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This paper presents some major findings of a recent research study
conducted in a high school in Bac Giang province. One of the objectives
of the study is to scrutinize the students’ attitudes towards the use of a
synonym and antonym dictionary for learning vocabulary. In order to
achieve this objective, the researchers used action research as the
methodology of the study. The cycle of the research consists of four
steps, namely, planning, implementing, observing and reflecting the
action. Questionnaires and interviews were utilized as the research
instruments of data collection. The data collected and generated from
these two instruments were analyzed, computerized and synthesized both
qualitatively and quantitatively. The results show that, most students
expose positive attitudes, high appreciation and good behavior to the use
of the synonym and antonym dictionary to learn vocabulary, and are
willing to introduce this technique to others in their school and in other
schools. From these initial positive results, the researchers suggest that
high school teachers should use synonym and antonym dictionaries more
often in their teaching English, especially teaching vocabulary.
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Bai béo trinh bay mot s6 két qua ciia mot nghién ciru gan day duoc thyc
hién & mot truong Trung hoc phd théng & Bic Giang. Mot trong cac muc
tidu ciia nghién ctru nay 1a tim hiéu thai do cua hoc sinh ddi vai viéc st
dung tir dién dong va trai nghia dé hoc tir vung. Dé dat duoc muc tiéu do,
cac tac gia sir dung phuong phap nghién ciru hanh déng. Chu ki nghién
ctru bao gdm bén bude, do 14, 1ap ké hoach, thuc hién ké hoach, quan sat
va phan hdi lai cac hanh dong da dugc thyc hién. Cau hoi khao sat va
phong vn 1a hai cong cu thu thap dir liéu nghién ciru. Dit liéu duoc tong
hop, nhap vao may tinh va phan tich bing ca phwong phap dinh tinh va
dinh lugng. Két qua cho thay hau hét hoc sinh déu thé hién thai do tich
cuc, danh gi4 rat cao va c6 hanh vi phan hoi rat tét dbi véi viec sir dung
tir dién dong trai nghia dé hoc tir vung va sin sang gigi thiéu phuong
phap nay cho nhitng hoc sinh khac trong truong va truong khac. Tu
nhitng két qua ban dau nay, ching t6i dé Xuat gido vién pho thong nén sir
dung tir dién dong nghia va trai nghia thuong xuyén hon trong giang day
tiéng Anh, dc biét 1a day tir vung.
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1. Introduction

In the current general school curriculum, English is a compulsory subject in almost all high
schools in Vietnam, and learners are expected to be able to develop all the four communicative
skills, namely listening, speaking, reading and writing. High school English teachers, therefore,
need to bear this expectation in mind in order to achieve the objectives of the school curriculum
especially the new one issued in 2018. According to Thompson & Wyatt (1952) (cited in [1]), the
teacher should remember the four specific aims while teaching English to students, and they
should deal with this issue in the way that during the teaching and learning process, students
should be supported and guided to achieve those language skills.

Hynes & Bhatia (1996) (cited in [2]) also states that English language skills, or proficiency,
are key factors for employment success and advancement. In fact, communication skills in
English have been identified as indispensable workplace tools for success in business. Thus, in
order to achieve a good command of English, students should learn and acquire a good stock of
vocabulary that can help them in the development of their language skills. They should be
mindful of various techniques or strategies for learning vocabulary. Moreover, the importance of
vocabulary in teaching and learning English has been recognized by a good number of
researchers such as Carter and McCarthy [3], Nation [4], Huckin et al [5], Schmitt [6] and
Algahtani [7]. They all affirm that vocabulary is the core component in any language syllabus.

To help students widen their vocabulary, teachers of English should see teaching vocabulary
as of great importance and should try to find effective methods to teach new words. One of the
good methods of teaching vocabulary that has been found in literature is the application of
dictionaries. There have been a number of studies on the use of dictionaries in teaching
vocabulary and all of them have shown the effectiveness of this method. For example, Mokhtar
[8] drew a conclusion that a dictionary was so helpful for learners when it was used as a tool to
facilitate their unknown vocabulary. Another researcher, Shen [9], showed that the dictionary,
especially an electronic one, improved the students’ score on vocabulary size, specific vocabulary
and reading comprehension.

