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“Words are picked up along the way” – Swedish EFL 
teachers’ conceptualizations of vocabulary knowledge and 
learning

Denise Bergström , Cathrine Norberg  and Marie Nordlund 

english and education, Luleå Tekniska universitet, Luleå, sweden

ABSTRACT
Vocabulary is a core feature of language proficiency, requiring explicit 
attention in the language classroom. As teachers’ conceptualizations 
influence their teaching, their understanding of vocabulary deserves 
closer attention. Yet, few teacher cognition studies focus on vocabulary, 
and even fewer on non-native teachers’ conceptualizations of vocabu-
lary. This paper presents an interview study with Swedish EFL teachers 
at secondary school level. Fourteen teachers were interviewed about 
their beliefs and practices in relation to vocabulary development in the 
classroom. The study shows that despite a general understanding of 
the importance of vocabulary in language learning among the teachers, 
vocabulary was not seen as a learning objective in its own right. Closely 
connected to this understanding, the teachers showed a great reliance 
on incidental vocabulary learning, where words were understood as 
“picked up along the way” while doing other things, such as reading 
and playing games. It was also found that although the teachers showed 
an awareness of the many aspects involved in word knowledge, they 
mentioned few methods to work with them. The study suggests a need 
for a more explicit focus on vocabulary instruction in the language 
learning classroom.

Introduction

The influence of teachers’ conceptualizations on their decision-making and professional 
lives is generally uncontested among researchers studying teacher cognition (e.g., Andrews, 
2007; Borg, 2015) – a research direction focused on teachers’ knowledge, beliefs and ideas 
(Borg, 2003). The general idea within the field is that insights into what conceptualizations 
influence teachers’ actions and decisions are necessary to fully understand teachers and 
their classrooms (Borg, 2009). In light of this, teacher cognition research has been growing 
rapidly for years, with the aim of providing an understanding of the classroom setting and 
the role of the teacher. Teacher cognition studies also facilitate teacher autonomy in language 
teaching. The argument is that by reading and reflecting on their own cognitions, teachers 
are likely to be able to take control of their own beliefs and practices (e.g., Hacker & Barkhuizen, 
2008). Findings from teacher cognition studies can thus serve as a basis for teachers’ reflective 
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engagement with their own beliefs, which Borg (2011) presents as a possible way to develop 
cognition and provide insights valuable for structuring pre- and in-service education. So far, 
language teacher cognition (LTC) studies have primarily focused on grammar (e.g., Phipps 
& Borg, 2009; Sanchez, 2014), reading (e.g., Meijer et al., 2001) or general learning processes 
(e.g., Allen, 2002; Hu & Gao, 2021), whereas vocabulary has mainly been left unattended 
(see, however, Gao & Ma, 2011).

The role of vocabulary development for language proficiency can hardly be overstated. 
A language learner faces a tremendous vocabulary challenge, as many words need to be 
acquired. A learner also has to learn many aspects of each word, such as its spoken and 
written forms, associations and collocations (Nation, 2013), to successfully comprehend and 
communicate in the target language. As an example, it has been estimated that a learner 
needs to know more than 98% of the words in a text to fully comprehend it without assis-
tance (e.g., Hu & Nation, 2000; Schmitt et al., 2011). Thus, a well-developed vocabulary, in 
terms of breadth and depth, is an important part of reading skills. Since learning vocabulary 
in a new language is a daunting task, researchers (e.g., Nation, 2013; Schmitt, 2008) stress 
the importance of structured vocabulary teaching in the classroom where vocabulary is the 
explicit focus of attention. Insights into how teachers conceptualize vocabulary knowledge 
and how this influences their teaching should thus support the development of vocabulary 
education. So far, few studies have focused on non-native language teachers’ conceptual-
izations of vocabulary and existing research concerns mainly beliefs about vocabulary learn-
ing and teaching (e.g., Gao & Ma, 2011; Gerami & Noordin, 2013). Given the extent of EFL 
teaching around the globe, many EFL teachers today are non-native speakers, making their 
cognitions an important area of study. Hence, the field is in need of further studies that focus 
on other aspects of teachers’ vocabulary perceptions, such as word knowledge, and how 
their perceptions influence their understanding of vocabulary development.

The present study aims to illuminate Swedish EFL teachers’ conceptualizations of vocab-
ulary knowledge and learning. The research questions addressed are: i) How do Swedish EFL 
teachers conceptualize foreign language vocabulary knowledge and development?, ii) How 
is vocabulary instruction conceptualized among Swedish EFL teachers? and iii) What is the 
relationship between the teachers’ reported vocabulary practices and their conceptualiza-
tions? To answer the research questions, semi-structured interviews with fourteen Swedish 
secondary school EFL teachers were conducted, which were then thematically analyzed. 
The study is a contribution to the LTC field by providing results concerning non-native teach-
ers’ conceptualizations of EFL vocabulary knowledge and learning.

