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ABSTRAK

Penelitian in1 mengidentifikasi tantangan yang
dihadapi mahasiswa baru dalam menguasai kosakata bahasa
Inggris serta strategi yang digunakan untuk mengatasinya.
Penelitian ini menggunakan pendekatan kualitatif dengan
desain studi kasus. Subjek penelitian terdiri atas empat
mahasiswa tahun pertama Program Studi Pendidikan Bahasa
Inggris di Pekalongan. Data dikumpulkan melalui wawancara
semi-terstruktur dan observasi kelas, kemudian dianalisis
menggunakan analisis tematik berdasarkan teori Nation (2001)
yang mencakup aspek form, meaning, dan use. Hasil penelitian
menunjukkan bahwa mahasiswa mengalami kesulitan dalam
pengucapan, ejaan dan bentuk kata, pemahaman makna,
penggunaan kosakata dalam konteks, serta faktor afektif
seperti kecemasan dan rendahnya kepercayaan diri. Untuk
mengatasi tantangan tersebut, mahasiswa menerapkan strategi
pembelajaran melalui paparan media berbahasa Inggris,
penggunaan daftar kosakata, dan teknik pencatatan. Penelitian
ini menyimpulkan bahwa penguasaan kosakata mahasiswa
tahun pertama masih berada pada tahap transisi dan
memerlukan pembelajaran kosakata yang seimbang antara
pembelajaran incidental dan eksplisit.

Kata kunci: Penguasaan kosakata, mahasiswa tahun
pertama, pembelajaran Bahasa Inggris, studi kasus
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ABSTRACT

This study explored the challenges faced by first-year
students in mastering English vocabulary and the strategies
they employ to overcome these challenges. A qualitative case
study approach was employed involving four first-year
students of the English Education Study Program in
Pekalongan. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and classroom observation, and analyzed
thematically based on Nation (2001) framework of vocabulary
knowledge, including form, meaning, and use. The findings
indicate that students encounter difficulties in pronunciation,
spelling and word forms, vocabulary comprehension,
contextual usage, and affective factors such as anxiety and low
confidence. To address these challenges, students utilized
strategies such as English media exposure, word lists, and
note-taking techniques. The study concludes that first-year
students’ vocabulary mastery remains transitional and requires
a balanced integration of incidental and explicit vocabulary
learning.

Keywords: Vocabulary mastery, first-year students, English
language learning, case study
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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background of the Study

Many students especially first-year university
students face significant challenges in mastering
English vocabulary. One important component in
language learning is vocabulary, because without
vocabulary, meaningful communication cannot be
achieved (Richards & Renandya, 2002). According to
Nation (2011) emphasizes that vocabulary is the basis
for mastering the four language skills: listening,
speaking, reading, and writing, so its development
must be a top priority in language learning.

According to Nursyahida (2024) the main
difficulties faced include understanding the material,
complicated grammar, lack of vocabulary mastery,
differences between writing and pronunciation, and
lack of confidence when speaking. Some other
challenges or factors are also often faced by first-year
students when they are in the classroom. According
to Nurhaliza (2024) Classroom-related obstacles
including lack of teacher creativity, poor facilities,
and disruptive peer behavior can hinder impactful
English language learning.

According to Sulistiyaningsih et al., (2023)
vocabulary mastery is very important in English
language learning, which is the basis for the four
language skills: listening, speaking, reading, and
writing. Without adequate vocabulary, learners find it
difficult to achieve English proficiency, because
vocabulary is an essential element for impactful



communication (Fatdha, 2018). Rasuan (2018)
emphasizes that although little can be conveyed
without grammar, nothing can be conveyed without
vocabulary. Furthermore, recent studies reveal that
cognitive and affective factors, including input,
motivation, and learning strategies, have a significant
influence on vocabulary acquisition in the context of
EFL (Zeng, 2025).

