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DIFFICULTIES IN LEARNING ENGLISH VOCABULARY 

 

Vocabulary plays a crucial role in learning English as a foreign language, as it 

forms the foundation for all other language skills, including reading, writing, listening, 

and speaking. Mastery of vocabulary helps learners to communicate effectively, 

understand authentic texts, and express their thoughts accurately. However, acquiring 

English vocabulary can be difficult and sometimes challenging for students, 

particularly in the context of differences between their native language and English, as 

well as individual cognitive and motivational factors. 

The aim of this study is to explore the main difficulties learners face in learning 

English vocabulary. It is important to understand these challenges for developing 

effective teaching strategies and creating supportive learning environments that make 

the formation of lexical competence simpler. 

S. Thornbury highlighted the following difficulties that affect the learning of a 

English vocabulary: pronunciation, spelling, meaning, length of words and 

idiomaticity [3, p. 27-28]. 

Research, conducted by U. Salam, shows that words that are difficult to 

pronounce are more difficult to learn. The main reason why the students were 

struggling with pronunciation was that they were dealing with the components of 

sounds of English words and the elements of speech, such as syllables, stresses patterns 

and rhythms which were unfamiliar to learners. That was often caused by the lack of 

sound similarity between English and the students’ native language. Many students as 

well had problems the distinction between spoken and written English.  [2, p. 49]. 
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Sounds-spelling mismatches, as assigned by S. Thornbury, are likely to be the 

cause of errors, either of pronunciation or of spelling, and can contribute to a word’s 

difficulty. While most English spelling is fairly law-abiding, there are also some 

noticeable irregularities. For example: words that contain silent letters, different 

readability of same letter combinations, infrequent adaptation of borrowed words [3, 

p. 27] 

U. Salam found that students often struggled to understand the meaning of new 

words. Unfamiliar words were difficult to translate and comprehend. Students said that 

just knowing a dictionary definition was not enough. They needed to understand words 

in context. This made it hard for them to recognize different meanings of words and to 

identify their parts of speech, such as nouns, verbs, adjectives, or adverbs. Many 

students also noticed that words could have different meanings in different texts, and 

they were not always aware of these variations. [2, p. 51]. 

According to S. Thornbury, long words are not always more difficult for learners 

to remember or understand rather than short words [3, p. 27]. The length of a word 

alone does not determine how easy or hard it is to learn. However, high-frequency 

words are usually short and more frequently faced in reading, listening, and speaking 

activities that makes them easier to learn than longer words that appear less often.  

O. Kolominova stated that students also find it challenging to learn certain word 

combinations, particularly those that do not have direct equivalents in their native 

language [1, p. 48]. English often uses prepositions in ways that do not exist in similar 

expressions in the students’ first language, which can cause errors when they try to use 

these new words in speaking or writing. 

Other personal, cognitive, and motivational factors include: 

- a decrease in motivation to study or learn a foreign language; 

- difficulties with memory or retention; 

- limited time available for learning; 

- lack of practice with the vocabulary being learned. 

In conclusion, learning English vocabulary presents a variety of challenges for 

students, including difficulties with pronunciation, spelling, meaning, word length, and 
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idiomatic expressions. These challenges are influenced by differences between English 

and the learners’ native language, as well as cognitive and contextual factors. 

Understanding these difficulties is essential for developing effective teaching strategies 

that support learners in building strong lexical competence. 
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DEVELOPING STUDENTS’ LEXICAL COMPETENCE AS THE BASIS OF 

FOREIGN LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

 

Lexical competence plays a central role in the process of mastering a foreign 

language, as vocabulary constitutes the foundation of communicative competence and 

the ability to produce and comprehend speech. A rich and active lexicon enables 

learners to express ideas accurately, understand authentic materials, and participate in 

meaningful interaction. Modern linguodidactics recognizes vocabulary acquisition as 

not only the quantitative accumulation of words but also as the development of skills 

to use them appropriately in context, create associations, and understand semantic 

relations between lexical units. 

The problem of lexical competence development has been studied by many 

scholars such as M. Lewis [4], B. Frydrychova Klimova [3], and M. Mubaslat [6], who 

emphasize the importance of interactive and game-based techniques for expanding 