Background

Teacher cognition

The study is positioned within the field of teacher cognition, a field of research focusing on 
the unobservable dimensions of teaching. Borg (2003) describes teacher cognition as the 
study of “what teachers know, believe, and think” (p. 81). Teacher cognition studies move 
beyond studying teachers’ actions in the classroom and focus on what influences their teach-
ing instead. As Borg (2009) puts it: “we cannot properly understand teachers and teaching 
without understanding the thoughts, knowledge, and beliefs that influence what teachers 
do” (p. 163). In other words, the learning conditions in a classroom cannot be fully understood 
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without an understanding of the underlying mental constructs that guide teachers. Within 
the field a variety of terms in relation to cognition are used. Following Watson (2015), this 
study uses the term conceptualization referring to what teachers believe that word knowl-
edge and successful vocabulary learning is. It has been found that LTC studies have mainly 
focused on native speaker English teachers (NEST), leaving non-native English speakers’ 
(NNEST) cognitions unattended (Borg, 2015; Kubanyiova & Feryok, 2015). In this study, NNEST 
is conceptualized as a multilingual language user with experiences of being a second lan-
guage user, which can be used as a pedagogical resource when teaching EFL. Thus, the 
division between NEST and NNEST should not be understood as a division based on profi-
ciency and deficiency but rather on linguistic experience (cf. Ellis, 2016).

Foreign language vocabulary development

Researchers agree on the fact that vocabulary is a central component of language proficiency 
and, accordingly, that vocabulary development is important in a language learning program 
(e.g., Milton, 2009; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). The complex process of developing vocabulary 
can be construed as a qualitative and quantitative pursuit. Nation (2013) stresses that a learner 
does not only have to learn many words (vocabulary breadth), but also master a range of 
knowledge aspects related to individual words (vocabulary depth) to truly know them. He 
presents nine aspects of word knowledge, which illuminate the complexity of vocabulary 
depth. Relevant to this study is mainly his meaning-related aspects: form and meaning, con-
cepts and referents (e.g., polysemy) and associations (e.g., synonymy). This means that vocab-
ulary depth in terms of meaning can entail connecting a linguistic form to its meaning, 
navigating between different senses and references that a word can invoke and being familiar 
with the semantic relationships between words. Nation argues that these aspects are best 
learned through explicit activities where learners’ initial knowledge is elaborated and deep-
ened. Besides meaning aspects, vocabulary depth also entails knowledge of form and use, 
for instance, spelling and collocations. Schmitt (2008) proposes that developing vocabulary 
breadth and depth is of equal importance as they facilitate different aspects of language 
proficiency. While vocabulary breadth increases the likelihood of a word being understood 
and produced, vocabulary depth facilitates fluent and correct use of a word (Webb, 2013). It 
enables a learner to use a word in acceptable and idiomatically correct ways, including knowl-
edge of collocation, level of formality and nuances. To learn a new word, a learner thus needs 
to be exposed to it many times in a variety of contexts (e.g., Vermeer, 2001).

Vocabulary learning can be approached either intentionally or incidentally, meaning that 
vocabulary development can either be the focus or the by-product of a leaning activity 
(Hulstijn, 2003). These approaches co-exist in the language classroom and are used for dif-
ferent language-learning purposes. Incidental learning activities focus on language in use 
and do not specifically aim to develop vocabulary. The most common incidental vocabulary 
learning activity in the classroom is reading (Schmitt, 2008). Thus, a significant amount of 
research on the learning rate from incidental exposure has focused on reading (e.g., Brown 
et al., 2008) and it has been found that reading can result in vocabulary gains. For instance, 
Pellicer-Sánchez and Schmitt (2010) found that reading a novel for pleasure leads to acqui-
sition of 28% of the target words, showing that reading can be a source of vocabulary growth. 
However, Chang’s (2019) study of the vocabulary effects of narrow reading among 60 
Taiwanese students showed that the gains were mainly receptive. Quite similarly, in their 
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review of studies on vocabulary development through reading, Waring and Nation (2004) 
conclude that many hours of reading are required to develop a substantial vocabulary inci-
dentally, as only 3–6 words are learned per hour of reading. It has therefore been argued 
that incidental vocabulary learning through reading is more suitable for enhancing knowl-
edge about words partially known than for acquiring new vocabulary (e.g., Waring & Takaki, 
2003). Concerning the vocabulary uptake from other incidental activities, such as listening 
and watching television, studies have found discouragingly low rates of uptake. For example, 
Vidal (2003) found that her participants picked up very few target words when listening to 
three 15-minute-long lectures and in a delayed post-test, the participants only retained half 
of the initial vocabulary gains. Similarly, Peters and Webb’s (2018) study of Dutch university 
students watching TV in English for one hour shows that the students learned only about 
four new words. These studies suggest that extensive incidental exposure is necessary for 
it to result in vocabulary development.

