reliability of the pretest, which was designed by the researchers, the 

test was pilot studied on 20 learners of the same age and proficiency level. The items with 

facility index above 0.63 were too easy and below 0.33 were too difficult. Six items (four easy 

and two difficult) were revised. In order to test the reliability of the tests, Cronbach's alpha 

analysis was performed, the results (r = 0.82) indicated that the test was reliable. 

The post-test was similar version of the modified pre-test that was administered after 

implementing the treatment to test learners' vocabulary gain. The results of their performance 

on these tests were compared to find the effectiveness and difference of treatments. 

Ten journal handouts including topics, which were adopted from the book of creative 

journal writing by Dowrick (2007), were provided. 

 

2.3. Procedure 

In order to pursue the purpose of the study, a structured procedure was designed to collect data. 

The data collection procedure was conducted carefully in five steps, i.e., pilot study, 

administering the proficiency test, administering the vocabulary pretest, implementing the 

treatments and administering the posttests. 

Prior to the main study, pilot study was undertaken to estimate the reliability and check 

the validity of the vocabulary test. A group of 20 EFL learners with almost similar age, gender, 

and proficiency level were selected to take part in the pilot study. To avoid transferring the 

content of research from the participants of pilot study to those who took part in the main study, 
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the participants were selected from two different language institutes. To ensure maximum 

reliability, the test developer tried to provide a good testing condition by giving adequate time, 

answering all the questions before administering the test, and preventing them from cheating. 

The next step of this study was the administration of a language placement test. The 

participants of this study were homogenized and selected as a result of their performance on 

OPT. The test composed of 40 items. A total of 74 EFL learners in their intact classes 

participated in proficiency test. Every correct answer was awarded +1 point and every incorrect 

answer was given 0 point.  No negative score was considered for penalty in this test. The total 

score of the test was 70. According to Oxford Placement Test (Solutions) (2007), the 

intermediate learners are those who attain 31 and above (out of 50) on grammar and vocabulary 

section and 8 and above (out of 10) on reading. The total score should not be less than 39. 

Therefore, 14 participants could not attain the minimum score for intermediate level. The 

descriptive statistics along with the histograms is provided by SPSS (21.0) in chapter four to 

show schematically the normality of scores. 

Regardless of their performance on the placement test, the homogenized participants (n 

= 60) of the classes were randomly assigned into two equal groups, of experimental and control 

group. Then, they were pretested by a collocation test, in order to test participants' pre-

knowledge of vocabulary before treatment sessions. The students answered the items on an 

answer sheet. The pretest was blindly corrected by the researchers. Then, the participants of 

each group received their specific instruction. 

In order to conduct this study, the researchers should have access some substantial 

sources. The book, which was utilized in this research, is Top-Notch Summit English for 

Today’s World 1A by Joan Saslow and et.al. The course under investigation was held two 

times a week in 20 sessions. In total 10 sessions were devoted to the treatment in the 

experimental group. The learners were taken to administer the pretest and the posttest at first 

and final session. In the experimental group reflective journal writing was used as a means of 

communicating ideas between the teacher and the learner. First, the researchers, as the teacher 

taught some strategies for writing reflective journals such as looking back at something (often 

an event, i.e. something that happened, but it could also be an idea or object), documenting 

personal analysis of the event or idea (thinking in depth and from different perspectives), and 

writing carefully about what the event or idea means. Then, the learners were taught 8 to 10 

new words of their course book in each session. 

Meanwhile, the teacher motivated the learners to reflect on every word and use them in 

their writing, focus on expressing their beliefs, and find their personal meaning. Afterwards the 

participants were provided with a journal handout including reflective topic. They were asked 

to consider the new words then write freely and thoughtfully. The teacher focused on 

meaningful and reflective communication rather than giving direct evaluation feedback to 

learners about their writing. 

In the control group the conventional technique was implemented and the focus on the 

vocabulary was just limited to teacher’s instruction and learners’ repetition and memorization. 