First-year students in higher education are
those who have just started their studies and have to
adjust to a more challenging environment than before.
In their journey towards higher education, first-year
students face many obstacles. According to Siburian
et al., (2023) this includes adjusting to new situations,
social interactions and academic demands. Students'
academic performance, self-efficacy, psychological
health, and emotional state can be significantly
affected by the adjustment period (Lutfianawati et al.,
2023). According to Nasir (2023) reluctance to
communicate, difficulty starting conversations and
discomfort in unfamiliar environments are common
challenges. They experience greater difficulties when
starting to take English classes if they have limited
vocabulary. Due to these limitations, students may
find it difficult to understand the material, take part in
conversations, express themselves clearly, and
complete written projects. Because of this, first-year
university students can feel insecure and inhibited in
their language acquisition. Therefore, it is crucial to
build and expand their vocabulary during their first
year at university to expand their communication
skills and succeed academically.



The target of this research is first-year
university students majoring in English education in
Pekalongan. The purpose of this research is to
thoroughly study the difficulties and experiences they
have while learning English, especially in terms of
mastering a diverse vocabulary. By using a case study
approach, this research is expected to provide a better
understanding of how limited or rich vocabulary
affects students' learning process and academic
performance. According to Yin (2018), case studies
are used because they are considered reliable in
educational research, as they provide an in-depth
understanding of learning phenomena in real-life
contexts. Although many previous studies have
explored the issue of English vocabulary acquisition,
most of them focused on specific aspects of teaching
and learning methods. According to Sulistiyaningsih
et al., (2023) mastery of vocabulary is important in
supporting language proficiency. while research by
Nursyahida et al., (2024) addresses environmental
barriers in English language learning. However,
research specifically examining first-year university
students' experiences in overcoming vocabulary gaps
as a case study in a higher education context is
limited. Therefore, this study is designed to fill the
gap by exploring the challenges and experiences
faced by freshmen in English vocabulary acquisition,
as well as its impact on their academic participation
and performance.



1.2. Formulation of the Problems

This research provides 2 research questions:
What are the challenges faced by first-year
university students in Pekalongan in mastering

1.3. Aims of the Study

1.

English vocabulary during English classes?
What are the strategies used by first-year

university students in Pekalongan to overcome
the vocabulary acquisition?

This study aims to identify the challenges faced
by first-year university students in Pekalongan in
mastering English vocabulary and the strategies they

used to overcome vocabulary challenges during the

learning process in the classroom.

1.4. Operational Definitions

To avoid any misunderstanding about the terms
used in this study, the researcher provides some
definitions related to the study as follows:

1.

Vocabulary
Mastery

Vocabulary mastery
refers to students’ ability
to understand, remember,
and use English words
correctly in speaking and
writing. Vocabulary
mastery is an important
foundation for the
development of other
language skills such as
listening, speaking,
reading, and writing.
According to Rahmah et
al., (2023), vocabulary
mastery is defined as the



2. First-Year
University
Students

knowledge or skill that a
person  posseses  in
understanding and
mastery words.

First-year university
students refer to students
who are in their first year
of wuniversity and are
experiencing a transition
from secondary education
to higher education. At
this stage, students are
faced with more complex
academic demands,
including the use of
English in academic
contexts such as reading
scientific texts,
understanding lecture
material, and actively
participating in  class
discussions.  First-year
students are generally still
in the process of adapting
to more independent
learning methods and the
use of a broader academic
vocabulary, so they tend
to experience linguistic
difficulties  that can
impact their participation
and academic



3. Challenges

4. Strategies

performance (Cred¢ &
Niehorster, 2012).
Challenges refer to
various linguistic and
non-linguistic difficulties
that first-year students

may encounter in
mastering English
vocabulary. These

challenges may include a
lack  of  vocabulary,
difficulty understanding
meaning, and several

other challenges
encountered when
conducting research.

According to  Ryan
(2024), students also
experience difficulties in
understanding the
meaning  of  words,
pronounciation, spelling

mistakes, and
remembering or
memorizing English
vocabulary.

Strategies refer to
various conscious and
planned efforts used by
first-year university
students to overcome
difficulties in mastering
English vocabulary. These



strategies include how
students acquire,
remember, understand,
and use new vocabulary in
meaningful ways
throughout the learning
process. According to
Nation (2011), vocabulary
learning strategies can be
classified into incidental
vocabulary learning and
explicit vocabulary
learning.

1.5. Significances of the Study

1. Theoretical
Use

2. Empirical Use

This study is expected to
contribute theoretically to the
understanding of vocabulary
learning among first-year
students. The results of this
study reinforce  previous
studies related to vocabulary
mastery and provide
additional insights for other
researchers interested in
studying vocabulary learning
experiences in the context of
higher education.