While incidental exposure to vocabulary can lead to vocabulary growth, it appears evident 
that intentional approaches are necessary, as these are likely to increase both retention and 
productive mastery (cf. Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). Min’s (2008) quasi-experimental study with 
50 EFL students in Taiwan, as an example, shows that the vocabulary gains from reading 
increase if the reading is combined with explicit vocabulary activities, facilitating students’ 
noticing and analysis of target words. Similarly, Laufer (2005) reviewed focus-on-form studies 
and the retention rate is higher in approaches with an explicit focus on vocabulary. As a 
result, Nation (2013) stresses that incidental learning approaches to vocabulary require an 
intentional and deliberate focus on developing students’ learning strategies, such as guessing 
from context, dictionary use and analyzing word parts. He argues that learners need to 
understand and practice strategies before they can use them. While this initially may take 
time, he proposes that it has a long-term positive impact on learners’ general vocabulary 
development. For example, it has been found that guessing from context is a more efficient 
learning strategy if it is preceded by strategy instruction (e.g., Walters, 2004).

LTC and vocabulary

So far, studies within the LTC field with a focus on vocabulary are limited. There are, however, 
some valuable contributions. Gao and Ma (2011) used questionnaires to study vocabulary 
learning beliefs among 250 pre- and in-service teachers in Hong Kong and mainland China 
and reported that the teachers from Hong Kong believed in traditional learning methods, 
such as memorization out of context. The mainland teachers, on the contrary, stated that 
being able to use words in different contexts is more important than memorizing individual 
language items but did not report any specific methods to facilitate this. A similar result is 
shown in Hermagustiana et al.’s (2017) interview study of four Indonesian teachers’ beliefs 
of vocabulary teaching. The teachers in their study all agreed that vocabulary development 
is important, but none of them focused on vocabulary as an exclusive learning item in the 
classroom. They explained that it was integrated in other activities improving their students’ 
general language proficiency, such as reading, writing and speaking. Likewise, the nine 
Cambodian teachers part of Lim’s (2016) interview study reported that they perceive vocab-
ulary as going hand in hand with general language skills (see also Gerami & Noordin, 2013). 
The view of vocabulary learning as an integrated part of other learning activities is also 
reported by Macalister (2012). He conducted a questionnaire study of 60 Malaysian 
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pre-service teachers’ cognitions relating to vocabulary teaching and concluded that vocab-
ulary learning was understood as best learned through reading.

A quite different result is reported by Niu and Andrews (2012), who interviewed and 
observed four Chinese teachers regarding their beliefs about vocabulary teaching. They 
found that the teachers shared a preference for explicit vocabulary instruction. The teachers 
stated that vocabulary instruction should be conducted through the completion of com-
municative tasks, generally those found in the textbook. Also relevant in this context is 
Nordlund’s (2017) questionnaire study of 56 Swedish pre- and in-service teachers’ beliefs of 
vocabulary learning. The participants part of her study were asked to give their opinions on 
a number of statements about language learning and teaching on a 6-point Likert-type 
scale. The majority of them responded negatively to the statement that vocabulary is best 
learned through reading. Their belief was that students’ vocabulary development improves 
most through oral activities. The participants in Nordlund’s (2017) study were also encour-
aged to comment on their answers and Nordlund concludes that many of the understandings 
seem to be based on intuition rather than scientific findings.

It can be concluded that existing research shows that EFL teachers generally see vocabulary 
learning as integrated into other learning activities in the classroom and not as a learning 
objective in its own right. The research is also characterized by a focus on teachers’ beliefs in 
relation to vocabulary learning and teaching, leaving teachers’ views of word knowledge and 
its components unattended. Moreover, while quantitative approaches surveying teachers’ 
beliefs, such as the questionnaire studies presented above, are generalizable to some extent, 
they do not provide a deeper understanding of teachers’ beliefs, which studies with a quali-
tative approach, for example, through interviews and observations, are more suited to do.

The Swedish context

The present study was conducted in the context of learning English vocabulary in Swedish 
secondary school (students aged 13–15). In Sweden, English is a mandatory school subject 
and the students are entitled to 200 hours (or roughly two hours per week) of English teach-
ing in secondary school (Skolverket, 2019). As Swedish adolescents spend much time con-
suming media or being online (Statens Medieråd, 2019), they also encounter English outside 
school, as many websites and social media are in English. Sundqvist (2009), who studied the 
impact of out-of-school English (extramural English) on Swedish secondary school students’ 
proficiency, found a positive influence of extramural activities with gains in both oral profi-
ciency and vocabulary breadth. She found that gaming and social media use were activities 
particularly beneficial for incidental vocabulary learning, as they require learners to use 
English. It is thus reasonable to believe that students’ extramural English activities have an 
impact on Swedish teachers’ conceptualizations of the English subject in schools.