Although the writing section of the main book was covered by the learners in control group, 

no specific attention was given to vocabulary and the learners’ writings were assessed based 

on the writing scale. 
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At the end of the treatment sessions, all participants of the study took the same posttest 

that covered all of the vocabulary items they studied throughout the sessions in order to assess 

their lexical collocation gain at the very last session of their intensive course. The posttest was 

a similar version of the pretest. The time limit to answer test items was 30 minutes. Data were 

collected and analyzed through descriptive and inferential statistics. 

 

3. RESULTS 

Prior to the main study, a pilot study was performed on 20 EFL learners of the same age and 

proficiency level in order to check the internal consistency or reliability of the pretest and 

posttest. Descriptive statistics of pilot test on pretest and posttest, such as mean, standard 

deviation (SD), standard error of measurement (SEM) and the item facility (IF) index of the 

test items are provided in Table 1. The items with facility index above 0.63 were too easy and 

below 0.33 were too difficult. Three items (two easy and one difficult) were revised. 

 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the pilot study on pretest and posttest 

 Mean SD SEM IF < 0.33 0.33 ≤ IF ≤ 0.63 IF > 0.63 

Pretest and Posttest 23.8 6.71 3.44 4 44 2 

  

To estimate reliability of the test, Cronbach formula of reliability measure was employed. 

Applying this measure of internal consistency, one gives the test only once and the test score 

information will be available as it is the case in this study and in the following table. 

 

Table 2: Reliability Statistics of the Pretest and Posttest 

Cronbach's Alpha Skewness Kurtosis N of Items 

.82 -.721 .384 50 

 

Having done this, the reliability estimate for the test turned out to be 0.82 which is a moderately 

high index of reliability. 

 

Analysis of Participants' Performance on Pretest 

The participants of two groups were pretested by vocabulary pretest in order to check 

whether or not their vocabulary knowledge is almost at the same level. The descriptive statistics 

of the participants of each group on pretest has been presented in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Descriptive statistics of the groups' performance on pretest 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Pretest -Experimental  30 11.5 24 16.15 3.325 

Pretest – Control 30 12.5 25 15.78 2.941 
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As mean of the scores in Table 3 shows, little differences were found between the two sets of 

scorers on pretest. In order to ensure that there is no significant difference between the control 

and experimental groups regarding their pre-knowledge of vocabulary, an independent sample 

t-test was performed. The results are provided in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Independent samples t-test of control and experimental groups on pretest 

  Levene's 

Test for 

Equality of 

Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

 F Sig. T df Sig.  Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Scores on 

Pretest 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.216 .176 .846 58 .353 .93333 .99751 -1.063 2.93006 

 

The results indicated that there is no statistical significant difference between control 

and experimental groups (t = 0.84, p > 0.05) in their performance on pretest. Table 5 shows 

that whether ANCOVA was statistically significant or not. 

 

Table 5: Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Dependent Variable:   Posttest   

Source Type III Sum 

of Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared 

Intercept Hypothesis 7571.221 1 7571.221 204.819 .000 .903 

Error 817.593 22.118 36.965a    

Groups Hypothesis 460.419 1 460.419 626.500 .000 .978 

Error 10.509 14.300 .735b    

Pretest Hypothesis 970.400 22 44.109 59.910 .000 .989 

Error 10.420 14.153 .736c    

groups * 

pretest 

Hypothesis 9.108 12 .759 1.381 .241 .409 

Error 13.188 24 .549d    

a. .836 MS(pretest) + .040 MS(groups * pretest) + .124 MS(Error) 

b. .885 MS(groups * pretest) + .115 MS(Error) 

c. .891 MS(groups * pretest) + .109 MS(Error) 

d.  MS(Error) 

 

The results of the tests of Between-Subjects Effects showed that there was an overall 

statistically significant difference in posttest scores between the different groups (control and 
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experimental groups) between adjusted means [F = 626.50, p < .05] in such a way that the 

experimental group outperformed the control group in vocabulary achievement. Therefore, the 

research question of the study was answered. 