This study reveals students’
direct experiences in facing
challenges and finding ways
to expand their vocabulary
skills. The results of this study



3. Practical

Use

are expected to help explain
common problems in
vocabulary learning and how
students try to deal with them.
This study provides practical
contributions for teachers,
students, and educational
institutions. The findings of
this study are expected to
serve as a guide for teachers
in developing more creative
and interactive vocabulary
learning methods and as a
guideline for students to
become more motivated in
improving their vocabulary
learning.



CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION

5.1. Summary

Based on the research findings, first-year
university students face various challenges in
mastering English vocabulary during their academic
studies, including difficulties in pronunciation,
spelling and word forms, vocabulary meaning
comprehension, and the appropriate wuse of
vocabulary in context. In addition to linguistic
challenges, affective factors such as anxiety and low
self-confidence also limit students’ willingness to use
vocabulary actively. These findings indicate that
students’ vocabulary mastery has not yet increased in
a balanced manner across the aspects of form,
meaning, and use, as proposed in Nation (2001).
Consequently, students tend to possess vocabulary
knowledge receptively rather than productively,
suggesting the need for more structured and
contextualized vocabulary learning support.

Furthermore, the findings show that first-year
students employ various strategies to address their
limited vocabulary mastery. The most dominant
strategy is learning vocabulary through exposure to
English-language media, which functions as
meaning-focused input and supports incidental
vocabulary learning. In addition, students also apply
explicit strategies such as vocabulary listing, note-
taking, repetition, and practicing word use to
strengthen their understanding of vocabulary form
and meaning. Although these strategies contribute to

52



53

vocabulary development, their implementation
remains unbalanced, particularly in supporting
meaning-focused output and fluency development.
Therefore, vocabulary learning needs to be directed
toward a more integrated approach that combines
incidental learning, explicit learning, and contextual
vocabulary use practice.

5.2. Recommendation

Based on the findings of this study, students
are encouraged to adopt a more balanced approach to
vocabulary learning by combining incidental and
explicit learning strategies. Students are also
encouraged to engage more actively in using new
vocabulary in speaking and writing activities and to
gradually build confidence by viewing mistakes as a
natural part of the English learning process.

For lecturers and future researchers, it is
recommended that vocabulary instruction be
designed in a more integrative and communicative
manner by providing greater opportunities for
students to practice vocabulary use in meaningful
contexts and by creating a supportive classroom
atmosphere that promotes participation and reduces
anxiety. In addition, future research is encouraged to
involve a larger number of participants and broader
research contexts, as well as to explore other
vocabulary learning strategies or instructional media
that have the potential to support students’ vocabulary
development, both receptively and productively.



REFERENCES

Algahtani, M. (2015). The importance of vocabulary in
language learning and how to be taught. International
Journal of Teaching and Education, 3(3), 21-34.
https://doi.org/10.20472/TE.2015.3.3.002

Birt, L., Scott, S., Cavers, D., Campbell, C., & Walter, F.
(2016). Member checking: A tool to enhance
trustworthiness or merely a nod to validation? Qualitative
Health Research, 26(13), 1802—-1811.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870

Bloomberg, L. D. (2018). Case study method. In B. B. Frey
(Ed.), The SAGE encyclopedia of educational research,

measurement, and evaluation. SAGE Publications.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781506326139.n99

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in
psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2),
77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Credé, M., & Niehorster, S. (2012). Adjustment to college as
measured by the Student Adaptation to College
Questionnaire: A quantitative review of its structure and
relationships  with  correlates and consequences.
Educational Psychology Review, 24(1), 133-165.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-011-9184-5

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and
research design: Choosing among five approaches (4th
ed.). SAGE Publications.

54


https://doi.org/10.20472/TE.2015.3.3.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781506326139.n99
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-011-9184-

55

Cunningham, A. E., & Stanovich, K. E. (1998). What reading
does for the mind. American Educator, 22(1), 8-15.

DeWalt, K. M., & DeWalt, B. R. (2011). Participant
observation: A guide for fieldworkers (2nd ed.). Rowman
& Littlefield.