The Swedish curriculum with its specific subject syllabi are political documents put for-
ward by the government that teachers are legally obliged to follow. The aim section of the 
English syllabus prescribes that “pupils should be given the opportunity to develop all-round 
communicative skills” (Skolverket, 2011, p. 34), which involves both comprehension and 
communication, as well as developing communicative strategies. Although the curricular 
text focuses on competences, contents and results, no vocabulary development demands 
or objectives can be found in the syllabus. The only overt reference to vocabulary is found 
in the content section, which states that students should work with “[l]anguage phenomena 
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… [that they] will encounter in the language” (Skolverket, 2011, p. 36) and cohesive markers 
(connecting words) to create structure (Skolverket, 2011). A communicative language learn-
ing approach, which the Swedish curriculum advocates, is meaning-focused with an empha-
sis on intended message and fluency rather than linguistic accuracy (cf. Ellis, 2009). Vocabulary 
is thus generally not given prominence in this approach and, accordingly, little guidance is 
offered to teachers on how to work with vocabulary, as this is expected to develop without 
explicit instruction (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020).

Material and methods

Data collection

Following Basturkmen et al. (2004), this study used semi-structured interviews as a way to 
elicit the conceptualizations of a group of Swedish EFL teachers through extended replies. 
The interviews were guided by an interview protocol, piloted before the actual study, with 
open-ended questions (see Appendix). The interview protocol encompassed questions 
relating to the teachers’ understanding of vocabulary development and teaching, such as 
“What does it mean to know a word?” and “How do you work with vocabulary?”, and questions 
relating to their views on and use of teaching materials for vocabulary development, for 
instance, “How do you use the teaching materials in relation to vocabulary?” and “Do you 
think that the teaching materials function as a way to develop students’ vocabulary?”. Their 
use of and views on teaching materials are not analyzed in this paper. Kagan (1990) questions 
the validity of teacher cognition studies based on questionnaires, with the argument that 
the data may reflect the researcher’s pre-conceived notions rather than the teachers’ per-
sonalized conceptions. Similarly, Woods (1996) argues that decontextualized questions, 
which are common in questionnaires, tend to be answered based on perceived norms, while 
questions addressing teachers’ own experiences are more likely to elicit answers reflecting 
their actual beliefs. Therefore, this study sought to elicit the teachers’ conceptualizations by 
conducting interviews with open-ended questions focused on the teachers’ own experiences.

Fourteen Swedish EFL teachers, twelve women and two men, teaching at secondary 
school level (years 7–9) participated in the study. The participants’ teaching years ranged 
between 14 and 36 years (M = 20.9, SD = 5.2). They volunteered to be part of the study after 
receiving an email with a description of it. The selection criteria used were that the partici-
pants should be EFL teachers currently working in secondary school that use commercial 
teaching materials. The interviews were audio-recorded, ten were conducted in person and 
four on Zoom and Skype. The interviews ranged between 35 and 75 minutes (M = 49, 
SD = 10.9) and were held in Swedish. Quotes from the interviews presented in the result 
section below have thus been translated into English.

Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed in verbatim and the transcripts functioned as the material 
for analysis, in which an inductive thematic method was used, seeking to identify concep-
tualization patterns in the material (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2006). Following Richards (2003), the 
analytical process started with initial coding of the entire data set, which served as the base 
for the construction of themes (see Table 1).
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The emergent themes were then reviewed in relation to the data set. The data was reread 
and re-coded throughout the process to ensure accuracy in the analysis. The themes were 
thus constructed through a recursive process. Depending on the study object, thematic 
analyses can focus on identifying themes on either an explicit or an interpretative level. 
While the former seeks to identify themes on the surface of the material, the latter forms 
themes through analysis of the meaning behind utterances in the material (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). We focused on identifying themes on the interpretative level. Like Braun and Clarke 
(2006), the data analysis aimed to identify “the underlying ideas, assumptions and concep-
tualizations – and ideologies – that are theorized as shaping or informing the semantic 
content of the data” (p. 84, emphasis in original). Accordingly, the themes are a result of an 
interpretation of the teachers’ utterances. As the aim of the study was to identify the teachers’ 
conceptualizations, this approach was opted for because it moves beyond what is being 
said in the interviews to find what the utterances expressed by the teachers draw on.

Results

The analysis of the teachers’ utterances concerning their understanding of vocabulary knowl-
edge and learning resulted in three main themes: (i) vocabulary breadth and communication, 
(ii) vocabulary depth and meaning, and (iii) incidental vocabulary learning. In the following 
presentation, the teachers are labelled T1–T14, in order to anonymize them while still dis-
tinguishing between different teachers’ utterances.

Theme 1: Vocabulary breadth and communication

The first theme displays an understanding of word knowledge as the ability to communicate 
and produce words in context. The teachers reported that their main vocabulary focus is on 
what students can do with words. They mentioned that they construe the objective of vocab-
ulary development in terms of vocabulary size. For instance, T1 defined a “good” vocabulary 
as “containing many words from a variety of contexts.” T8 stated that students should “know 
many words and have several words for the same thing.” Their focus on vocabulary breadth 
was also discernible in their concern about their students’ communicative skills. T3, as an 
example, said “the bigger the vocabulary, the better you can express yourself” and T5 claimed 
that “to be able to express themselves in a nuanced way, students need many words.” Thus, 
the teachers’ concern with vocabulary breadth draws on their idea that the communicative 
ability is a central learning objective.

