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	Abstract: Teaching English vocabulary is essential for preparing vocational school students to communicate in workplace settings. This study aimed to explore teachers’ vocabulary teaching strategies, the challenges they encountered, and how they addressed them. A qualitative case study design was employed involving two English teachers in Vocational High School in Karawang. Data were collected through classroom observations and semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings revealed that teachers applied various strategies, including direct translation, repetition, memorization, role play, hangman games, differentiated learning, and social emotional learning activities. These strategies encouraged student engagement and supported vocabulary learning in a vocational context. However, teachers faced challenges related to maintaining students’ attention, differences in learning abilities, and students’ reliance on mobile phones and AI-generated answers. To address these issues, teachers simplified materials, provided relevant examples, used step-by-step explanations, and designed activities that encouraged independent thinking. The study highlights the importance of flexible vocabulary instruction in vocational education.
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	EKSPLORASI STRATEGI GURU DALAM MENGAJAR KOSAKATA BAHASA INGGRIS DI SEKOLAH MENENGAH KEJURUAN DI KARAWANG

	
	
	

	
	
	Abstrak: Pengajaran kosakata bahasa Inggris sangat penting untuk mempersiapkan siswa sekolah kejuruan agar dapat berkomunikasi di lingkungan kerja. Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk mengeksplorasi strategi pengajaran kosakata yang digunakan guru, tantangan yang mereka hadapi, serta cara mereka mengatasinya. Desain studi kasus kualitatif digunakan dengan melibatkan dua guru bahasa Inggris. Data dikumpulkan melalui observasi kelas dan wawancara semi-terstruktur, kemudian dianalisis menggunakan analisis tematik. Temuan penelitian menunjukkan bahwa guru menerapkan berbagai strategi, termasuk terjemahan langsung, pengulangan, menghafal, permainan peran, permainan Hangman, pembelajaran yang dibedakan, dan kegiatan pembelajaran sosial-emosional. Strategi-strategi ini meningkatkan keterlibatan siswa dan mendukung pembelajaran kosakata dalam konteks yang bermakna. Namun, guru menghadapi tantangan terkait mempertahankan perhatian siswa, perbedaan kemampuan belajar, serta ketergantungan siswa pada ponsel dan jawaban yang dihasilkan oleh kecerdasan buatan (AI). Untuk mengatasi masalah ini, para guru menyederhanakan materi, memberikan contoh yang relevan, menggunakan penjelasan langkah demi langkah, dan merancang kegiatan yang mendorong pemikiran mandiri. Penelitian ini menyoroti pentingnya pengajaran kosakata yang fleksibel dalam pendidikan kejuruan. 

Kata kunci: penguasaan kosakata; strategi guru; tantangan guru; strategi pengajaran kosakata; sekolah menengah kejuruan.



	