DiCicco-Bloom, B., & Crabtree, B. F. (2006). The qualitative
research interview. Medical Education, 40(4), 314-321.
https://doi.org/10.1111/].1365-2929.2006.02418.x

Fatdha, S. E. (2018). Rancangan multimedia interaktif untuk
penguasaan vocabulary Bahasa Inggris level elementary.
Jurnal Teknologi dan Open Source, 1(1), 45-56.

Fernandez, C., & Schmitt, N. (2017). Vocabulary acquisition.
In S. Loewen & M. Sato (Eds.), The Routledge handbook
of instructed second language acquisition (pp. 280-298).
Routledge.

Ghazal, L. (2007). Learning vocabulary in EFL contexts
through vocabulary learning strategies. Novitas-ROYAL
(Research on Youth and Language), 1(2), 84-91.
http://www.novitasroyal.org/Vol 1 2/ghazal.pdf

Herawati, S. (2024). The imperative need for writing skills and
competence in English for vocational learners: A
comprehensive literature  review.  Indo-MathEdu
Intellectuals Journal.

Krashen, S. D. (1985). The input hypothesis: Issues and
implications. Longman.


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2929.2006.02418.x
http://www.novitasroyal.org/Vol_1_2/ghazal.pdf

56

Laufer, B., & Goldstein, Z. (2004). Testing vocabulary
knowledge: Size, strength, and computer adaptiveness.
Language Learning, 54(3), 399-436.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.0023-8333.2004.00260.x

Lestari, A. R. E. (2023). Teaching vocabulary in university
context: A case study. Jurnal llmiah Bina Bahasa, 16(1),
1-10. https://doi.org/10.33557/binabahasa.v16i1.2004

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry.
SAGE Publications.

Lutfianawati, D., Putri, A. M., Junaidi, J ., Wijayanti, T. D.,
Vina, K. O., & Sari, J. R. (2023). Pelatihan regulasi emosi
pada mahasiswa baru. Jurnal Kreativitas Pengabdian
Kepada Masyarakat (PKM).

Miftahul Jannah, R., Ilma, R., & Yani, A. (2024). Difficulties
in learning English speaking of senior high school

students. Indonesian Journal of Educational Research
(IJER), 8(3). https://doi.org/10.30631/ijer.v8i3.299

Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., & Saldafa, J. (2014).
Qualitative data analysis: A methods sourcebook (3rd
ed.). SAGE Publications.

Nasir, N. (2023). Kesulitan-kesulitan proses adaptasi
mahasiswa baru: Studi kasus pada salah satu program
studi pendidikan bahasa Inggris di Indramayu. Gema
Wiralodra.

Nation, 1. S. P. (2011). Learning Vocabulary in Another
Language (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0023-8333.2004.00260.x
https://doi.org/10.33557/binabahasa.v16i1.2004
https://doi.org/10.30631/ijer.v8i3.299

57

Press.

Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E., & Moules, N. J.
(2017). Thematic analysis: Striving to meet the
trustworthiness  criteria.  International Journal of
Qualitative Methods, 16(1), 1-13.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847

Nursyahida, S. F., Nurhaliza, S., & Maulida, A. (2024).
Tantangan berbicara dan pemahaman kosakata dalam
pembelajaran bahasa Inggris di tingkat mahasiswa
perguruan tinggi. Karimah Tauhid, 3(3), 3537-3544.
https://doi.org/10.30997/karimahtauhid.v3i3.12591

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation

methods: Integrating theory and practice (4th ed.).
SAGE Publications.

Rahmah, N., Tahir, M., & Talib, A. (2023). The effect of
vocabulary mastery on students’ reading comprehension.

International Journal of Business, English, and
Communication (IJoBEC), 1(1), 36—44.

Rahmawati, N., Hidayatillah, N. S., & Amelia, R. (2023). An
analysis of students’ difficulties in vocabulary mastery: A
case study at English Club of SMAN 7 Kota Serang.
Jurnal Kajian Ilmu Pendidikan (JKIP), 4(1), 9-19.
https://doi.org/10.55583/jkip.v4i1.695

Rasuan, Z. B. (2018). Teaching vocabulary mastery by using
systematic game. Tarbawy: Jurnal Pendidikan Islam.