The teachers’ focus on productive and communicative abilities was also shown in their 
descriptions of what it means to know a word: “you know a word when you can use it in the 
right context” (T6) and “it’s not that you can translate it … but when you can use it as well, 
in a reasonable way, in a context where it fits” (T5). Here the answers from the teachers show 

Table 1. example of coding.
extract Codes
It has to do with the knowledge requirements in 

the curriculum, you should be able to express 
yourself in a varied way. I think it’s really 
difficult to mention a measurable vocabulary 
objective.

Curriculum
Communication
Integrated approach
No vocabulary objective
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that their understanding of word knowledge includes more aspects than basic form-meaning 
identification (see Theme 2). The focus on productive abilities was also discernible in their 
teaching methods, as many of them said that they have abandoned traditional memorization 
and translation methods with word lists and translation tests. T4, as an example, reported 
that she tests her students’ knowledge of words by asking them to “construct a sentence,” 
rather than merely producing a decontextualized, translated form. Along the same lines, T3 
explained her use of contextual methods by saying that knowing a word is not “merely a 
matter of translation but being able to use it.” It can thus be concluded that the teachers’ 
views of word knowledge correspond to their reported practice.

As stated, the teachers wanted their students to learn many words, but when asked to 
specify what words their students should learn, they foregrounded communicatively useful 
words without further explanations. T2 stated that she focuses on words relating to “things 
that are useful,” T5 highlighted “everyday words” and T8 mentioned that she instructs her 
students to learn words that they commonly use in Swedish. T11 said that he highlights 
words that his students “most likely will come in contact with and are likely to use.” Several 
teachers maintained that they know what words are useful based on intuition and experi-
ence. They also promoted words that facilitate school-related communication, especially 
cohesive markers and subject-specific words. T13, for example, explained that students need 
to learn cohesive markers because they “make it easier for them to connect to what others 
are saying or writing … [and] enhance the standard of the language.” Similarly, T5 asserted 
that “the students should know [cohesive markers] so when they write the essay for the 
National Test, they are able to tie things together.” Again, their ideas about what words to 
learn seem to be connected to their concern with communicative abilities.

The teachers’ focus on communicative skills was also reflected in their views of vocabulary 
as an integrated part of their students’ general language proficiency. Many of them expressed 
that they do not think there is any specific vocabulary learning objective for their students. 
T4, for example, maintained that she does not think that “there are any specific words as 
such [that a student should learn]” and that “[i]t’s more related to how you use words, how 
you express yourself.” T13 declared that the aim of vocabulary development for her students 
is that “if they are at a train station or an airport, they should understand what happens 
around them.” Similarly, T2 proposed that students should develop vocabulary “that helps 
them with what they may be exposed to.” T1 justified working with vocabulary by referring 
to policy documents, stating that “students should be able to use English to communicate 
in writing and speech.” The teachers also highlighted that vocabulary development should 
facilitate school-specific communication, for example, text production. T8 outlined the 
vocabulary learning objective for her students as “being able to write about a book, analyze 
it, talk about political events and the environment” and T6 expressed that the aim is to be 
able to “participate in discussions at upper-secondary school.” The teachers’ ideas of vocab-
ulary objectives in the EFL classroom thus appear to be related to general proficiency objec-
tives, entailing that vocabulary development is not understood as a learning objective in its 
own right.

The teachers’ integrated approach to vocabulary was also distinguishable in their answers 
relating to assessment of vocabulary knowledge. They reported that they identify good vocab-
ulary based on the general quality of a student’s language production. T2, for example, stated: 
“I see their proficiency when they write texts in how well they can express themselves and 
how rich the content is.” T1 explained that “you notice a good vocabulary primarily in how 
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well the language is used.” No specific assessment methods of vocabulary were reported by 
the teachers. The interview material thus shows that the integrated approach to vocabulary 
influences both the teachers’ views of vocabulary learning objectives and their assessment 
of vocabulary.

Theme 2: Vocabulary depth and meaning

Although the first theme does not only include aspects of vocabulary breadth, the second 
theme more specifically shows the teachers’ understanding of vocabulary depth. Many 
teachers highlighted meaning aspects when asked to define word knowledge, including 
nuances of meaning, connotation and polysemy. T11 stated that word knowledge entails 
the ability to use the word and understand its meaning and that students may “use it incor-
rectly” if not aware of its meaning. Along the same lines, T13 said that word knowledge “is 
about what the word carries with it,” its connotations. The teachers’ concern with meaning 
was also reflected in their meaning-focused classroom activities. They mentioned that a 
common vocabulary exercise is word game, where a student explains a word and the others 
guess what word it is. According to T4, this facilitates vocabulary development and she often 
asks her students, when learning new words, to “think about how these words can be 
explained”. T11 described word game as an “indicator” of deeper word knowledge, as it 
reflects the students’ ability to relate to the word in different ways. The understanding of 
meaning as an essential component of word knowledge was also reflected in their reported 
practice.