In the same vein, Murnani and Salehi [10] implemented a study on the "Impact of using an
electronic dictionary on vocabulary learning and retention of Iranian EFL learners”. The
researchers found out that using an electronic dictionary could help Iranian lower-intermediate
EFL learners both have long-term retention of the vocabulary and find unfamiliar words. In a
similar study on the use of electronic dictionary, Sri Yanti [11] concluded that the use of
electronic dictionary could improve students’ vocabulary mastery.

English, a main foreign language, is one of the obligatory subjects in most high schools and in
the final exams after students finish their high school. In the context of high schools in Vietnam,
English is chiefly taught to support students in the exams, especially the final one to get the
General Certificate of Secondary Education (or Chiing chi Gido duc Trung hoc phé théng in
Vietnamese mentioned in page 45 in English 12 Textbook) and to enter university. However, by
observation, the researchers found out that the English command of most students is restricted. In
fact, high school students have an enormous difficulty in learning English especially in
vocabulary. As a matter of fact, most students are lack of vocabulary and can only use words or
phrases given in textbooks. As a result, when encountering synonyms or antonyms of those
words in extra exercises or exams, students seemed to be unable to tackle with them. According
to Decarrico [12, p. 285], vocabulary acquisition is central to language acquisition, whether the
language is first, second, or foreign. Moreover, if learners lack vocabulary knowledge, they soon
discover that their ability to comprehend or express themselves clearly is limited [12], [13].
Therefore, in order to help to broaden students’ vocabulary and get a basic and deep vocabulary
foundation from grade 10, we conducted the study with the topic of using synonym and antonym
dictionary to broaden students’ vocabulary at a high school. The study aimed at finding out the
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effectiveness of as well as students’ attitudes towards the use of synonym and antonym
dictionaries in teaching and learning English. However, for the scope of this paper, we just want
to present the aspect of learners’ attitudes, one of the core factors affecting the success of
learning a foreign language. Therefore, the research question tackling this aim is “what are
students’ attitudes towards using a synonym and antonym dictionary?”’

In carrying out this study, we expected that applying this new technique effectively into the
teaching and learning process would motivate the learners’ positive attitudes in order to achieve
higher and more satisfactory outcomes.

2. Methods

Action research was used as the methodology of this study. Action research was defined by
Kemmis and McTaggart [14, p. 5] as follows: “Action research is a form of collective, self-
reflective inquiry that participants in social situations undertake to improve: (1) the rationality
and justice of their own social or educational practices; (2) the participants' understanding of
these practices and the situations in which they carry out these practices. Groups of participants
can be teachers, students, parents, workplace colleagues, social activists or any other community
members - that is, any group with a shared concern and the motivation and will to address their
shared concern. The approach is action research only when it is collaborative and achieved
through the critically examined action of individual group members.”

In this study, the action research was implemented to tackle the predicament in broadening
vocabulary for 46 tenth grade students at Hiep Hoa number 2 High School using a synonym and
antonym dictionary.

2.1. Procedures

In this study, the model developed by Kemmis and McTaggart [14] was engaged. The spiral
system in this model includes different cycles, but how many cycles an action researcher
conducts depends on the effectiveness of the action and also on the researcher’ availability of
time and effort. For the scope of this study, the researchers conducted only one cycle in the spiral
system which consists of four steps namely: Planning, Action, Observation and Reflection. The
cycle lasted from unit 7 to unit 10 in English 10 Piloting Textbook.

Step 1: Planning (week 1)

Before implementing the application of a synonym and antonym dictionary, the researchers
conducted a survey with questions in Vietnamese about the state of teaching and learning
vocabulary. Through this survey, the researchers got to know the state of students’ learning
vocabulary which could help the researchers get a proper direction to do the research. Then, the
researchers suggested using a synonym and antonym dictionary to broaden students’ vocabulary.
Next, the researchers made lesson plans for each unit from 7 to 10.

Step 2: Implementing the action (from week 2 to week 12)

In this step, the researchers implemented the action in the class. The researchers conducted the
teaching and learning activities using a synonym and antonym dictionary to look up new
vocabulary based on the topic of the current lesson. When implementing the action, the
researchers did some activities including asking students to prepare vocabulary (focusing on
synonyms and antonyms) before each lesson, presenting the content, giving tasks and giving
evaluations.

