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Introduction
The following report depicts the challenges I have faced in the process of collecting the necessary 

data for my PhD thesis titled Vocabulary learning strategies (VLSs) used by university students in an 
ESP context due to Covid-19 pandemics and switching to online teaching. In order to test the 
functionality of the VLSs qualitatively, and indicate which of them is responsible for acquisition of 
larger vocabulary quantities, my mentor (prof. Svetlana Dimitrova - Gyuzeleva) and I have designed 
an experiment which was originally intended to be fully implemented during the second semester of 
2019/2020 (February to June). This experiment would provide a more detailed outline on the 
efficiency of different strategies use at the same time tackling maybe even a more important issue – 
raising learners’ awareness about their importance for individual language development. The 
respondents were students of Law and Finance. 

However, the Covid-19 pandemic interrupted the implementation of the experiment in the 
middle (in March) because the government introduced special measures and we were forced to 
convert to online teaching. Even though the teaching process was not dramatically challenged, since 
we were able to smoothly transfer to teaching via the platform Microsoft Teams, the experiment, or 
rather the results that were to be obtained with it, were significantly affected.

Original experiment
The experiment consisted of three stages during which the respondents were to be asked to apply 

various VLSs (one cluster at a time) and tested afterwards for retention. Furthermore, they would 
have been interviewed about their experiences and asked to provide short comments and 
descriptions concerning the acquisition process in order to provide a qualitative aspect of VLSs use 
and vocabulary acquisition. The target vocabulary was intended to be introduced through series of 
texts for advanced language levels to ensure that the amount of unfamiliar vocabulary is sufficient to 
provide valid insights on the issue. The respondents received precise instructions on how to study 
the unfamiliar vocabulary after each text. The retention would have been tested by asking the 
respondents to translate simple sentences which did not provide the possibility of guessing from 
context.

Stage 1
The aim of the first stage was to provide a general overview of the independent learning process 

and learners’ experiences by offering the students a text containing specific ESP vocabulary which 
they were supposed to study and learn without any instructions. They were tested for retention and 
also surveyed about the strategies they had used after two weeks. 

Stage 2
During the second stage the VLSs were introduced one cluster at a time i.e., the respondents were 

presented with a text, asked to highlight the unfamiliar vocabulary, and after a brief explanation, 
instructed to use specific strategies. The retention was tested after two weeks and used as an 
indicator of strategy effectiveness. The process was to be repeated for each strategy type. 
Stage 3

The final stage included a test containing the unfamiliar vocabulary from all texts used for the 
experiment, which would provide an overview of the entire acquisition process evading the short-
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term memorization issues. The process was to be completed by a more detailed elaboration on 
strategy use as well as the full VLS list.

The results of each vocabulary test were to be processed statistically offering a quantitative 
representation of the functionality of each strategy. On the other hand, the necessary qualitative 
data for full comprehension of the particular VLS was to be obtained by oral interviews.  

Problems caused with the interruption of the educational process due to the Covid-19
As stated previously, the interruption of the teaching process has caused some major problems in 

the implementation of the experiment.
The first issue was the absence of physical contact, or rather control over the implementation of 

specific strategies. Namely, when the students were in class, they were instructed to use them which 
allowed precise monitoring of their actions. Furthermore, the test for retention was done in class and 
the students were also tested for their ability to use the specific vocabulary, rather than just 
recognize it. The online classes did not provide such option, due to students’ access to online 
dictionaries and other possibilities. They were eager to provide correct answers trying to please the 
teacher, while neglecting my advice to be honest in order not to impair the final results. This caused 
the need for other ways to obtain more accurate data.

The alteration of the stages necessitated additional preparation time until the end of the 
semester, which led yet to another issue. Namely, the following academic year, available for testing 
were completely different groups of students (students of design, architecture and IT), which meant 
selecting different texts to fit their curricula. The previously collected data could not be used and the 
experiment had to be repeated from the initial stage. 

Overcoming the difficulties
A set of tasks and questions were designed in order for the implementation of specific strategies 

to be closely monitored and controlled, which guided the students into treating particular vocabulary 
in a specific manner. Each text was processed differently allowing the them to treat the lexical units 
following precise instructions. This ensured proper utilization of the strategies enabling the students 
to feel the benefit of such activities. Students’ progress was closely monitored during the class due to 
the use of Microsoft Forms utility for these tasks, which enables immediate feedback and also 
ensures additional validity of the results.

Concluding remarks
The pandemics has certainly altered professional and personal lives of every individual. People 

were compelled to face significant setbacks and look for alternative ways of overcoming them 
rethinking everything they had previously taken for granted. Some more prepared and trained than 
others. Nevertheless, there was a lot to be learned and gained. Technology offers numerous 
advantages and previously unseen possibilities which enable effective overcoming of difficulties and 
reaching the desired results.

 In the abovementioned case, the experiment results which were intended to be processed 
manually are now available in excel forms which allow easier and faster management. This 
somewhat compensates for the lost time due to the Covid-19 crisis as well as for the time anticipated 
for statistical analysis and cross tabulations.  

ERL Journal Volume 2021-1(5) - COVID-19 - A Source of Threats or Opportunities for Linguistic Education