The teachers’ concern with meaning aspects of word knowledge was further shown in 
their awareness of polysemy. Although some teachers verbalized a view of words having a 
fixed meaning and word knowledge being the connection of one specific form to one specific 
meaning, they generally made explicit references to polysemy when asked to define word 
knowledge. For instance, T5 expressed that she does not use decontextualized word lists 
because “it might be a word with several meanings and then it’s stupid to learn just one 
particular meaning”. T6 agreed and reported that “when we talk about words, we talk about 
all meanings of the word and work with it in that way.” Along the same lines, T8 highlighted 
that an important question for her students to answer is: “If there are 25 different words for 
put, which one should I use and how do I decide?” The teachers’ reports clearly indicate an 
understanding of the complexity of word meaning and that acquiring new words and build-
ing a good vocabulary is a challenge. However, although the teachers showed an awareness 
of the fact that many words are polysemous, they did not mention explicit methods for 
consolidating their students’ knowledge of meaning besides pointing out the polysemous 
nature of words.

A deeper understanding of word knowledge was also shown in the teachers’ concern 
with synonymy. T8 explained that a good vocabulary implies that “you know many words 
and you have several words for the same thing.” Similarly, T13 said that a core aspect of 
knowing a word is “to know its synonyms” and T2 stated that she could identify students 
with a good vocabulary in their use of synonyms. The teachers’ reports show that they posi-
tion synonymy as a central aspect of vocabulary depth. The focus on synonymy was also 
found in their reasoning regarding vocabulary teaching (cf. the activity word game described 
above). T1 stressed that her students need help in learning synonyms: “it isn’t easy, in what 
contexts you use different synonyms, what nuances in terms of meaning there are and when 
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it’s appropriate to use them.” T11 reported that synonyms are important in the work with 
vocabulary in the classroom and added: “you have to explain the importance of synonyms 
because they describe the same thing but it’s not really the same thing.”

Theme 3: Incidental vocabulary learning

The third theme encompasses utterances showing that the teachers primarily understand 
vocabulary learning as occurring incidentally. They consistently said that students develop 
their vocabulary best when working with language activities not explicitly focused on vocab-
ulary. A constant exposure to language was viewed as a facilitative prerequisite for language 
development. This was made particularly clear by T2: “to learn words you have to be show-
ered with words and constantly surround yourself with English.” Similarly, T6 asserted that 
“you have to be exposed to the language on a daily basis” to develop vocabulary. The uncon-
scious acquisition of words is central to the view of incidental vocabulary learning, as clarified 
by T7 who emphasized that “words are picked up along the way.” In the same vein, T10 
explained that she hopes that “somehow some words stick to the students’ minds.” Even 
though most teachers expressed a firm belief in the overall positive impact of incidental 
learning, there were teachers who mentioned restrictions of it. T7, as an example, declared 
that the “picking up” of words makes students mainly develop “a passive vocabulary.”

In relation to incidental vocabulary approaches, many teachers referred to their students’ 
encounters with English outside school and how this influenced their language develop-
ment. T9 stated that “those who game, they are the ones with a good vocabulary” and T7 
said that “there are two–three students in each class who don’t watch Netflix or game and 
they fall behind.” T2 connected extramural English to her ideas of extensive language expo-
sure and maintained that her students “are showered with English while playing games and 
that’s where they learn words” and declared that “I’m not the only one they learn from, I am 
some kind of complement.” There were, however, teachers with quite different ideas about 
the impact of extramural English. T11, for example, emphasized that extramural English 
gives her students unrealistic ideas of language development, that they “want the language 
to just come to them, thinking that it just happens.” Many of the teachers also said that 
vocabulary development occurs constantly in their classrooms without a particular need to 
focus on vocabulary. T6, for example, reported: “I expose them to language all the time and 
I notice that they unconsciously pick up things that I talk about.” Similarly, T5 could not 
pinpoint when they work with words in the classroom, but stated: “there are words in all 
content areas, it doesn’t really matter which skill we’re testing, words are always a part of it.”

The reliance on incidental vocabulary learning was particularly visible in the teachers’ 
views of reading as the best way to learn words. T4 pointed out that “when you read a lot, 
you get the language unconsciously” and T14 claimed that “reading is by far the best way 
to develop vocabulary. When reading a book you don’t have to think about that it’s about 
learning something. You read for pleasure and get spelling and grammar automatically.” 
Although reading was reported as a central learning activity in the classroom, the teachers 
also put forward that reading in the students’ spare time is important for vocabulary devel-
opment. The interview material shows that the teachers’ views of reading as beneficial for 
vocabulary development rely on contextual learning. T7 maintained that vocabulary learning 
cannot occur without a context and said: “you can’t just choose words [from a list], you need 
them in a context. Otherwise, you can’t understand how to use them or what they actually 
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mean.” Along the same lines, T9 connected contextual learning to reading specifically and 
proposed that the students should be “reading books because they get complete sentences 
and are helped with sentence structure.” Further, guessing word meaning from context was 
mentioned as important when reading. T2, for example, stated: “[i]t doesn’t matter that you 
don’t know all words, you don’t have to look [them] up. After having read for a while, you 
understand what the word means from the context.” Guessing from context was thus under-
stood as quite a simple strategy. The teachers did, however, not report any ways to enhance 
students’ guessing abilities.