Asking students to prepare vocabulary before each lesson

English 10 Piloting Textbook published by Vietnam Education Publishing House was used for
the action. In the curriculum, students have three English periods per week, each of which lasts
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45 minutes. The students were taught the words relating to the content of unit 7, unit 8, unit 9 and
unit 10 in the textbook. In each unit, there were 8 lessons for communicative skills: getting
started, language, reading, speaking, listening, writing, communication and culture and looking
back and project. Vocabulary was taught in parallel with the skills in each lesson. The researchers
asked students to prepare the vocabulary of the new lesson at home by looking for as many
synonyms and antonyms as possible using Collin thesaurus Dictionary [15].

Presenting the content in each lesson

In class, the students were asked to write the vocabulary on the board. Then the whole class
along with the teacher would check and complement extra synonyms and antonyms if necessary.

Giving tasks

The students were also required to do some exercises to check their vocabulary memorization
namely matching, speaking the word aloud in English or Vietnamese, and writing all pairs of
synonyms and antonyms on the board or in their paper. Besides, each student in the class had to
speak one pair of synonyms and antonyms or the students found synonyms and antonyms in word
search exercises and the kahoot application.

Evaluation

The researchers usually examined students’ memorization of vocabulary by marking their
writing or speaking all the pairs of synonyms and antonyms learned in the previous lesson, or
checking exercises in the word search and the kahoot application.

Step 3: Observation (during the study)

The researchers observed the teaching and learning process by using a recording camera.
Thanks to a recording camera, after each lesson, the researchers noted what happened in the
classroom down a field note. The researchers watched and analyzed what happened in those
periods in field notes. Especially, the researchers recorded students’ presentations to know their
opinions, comments, questions and behaviors.

Step 4: Reflection (week 6 and week 12)

The information collected from the steps of Evaluation and Observation helped the
researchers to have some initial justification of whether the application of synonym and antonym
dictionaries was effective and interesting enough or not. Basing on this, the researchers may have
to make some adjustment to the lesson plans so that the teaching and learning vocabulary could
be better.

All these 4 steps are the general procedures of a normal teaching action that a teacher should
follow when s/he applies a new technique or method of teaching. That is why the data collected
from the evaluation and observation steps were not used for analysis in this study. In order to
answer the research question set out before conducting the study, we used other methods to
collect data for analysis, namely questionnaires and interviews, which will be presented
hereinafter.

2.2 Data collection instruments
2.2.1 Questionnaires

Questionnaires [16] were used as a basic instrument as well as a data collection instrument
which helped the researchers explore the students’ attitudes towards the use of a synonym and
antonym dictionary.

The five-point Likert-Scale [17] — [19] was chosen and delivered to 46 tenth grade students. In
responding to the questionnaires, the participants were asked to show their extent of attitudes to
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which they agreed or disagreed with the statements by ticking one of the five responses: “1” =
“strongly agree”, “2” = “agree”, “3” = “no idea”, “4” = “disagree”, “5” = “strongly disagree”.
The options “agree” and “strongly agree” represent the positive response while “disagree” and
“strongly disagree” express the negative responses. In order to ensure the reliability of the
questionnaires, all items in the questionnaires were both in English and Vietnamese so that
students have fully intensive understanding in both languages and complete them easily. In
addition, learners were given as much time as they needed to complete the questionnaires.

2.2.2 Interviews

Apart from the quantitative data collected from questionnaires, interviews [20] were
conducted with 10 students to collect qualitative data. The purpose of interviews was to get
information directly from the students about themselves, teaching situations, their attitudes or
opinions on some issues and their suggestions on what should be done by the researchers when
conducting the research. Accordingly, the researchers interviewed the students about their
viewpoints toward using a synonym and antonym dictionary. Individual semi-structure
interviews were applied in this study to encourage learners to express their ideas freely within a
given framework. The learners could express what they thought while the researchers could
collect immediate evidences.

2.3 Data Analysis

The researchers collected both qualitative and quantitative data. All the data were analyzed to
meet the requirements of the study.

The questionnaires were delivered to determine the students’ attitudes towards using the
synonym and antonym dictionary to learn vocabulary. Data from the questionnaires were sorted
out. The same opinions were counted and converted to the percentage and then demonstrated in
the tables and charts. Comparing the percentage of the agreement opinions and the disagreement
ones, the researchers found out the treatment.

To get more feedbacks from the students when applying using the synonym and antonym
dictionary in teaching and learning vocabulary, the researcher interviewed the students who had
different opinions about this technique. The responses were transcribed, translated into English
and presented by citing relevant ideas. Then they were described, analyzed and synthesized.

In summary, the data reflecting the students’ attitudes were collected from feedbacks from the
guestionnaires and interviews, which were demonstrated and analyzed to gain the research findings.