 

5. DISCUSION AND CONCLUSION 

The researchers of the present study explored the impact of reflective journal writing on 

vocabulary achievement. After administrating the procedure, giving treatment to the 

experimental group, and giving the related tests, as pre-tests and post-tests to each group, the 

result indicates that there is a significant enhancement of achieving vocabulary through 

reflective journal writing among EFL female learners. Although in control group learners had 

promotion in achievement vocabularies but this promotion was not significant over learners in 

experimental group, who wrote reflective journals. That is, reflective journal writing 

implementation in the class showed more significant enhancement.  

The findings of the present study support those of O'Connell and Dyment (2006) who 

found the benefits of the journal as a tool to encourage students in the process of reflecting on 

their own learning and improving their own writing skills. 

The results of this study are in line with those of Chirema (2007) who investigated the 

use of reflective journals in promoting reflection and learning in post-registration nursing 

students. He found that student's writing reveals if they were thinking reflectively. It also shows 

that reflective journal writing can encourage reflection and make students aware of their 

learning achievements. 

The results of the present study acknowledge those of Lew and Schmidt (2007) who 

studied the extent to which students believe that journal writing can enhance their learning. The 

results of their research indicated that students' beliefs about the usefulness of journal writing 

in enabling students to think and write reflectively are related to their beliefs about improving 

learning through frequent journal writing, and the use of the journal writing as an impression 

management tool, and as a means to feedback on team work. It was found that using online 

reflection journals let students reflect on their learning as well as letting facilitators observe 

students’ progress through their reflections. 

The findings of this study are also able to support those of Williams (2008) who examined 

the use of reflective journal writing in an 8th grade classroom. The study revealed that journal 

writing led into greater class participation, stronger academic achievement, and a better 

opportunity for students to connect with the subject matter.  

The findings of this study are in line with a study conducted by Spaulding and Wilson 

(2002) indicated that reflective journal writing can serve four purposes for students: it serves 

as a permanent record of thoughts and experiences, establishes and maintains a relationship 

with the instructor, provides a safe outlet for frustrations and concerns, and aids internal 

dialogue. Therefore, reflective journal writing increases critical thinking skills when learners 

use the writing process to analyze challenging classroom issues and to establish alternative 

solutions to those problems. 



Tehrani & Ghaemi 

160 

The findings of this study are in agreement with those of Sen (2010) who revealed the 

relationship between journal writing and students’ academic learning, the need for self-

development, actual self-development, critical review, awareness of one's own mental 

functions, decision making and empowerment. 

Furthermore, the researchers believe that this noticeable progress made through reflective 

journal writing in the classroom led to a better understanding, better retention vocabulary in 

mind for a longer time, faster recalling, and more successful using. Thus, it is vital to state that 

the learners who wrote reflective journals outperformed the learners who implemented 

conventional method for achieving vocabularies. 

Moreover, the researchers of this study believe that administrating reflective journal 

writing in the classroom made learners more motivated and empowered, so it provided them 

with opportunities to express their ‘voice’. According to Francis (1995, as cited in Farrah, 

2012), journal writing is a supportive way of motivating reflective activity in learners. The 

researchers realized that as a result of writing reflective journals in the classroom, the learners 

were able to engage in written communication in which instead of formal accuracy, the content 

was highlighted. 

The researchers of this investigation also believe on the psychological point of view that, 

there had been some introvert learners in the classroom that couldn’t express themselves and 

communicate easily, and this is a fundamental problem that most teachers cope with it in their 

classrooms.  

Teachers should try to encourage such introvert learners to have involvement and 

interaction via the reflective journal writing in order to gain their lost personal voice. So, 

gradually they will become sociable and extrovert. 
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