Besides reading, the teachers also promoted watching TV-series and movies and playing 
computer games as ways for students to develop their vocabulary. Several teachers had 
identified that their students find reading boring and that it is difficult to make them read 
today. Consequently, many of them expressed that they advise their students to watch 
TV-series in English. For them, this was a negotiation between what they see as the most 
effective strategies and what their students are willing to do. However, this view was not the 
only one. T11 emphasized that “we have an advantage as English teachers today, and it just 
gets better and better … watching movies, TV-series, listening to music, everything is online. 
[The students] get a lot for free there.” The teachers’ concern with finding ways to make 
students immerse themselves in English to develop vocabulary thus shows how central their 
beliefs in the impact of incidental vocabulary learning are.

Discussion and conclusion

This study set out to illuminate Swedish EFL teachers’ beliefs and practices in relation to 
vocabulary development. Three separate but interrelated themes emerged from interviews 
with the teachers. On a general level, the interview material shows that the teachers all see 
vocabulary in language learning as extremely important, in particular for communicative 
purposes. The students’ vocabulary breadth was mentioned as a prerequisite for this to occur, 
and the teachers unanimously expressed the importance of producing words in a context. 
Their interview answers on what it is to know a word reflect an awareness of the complexity 
of word knowledge including both basic form-meaning aspects, but also deeper aspects, 
especially related to meaning, such as, nuances and synonyms (see Nation, 2013). The teach-
ers’ understanding of vocabulary and their focus on productive and communicative abilities 
were also shown in their considerations of teaching methods. Many of them said that they 
had abandoned traditional methods involving memorization of words from word lists (cf. 
results reported by, e.g., Gao & Ma, 2011), explaining that their students have to show knowl-
edge of how words are used in a context. In this sense, it can be concluded that the teachers’ 
views of word knowledge correspond with their reported practices.

Despite this understanding of vocabulary and its perceived centrality in language learn-
ing, it was clear that the teachers did not see vocabulary as a learning objective per se. 
Vocabulary was not taught as an exclusive learning item in its own right but understood as 
a component integrated in other teaching and learning activities, such as reading and watch-
ing TV. Vocabulary is everywhere, was a general statement, expressed by them. This under-
standing of vocabulary learning does not appear to be exclusive for the Swedish EFL teachers 
part of this study. Many prior studies report on teachers’ overall understanding of the impor-
tance of vocabulary, but when asked how it is taught, the general answer appears to be that 
it is included in other activities (e.g., Gerami & Noordin, 2013; Hermagustiana et al., 2017; 
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Lim, 2016). The teachers’ focus on communicative skills and vocabulary as an integrated 
part of other activities was also discernible in their reports on how vocabulary is assessed. 
It was made evident that they had no particular method for assessment. A student’s level 
of vocabulary was shown in their overall language production, and what was perceived or 
assessed as a good or insufficient level of knowledge was to a large extent based on the 
teachers’ intuition and experience. Considering the complexity of word knowledge, as 
emphasized by researchers like Nation (2013) and Schmitt (2008), but also by the teachers 
themselves, the results appear surprising.

Closely connected to the teachers’ integrated approach to vocabulary learning was their 
reliance on incidental vocabulary learning, where words are understood as “picked up along 
the way.” Although there were teachers who voiced concerns about an incidental learning 
approach, mentioning that it fosters a passive attitude to language learning, the majority of 
them expressed a strong belief in the positive impact of incidental learning. The teachers 
viewed reading as the best way to learn new words (cf. Macalister’s [2012] study on Malaysian 
teachers’ understanding of vocabulary learning). Research on vocabulary acquisition from 
reading shows that the activity has to be performed consistently and extensively for vocab-
ulary growth to occur (Waring & Nation, 2004) and that while reading may lead to some 
receptive vocabulary gains, productive gains are not likely to result from only reading (Chang, 
2019). In this respect, the teachers’ integrated approach to vocabulary learning appears to 
be based on their own ideas and intuition rather than on results from vocabulary learning 
research. The teachers also said that guessing unfamiliar words from context was an important 
learning strategy to facilitate vocabulary development from reading, but they did not report 
on any methods to support the use of this strategy or incidental vocabulary learning in gen-
eral. As research has shown that successful strategy use requires prior instruction and practice 
(Walters, 2004), the result suggests that vocabulary learning through reading might not be 
sufficiently supported in the EFL classroom. Besides reading, the teachers also mentioned 
extramural learning activities outside of school, such as gaming and watching TV-series, as 
important ways to learn vocabulary. It is true that the vocabulary size should increase when 
a learner is exposed to the target language in question, in particular if the language is taught 
in a second or native language context, but the exposure has to be extensive for this to lead 
to any substantial vocabulary gains (cf. Peters & Webb, 2018). Sundqvist (2009) has demon-
strated that encounters with English outside of school impacts a learner’s vocabulary size, 
but, as argued by Nation (2013), among others, it is questionable whether incidental learning 
suffices for developing all aspects of word knowledge. The reliance on incidental learning 
may be explained by the fact that the teachers did not see vocabulary as a learning objective 
in need of structured teaching. From the perspective of school’s responsibility for all students’ 
learning, an overreliance on activities outside of school seems questionable.