3. Results and discussions
3.1. Results from the questionnaires

The research questions are created and self-edited by the researchers based on the purpose of
the research and the actual goals that students need to achieve. One of the two parts of
questionnaires aimed to explore the learners’ attitudes towards the technique of using the
synonym and antonym dictionary in learning vocabulary after the intervention. The learners were
required to reply to seven statements number 1, 2, 9, 10, 11, 15 and 16. To make the comparison
easier, the researcher grouped “strongly agree and agree” as one category and “disagree and
strongly disagree” as one category. The responses and the results of the statistical analysis were
presented in detail in Table 1.

As can be illustrated in Table 1, all students thought that broadening vocabulary is very
important and the synonym and antonym dictionary is very convenient for learning vocabulary.
Most students approved that the synonym and antonym dictionary could provide vocabulary’s
meanings exactly and nearly all of them found vocabulary in the synonym and antonym
dictionary reliable and useful. Only one student (2.2%) disagreed that the synonym and
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antonym dictionary provided vocabulary’s meanings exactly because he found it difficult to
understand words’ meanings in all contexts. Moreover, 100 % of the students wanted to
continue using the synonym and antonym dictionary to learn vocabulary. After all, most
students (96.5%) desired to introduce the technique of using synonym and antonym dictionary
to learn vocabulary to their friends.

Table 1. The attitudes of the students towards the synonym and antonym dictionary for learning vocabulary

1) @) ®) (4) ®) Total
Statements Strongly  Agree Noidea Disagree Strongly (strongly
agree disagree  agree +
agree)
> > > > >
(&] 4 (&] - O 4 (&] - O —
§ 25 § 25525 § 258 =25
> = © > = © O = © > = © 3 = ©
E>28°2§F>8 8528 >3
L LL Lo LL LL
1. 1 think broadening vocabulary is very important. 37 804 9 196 0 00 O 00 0 00 100
2. | think thg synonym a_nd antonym dictionary is 18 392 28 608 0 00 O 00 O 00 100
very convenient for learning vocabulary.
9. | think the synonym and antonym dictionary 15 326 27 587 3 65 1 22 0 00 913

provides vocabulary’s meanings exactly.

10. I find vocabulary in the synonym and

antonym reliable. 15 326 29 630 2 43 0 00 O 0.0 95.6

11. | find vocabulary in the synonym and

antonym useful. 13 283 33 717 0 00 O 00 O 00 100

15. I will continue using the synonym and

antonym dictionary to learn vocabulary. 11239 35 761 0 00 0 00 0 00 100

16. 1 will introduce the technique of using
synonym and antonym dictionary to learn 17 378 27 587 1 22 0 00 0 00 96.5
vocabulary to my friends.

In conclusion, most of the students expressed positive attitudes, high appreciation and good
behaviors towards using the synonym and antonym dictionary in vocabulary learning. This
technique created a good impression on the participants. They found it exciting and effective in
their vocabulary learning. They were confident to make a personal synonym and antonym
dictionary. They were also willing to use the synonym and antonym dictionary regularly and
would introduce this technique to others in their school and in other schools.

3.2. Results from the interviews

When the students were asked what they liked best when using the synonym and antonym
dictionary technique for learning vocabulary, they were willing to give their responses freely.
One student said that she could gain both vocabulary and grammar in the synonym and antonym
dictionary. A schoolboy shared that the synonym and antonym dictionary was convenient and
useful for her vocabulary learning. A schoolgirl gave more opinions that the synonym and
antonym dictionary helped her save time because it had double knowledge. In fact, she could
learn many different words from one original word. Three other students shared the idea that
they could get a large number of words because when they knew one word they would know
several synonyms and antonyms and it was the combinations of synonyms and antonyms that
helped them remember and master more vocabulary. A quite active student reported that the
thing she liked best when using the synonym and antonym dictionary was that she knew more
new words and could apply them in vocabulary exercises and communication more smartly.

The question “What don’t you like best when using the synonym and antonym dictionary
technique for learning vocabulary?” centered on the weak points of the synonym and antonym
dictionary. Only three out of ten students showed their answers. They stated that it was difficult

http://jst.tnu.edu.vn 114 Email: jst@tnu.edu.vn



TNU Journal of Science and Technology 226(13): 109 - 117

for them to guess meanings of words in different communicative situations in high-level
exercises. In fact, one word has many different meanings and has some different synonyms and
antonyms used in various situations. As a result, they sometimes mistook one meaning for
another one if they did not understand the communicative situation.