Richards, J. C., & Renandya, W. A. (2002). Methodology in


https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847
https://doi.org/10.30997/karimahtauhid.v3i3.12591
https://doi.org/10.55583/jkip.v4i1.695

58

Language Teaching: An Anthology of Current Practice.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ryan, T., Islam, M. H., & Ferdiyanto, F. (2024). Analysis of
students’ difficulties in mastering English vocabulary at
elementary school students. International Journal of
English  Education and Linguistics, 6(1), 1-12.
https://doi.org/10.33650/ijoeel.v611.8263

Schmitt, N. (2010). Researching vocabulary: A vocabulary
research manual. Palgrave Macmillan.

Shenton, A. K. (2004). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness
in qualitative research projects. Education for
Information, 22(2), 63—75. https://doi.org/10.3233/EFI-
2004-22201

Siahaan, J., & Sitorus, M. L. (2025). Analyzing students’
challenges in acquiring English as a second language: A
case study of English education students. Journal of
Applied Linguistics, 4(2), Article 335.
https://journal.eltaorganization.org/index.php/joal/article
/view/335

Siburian, C. S., Manurung, L. M., Situmorang, T. S., Purba,
W. S., & Munthe, G. B. (2023). Pengaruh kontribusi
sosial dalam meningkatkan karakteristik  sosial
kemasyarakatan untuk mahasiswa. JUPE: Jurnal
Pendidikan Mandala.

Sulistiyaningsih, R., Ardianingsih, A., & Mardayanti, M.
(2023). Analisis pemahaman bahasa Inggris: Pengantar
pembelajaran. Jurnal Karya Illmiah Multidisiplin


https://doi.org/10.33650/ijoeel.v6i1.8263
https://doi.org/10.3233/EFI-2004-22201
https://doi.org/10.3233/EFI-2004-22201
https://journal.eltaorganization.org/index.php/joal/article/view/335
https://journal.eltaorganization.org/index.php/joal/article/view/335

59

(JURKIM).

Tinto, V. (2012). Completing college: Rethinking institutional
action. University of Chicago Press.

Utami, K. C., Abas, T. T., & Rahmawati, M. (2024). Exploring
EFL junior high school students in learning vocabulary
through word mapping strategy: A case study. Journal of
Educational Sciences, 8(4), 858-870.
https://doi.org/10.31258/jes.8.4.p.858-870

Wahyuni, N., Afrianti, I., Fadlurrahman, Afrizal, & Aini, I.
(2025). Pengalaman siswa dalam menghadapi pengaruh
lingkungan belajar terhadap kemampuan berbicara
bahasa Inggris: Pendekatan kualitatif. Jurnal Pendidikan
&Pengajaran (JUPE2).

Wahyuni, R. S., & Ratmanida. (2020). An analysis of students’
strategies in developing English vocabulary. Journal of
English  Language  Teaching, 9(4), 652—660.
https://doi.org/10.24036/jelt.v9i4.109408

Wilsana, A. (2016). Teaching vocabulary to grade VIII
students at SMP Negeri 9 Palu by using word wall
strategy. Jurnal Pendidikan Bahasa Inggris.

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications:
Design and methods (6th ed.). SAGE Publications.

Zeng, Y. (2025). Vocabulary instruction for English learners:
A systematic review. Education Sciences, 15(3), 262.
https://doi.org/10.3390/educscil 5030262


https://doi.org/10.31258/jes.8.4.p.858-870
https://doi.org/10.24036/jelt.v9i4.109408
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci15030262

60

Zuhairi, A., & Mistar, J. (2023). Vocabulary learning
strategies and vocabulary mastery by Indonesian EFL
learners. World Journal of English Language, 13(8), 453.
https://doi.org/10.5430/wjel.v13n8p453



https://doi.org/10.5430/wjel.v13n8p453

CURRICULUM VITAE

Name : Moh. Syafiul Anam

Student ID : 20522101

Place and Date of Birth : Batang, 11 Juni 2003

Gender : Male

Email : anammuhammad6063@gmail.com
Addres : Desa Sawahjoho, Kec.

Warungasem, Kab. Batang
Educational Background :

1. SD N Sawahjoho 01 (2015)
2. MTs S Simbang Kulon 1 (2018)
3. SMK Negeri 1 Warungasem (2021)

4. UIN K.H. Abdurrahman Wahid Pekalongan (2025)

61


mailto:anammuhammad6063@gmail.com