Another eye-catching finding was that when the teachers were asked how they worked 
with increasing their students’ vocabulary size, no particular method was referred to. Their 
general answer concerning what words to focus on was simply “communicatively useful 
words” and words used in educational contexts, such as cohesive markers. An explanation 
to this finding can be their communicative approach to language learning, where direct 
vocabulary instruction has a minor, if any role, in the language classroom. The teachers also 
claimed that they had an intuitive understanding of what words should be learned and 
focused on. Their reliance on their own intuition in this respect is noteworthy, as it has been 
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found that native-speaker teachers have difficulties in ranking words in term of frequency, 
especially the middle range of vocabulary, which is particularly important for EFL learners 
(cf. McCrostie’s [2007] study on the accuracy of teachers’ word frequency intuition). Their 
answers again appear to be related to the fact that they do not see vocabulary as a distinct 
learning objective. A possible explanation to the teachers’ focus on communicative aspects 
and cohesive markers in particular may be found in the Swedish national curriculum, where 
it is stated that communicative skills constitute a core objective when learning English, and 
where cohesive markers are the only items of vocabulary explicitly specified (Skolverket, 
2011). Thirteen of the fourteen teachers referred to the curriculum during the interviews in 
relation to the objectives of the EFL classroom or in relation to their teaching materials. Their 
reported beliefs in this respect appear to point to a possible curricular influence. This, in turn, 
raises the question to what extent the teachers are influenced by the absence of vocabulary 
and vocabulary demands in the syllabus for English.

Although the present study is based on a rather limited number of interviewees from 
only one region in Sweden, the results are nevertheless indicative. Like other studies on 
vocabulary and teacher cognition (e.g., Gerami & Noordin, 2013; Hermagustiana et al., 2017), 
it suggests that one of the most central components in language learning, namely vocab-
ulary, appears to be left without further instruction in the EFL classroom. In terms of vocab-
ulary development, the advantages and disadvantages of incidental learning thus seem to 
be a subject for further studies. The study contributes to the LTC field by providing further 
insights regarding teachers’ conceptualizations of vocabulary in the language classroom, 
as well as their conceptualizations of word knowledge, an area that has received limited 
attention. This study also suggests that the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and their 
practice needs to be strengthened and problematized in teacher education. Teachers need 
to be equipped with tools and concrete methods to work with vocabulary, such as online 
vocabulary profilers, in order to match authentic texts with their students’ vocabulary level. 
As explicit vocabulary instruction has been found to be essential for language learning, we 
suggest that instructional methods for vocabulary development should be given more 
prominence in teacher education.

The results presented here concern a group of teachers’ beliefs about vocabulary learning 
and what methods and practices they consider important in the classroom. Further studies 
illuminating the relationship between belief and practice could include actual classroom 
observations. Since language teachers’ understanding of the nature of foreign language 
vocabulary is largely an unstudied area, future studies are also encouraged to shed light on 
what word knowledge and vocabulary learning means to language teachers, and to what 
extent these ideas are based on research within the field.
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Appendix

Interview protocol

Presentation of the research project and the aim of the interview
Anonymity
Consent to participate

The teacher

What subjects do you teach?
How long have you worked as a teacher?
What groups do you teach English?

Vocabulary development

What does it mean to know a word?
What are your opinions on vocabulary development in EFL?
How do you notice if a student has a good vocabulary?
Is it important with vocabulary for language proficiency? Why? In what way?
How do you learn words?
 Are there words or kinds of words that are especially important to know? Does it matter what 
words you learn? In general or specifically for your students?
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 What role does school play in students’ vocabulary development in English? Does this differ 
throughout school years?
How do you work with vocabulary development?

Choice of teaching materials

 How do you choose teaching materials in EFL? How much can you affect what teaching material 
is being used? Do you evaluate the teaching materials used in your subject before or after use? If 
so – how?
Do you have resources to buy new teaching materials?

Use of teaching materials

What teaching materials are you using this year?
How do you use the teaching materials in relation to vocabulary?
Does the teaching material affect your work with vocabulary development? If so – how?
Do you work with words in relation to the teaching materials? If so – how?
 Are the students given homework concerning vocabulary development? Does the teaching mate-
rials affect the choice of words?
 What do you think that the teaching materials contribute with in your classroom in relation to 
vocabulary?
 What vocabulary pros and cons can you identify with the teaching materials you are using? Why 
do you find this to be pro/con?
 What do you expect of the teaching materials in relation to vocabulary? In terms of e.g. content, 
design, result.

View of teaching materials

 Do you think that the teaching materials function as a way to develop students’ vocabulary? If so 
– how?
 Are the teaching materials providing opportunities to learn words in general or specific words 
that are important to know?
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