All students gave the responses to the differences between using the synonym and antonym
dictionary technique and other vocabulary learning techniques and their preference. Most
students shared some common opinions. The students stated that vocabulary of the new lesson
was often provided by their teacher. Then they learned by heart and wrote them on the board in
the following lesson. That way they felt free to get high marks. However, they found it difficult
to remember words in a long time. Therefore, they only knew words given by their teacher
without mastering a variety of relating words. After they had been instructed the way to learn
vocabulary using the synonym and antonym dictionary, they collected more benefits. They could
learn more words systematically. A schoolboy added that they could remember words faster and
longer and became more active in looking up words and remembering pairs of synonyms and
antonyms. Accordingly, they could also make a word list on different topics at any time.
Interestingly, the students affirmed that they had enriched their vocabulary from words given in a
textbook thanks to a synonym and antonym dictionary. In general, all of ten students interviewed
approved that this technique took more advantages over others.

With the question “Do you think you will continue to use the synonym and antonym
dictionary technique? Why?/ Why not?”, 80% of the interviewed students would like to use the
synonym and antonym dictionary technique in the future because of its practical benefits and
desired to recommend this technique to others. Only two students refused to use it. Both of them
thought it took them much time to look up synonyms and antonyms and they wanted to
concentrate on their favourite scientific subjects. They could only remember synonyms and
antonyms provided by their classmates through the synonym and antonym dictionary.

In conclusion, most students believed that this technique was good and useful in learning
vocabulary and desired to keep using it in the future.

4. Conclusions

After applying the use of a synonym and antonym dictionary, the students tended to spend
more time on synonyms and antonyms by looking up and learning them more actively. They
expressed great interest as well as attraction to learning synonyms and antonyms.

With the data collected, completed and analyzed, the study provided several essential findings.
One of the findings is that the students had great excitement and motivation with new atmosphere
in class to be engaged to vocabulary learning. They felt not only active in looking up and learning
synonyms and antonyms but also confident to make their own synonym and antonym hand-
dictionary. They also found learning vocabulary through synonym and antonym dictionary so
effective. They were interested in vocabulary activities the teacher introduced which helped them
get a larger amount of vocabulary than ever before. They wanted to look for and collect more and
more vocabulary related to the chain of words in the textbook. They reported that they felt happy
when they could self-study and look up and remember more and more vocabulary after each lesson.
As a result, they had positive attitudes towards vocabulary learning.

Through the data collected from the interviews, the learners revealed positive attitudes,
punctual perception and good behaviors towards using synonym and antonym dictionary
technique by giving its advantages. Using synonym and antonym dictionary technique was very
useful in helping the students learn, remember and broaden their vocabulary. It also helped the
learners have a good awareness of learning vocabulary. Therefore, the students got an effective
method of vocabulary learning.

This study brought out some practical implications for both the teachers and students. For the
teachers, the findings of the current study could be applied for language teachers in classroom to
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facilitate vocabulary teaching and learning. Thanks to positive effects of synonym and antonym
dictionary technique, it should be encouraged to be employed not only in class but also during the
students’ self-study time in order to improve their vocabulary. Moreover, teachers need to create
more activities to encourage learners to use synonym and antonym dictionary to revise the
vocabulary they learned and broaden their vocabulary. For the learners, synonym and antonym
dictionary technique should be used more frequently in vocabulary learning to broaden as well as
reinforce their vocabulary. It should be employed in the classroom in order to create abundant
learning styles for the students. Applying this technique to other students, the teachers will make
the learners more active in their vocabulary learning.

To sum up, the result of the significant findings in the data collected from the questionnaires
and interviews presented the advantages of using the synonym and antonym dictionary technique
over the existing methods of teaching and learning vocabulary at Hiep Hoa number 2 High
School. There were strong evidences supporting the benefits of using synonym and antonym
dictionary technique in broadening the students’ vocabulary at this school. The results were also
consistent with the literature review and previous studies on vocabulary. It was believed and
hoped that this technique might be suitable for most students at this school as well. It can also be
stated that the present study, to some extent, helped the researchers tackle the learners’ problems
in vocabulary learning. Therefore, further studies on the use of a synonym and antonym
dictionary should be carried out with other participants on a larger scale and if possible in
different contexts.
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