			
INTRODUCTION
English is a commonly spoken language in many countries around the world and plays an important role as an international communication tool and is applied in several fields, including education. In the Indonesian curriculum, English is taught as a foreign language. There are four main skills in learning English: speaking, listening, writing, and reading. In mastering these skills, there are three main aspects, namely pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary, in which vocabulary is one of the most important aspects in the process of learning a language (Cameron, 2001). As highlighted by Kamil and Hiebert (2005), vocabulary reflects students' ability to understand the meaning of words; it also involves the ability to use the words in real-life contexts. This is aligned with Vocational High School (VHS) students that prioritize practice instead of theory, such as applying classroom learning or communication. 
Teaching English vocabulary to VHS students has a significant role in preparing the students to be skilled in the workforce. Based on Law No. 20 of 2003, section 15, VHS differs from general education because this institution aims to prepare students for work readiness based on their fields (Apriliana & Basikin, 2021). Therefore, English teaching in VHS must be adjusted to students' majors in terms of material and learning strategy. English learning in VHS includes English for General Purposes (EGP) and English for Specific Purposes (ESP) (Dikstaal, 2021). Where the ESP is more focused on the specific needs of students' fields so that language can be applied directly in the workplace (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Muhammad & Utami, 2023; Fadlia et al., 2020; Juita, 2023). This is why learning and mastery of vocabulary become crucial to VHS students and must be aligned to their interests to support them in being more prepared in both classroom learning and the workplace.
Despite its importance, many teachers still face challenges in teaching vocabulary. The teacher often struggles to select the appropriate vocabulary because the abilities of students are varied, while the students tend to be passive, noisy, and have difficulty understanding the words' meanings (Gulo, 2024). Moreover, similar to Utomo et al. (2020), other difficulties are also affected by the limitations of teaching materials, the lack of teachers' technological skills, low learning motivation, and lack of parental support. Besides the teacher, the students also encounter difficulties such as pronouncing English sounds, spelling, recalling long vocabulary, and comprehending the meaning of words (Salam & Nurnisa, 2021). However, the teacher must initially identify the most significant factors that affect the students’ learning process (Pakpahan et al., 2024)
These issues need to be addressed, where teachers should understand the students' struggles and select effective teaching strategies. In order to ensure students, comprehend the materials and enjoy the learning process, teachers must have a good understanding of the material, develop the appropriate materials, and use the most effective strategies (Elhamdi & Hezam, 2020). Several strategies can be applied, including communicative learning (Nasser & Mahmoud, 2022), which fosters discussion to create a relaxed classroom environment, and intensive listening (Putri et al., 2023), which enriches students' vocabulary through audios with interesting topics. Besides, Farahdiba et al. (2024) mentioned that there are three main strategies in vocabulary teaching: determination (self-learning), social (involving teachers and friends), and memory (remembering vocabulary). Additionally, the game-based application can also enhance students' interest in and enthusiasm for learning.
Many studies have explored teaching strategies for teaching vocabulary. For instance, Nurislam et al. (2023) analyzed the types of strategies used by English-teaching junior high school students. The result showed teachers used flash cards, games, word walls, memorization, translation, and pictures. This study highlighted flashcards and pictures are the most commonly used strategies by junior high school teachers. Similarly, Gultom et al. (2022) explored the strategies used by junior high school teachers; the result indicated teachers used translation, games, a dictionary, and stories to teach vocabulary. It showed that translation is the most frequently used strategy by the teacher. Additionally, Jamal et al. (2025) examined the vocabulary teaching strategies used by teachers of elementary school. The study showed that contextual translation is the most commonly used by the teachers. These studies show that much of the previous research examined the strategies used by the teachers to teach vocabulary; however, there are still few studies that focus on vocational high school. Vocational school students are required to learn vocabulary in line with their field of study and the workplace. Therefore, it is important to examine the difficulties faced by teachers and students in learning vocabulary, which are rarely discussed in depth, particularly how to overcome these difficulties. This research aims to explore what strategies teachers use in teaching vocabulary in VHS, what challenges they face, and how they overcome these challenges so that learning is more effective and in line with students' needs.

RESEARCH METHOD 	
This research used a qualitative approach and case study design to gain an in-depth understanding of teachers' experiences in the classroom process. It was conducted at Vocational High School Bina Karya 2 Karawang in West Java during the 2024/2025 academic year and involved two English teachers as the participants. Data were collected through classroom observations and semi-structured interviews. Classroom observations were conducted to explore the strategies used by teachers in teaching vocabulary and the learning media used, as well as to note classroom behaviors and interactions relevant to the research focus. Following this, semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore teachers' strategies, challenges during the learning process, and how they overcame them. This type of interview was chosen to allow flexibility in adjusting questions and following up on participants' answers to obtain more in-depth data. The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on the procedure outlined by Creswell (2012), which involved identifying patterns and themes for meaningful conclusions.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The Characteristics of Students in Strategy Selection
One of the important aspects considered by teachers in selecting vocabulary teaching strategies was students’ characteristics. Based on interviews and classroom observations, the researcher found that students at SMK Bina Karya 2 Karawang had different characteristics, particularly in learning motivation, learning styles, and English ability levels. Teachers realized that not all students showed the same enthusiasm for learning, and students’ emotional conditions also influenced their participation during classroom activities. This was reflected in the teachers’ statements below: 
“Mmm... it varies, from his motivation; let's say he's already in a bad mood from home, it will affect his enthusiasm for learning.” (T1)
“...as for their motivation, because it is a vocational school, they mostly lack motivation, but some of them are enthusiastic in learning.” (T2)
[bookmark: _heading=h.j53je2976yxw]This statement showed that students' motivation in VHS was highly variable and influenced by their emotional and environmental conditions. Teachers realized that student motivation was unpredictable; sometimes students attended class highly enthusiastic, while at other times they lacked interest in learning because they were in negative emotional conditions. Students who came to class in a positive mood were generally more active, passionate, and involved during classroom activities. Meanwhile, students with low motivation were often passive and had difficulty focusing. Classroom observations showed that some students actively participated in answering questions and engaging in classroom activities, while others appeared less focused and required more encouragement from the teacher to stay engaged in the learning process. Therefore, teachers needed to adjust their strategies to suit their students' conditions. It aligned with self-determination theory by Deci and Ryan (1985), which states that students’ motivation is influenced by intrinsic and extrinsic factors. When students’ basic needs, such as autonomy, competence, and social relationships, are adequately fulfilled, their motivation tends to increase. 
Besides that, teachers also observed variations in students' learning styles. It can be seen from the statement below:

"...Some of them learn by sitting down, some of them learn by listening to music.” (T1)
“Students also have different learning styles, but generally they like practical activities such as role-playing.” (T2)
As the teachers pointed out, each student showed a different learning style. Several students preferred to learn quietly and stay focused on teacher explanations, whereas others enjoyed listening to music. Furthermore, most students preferred learning through practical activities, such as role play, instead of theoretical learning. The researcher proved that, based on observations, students responded differently during the learning process. During practical and group activities, such as completing descriptive tasks and presenting in front of the class, most students appeared highly enthusiastic, while others preferred to participate by listening to and responding to teacher explanations. This indicated that each student had their own way of understanding and engaging with the material. As Fleming and Mills (1992) state, the VARK model classifies learning styles into four primary types: visual, auditory, reading/writing, and kinesthetic. Therefore, it was necessary for teachers to adjust their teaching methods to suit these various learning styles, as the alignment between teaching strategies and students' learning styles can positively influence English learning outcomes (Jumrah et al., 2022).
Furthermore, differences in students' English language proficiency were identified, as explained by the teacher below:
“For the ability level, some are capable, some are intermediate, and some are not capable. The not-capable ones can be seen when they are learning from the way they answer questions.” (T1)
“As for ability, it varies. Some are quick learners, while others still need guidance. Maybe because their backgrounds and interests are different, so it affects the way they learn.” (T2)
In the statements above, the teachers mentioned that students’ English proficiency levels varied. Some of them were highly proficient and able to understand the material quickly, while others were at an average level, and a few were classified as less proficient. This variation could be identified from students’ responses to teachers’ questions during the learning process. Classroom observations showed that when teachers reviewed previously taught material by asking questions in turns, some students answered confidently, while others still needed further explanation to understand the material. Teachers highlighted that these differences were influenced by students’ individual backgrounds and learning interests, which affected how quickly students understood the material and participated in classroom activities. As proposed by Vygotsky (1978), the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) emphasized that students had different levels of development and required scaffolding from teachers or peers as more knowledgeable others to achieve their learning potential. Similarly, Widiastuti et al. (2023) found that scaffolding and social interaction between teachers and students enhanced student engagement and learning abilities.
Teaching Strategies Used by the Teacher in Teaching English Vocabulary
Teacher strategy refers to a planned method or a set of activities designed to achieve academic goals. In this research, the teachers mentioned that students with limited vocabulary often experienced difficulties in understanding texts, answering questions, and responding to classroom instructions. Based on interviews and classroom observations, English teachers at SMK Bina Karya 2 Karawang applied various strategies depending on students’ majors. As one teacher explained below:

“I think it's very important, because the goal of students in vocational high schools is to prepare them for work. So, their vocabulary should also be relevant to their majors.” (T2)
This statement indicated that teachers selected vocabulary teaching strategies based on considerations of students’ vocational backgrounds to ensure the material was applicable to students’ future needs. As Thornbury (2002) points out, teachers should consider two aspects of teaching vocabulary: how to convey the meaning of a word and how to present the word. In line with these principles, the teachers in this research applied several strategies to help students acquire vocabulary and engage more actively in classroom activities. These strategies included memorization, translation, role-play, differentiated learning, games, and social-emotional learning. As explained below.
“But I generally use more memorization for the tasks, then the students are called on one by one and translate it directly.” (T1)

“I usually use memorization strategies, then review, and sometimes roleplay. I also use direct translation methods, like when we read a text together, if they don't understand, I explain the meaning, and then we repeat it so they can memorize it.” (T2)

The statement above revealed that memorization was the most frequently used strategy in teaching vocabulary during classroom activities. Based on these observations, students were independently asked to find and write down ten unfamiliar words related to adjectives, memorize the meaning of each word, and then present the words in front of the teacher. This indicated that memorization activities helped students repeatedly practice recalling vocabulary, which reinforced their understanding of word meanings. As Bakri (2022) stated memorization strategies helped students recall word meanings and spellings, strengthen the memory, and enrich vocabulary mastery through consistent practice.
In addition, translation was another strategy used by the teacher, particularly during reading activities. In these activities, students were asked to read descriptive texts together. When students were unfamiliar with a word, the teacher directly translated the word into the students' first language. The teacher also provided simple example sentences to clarify the meanings of the words. Consequently, students gained an understanding of vocabulary meanings and how words were used in context. As Alshaikhi (2022) pointed out, these activities increased students’ comprehension by helping them understand unfamiliar vocabulary more effectively.
Apart from that, the teacher also added a role-play activity to encourage students to apply vocabulary in a real-life situation. The teacher prepared a simple role-play scenario and divided students into pairs. Then, students were asked to create short dialogues and perform them in front of the class. Through this activity, students were encouraged not only to understand the meaning of words but also to use the words in meaningful communication. As Azzahra and Kaniadewi (2025) pointed out, students learn more effectively when they are involved in activities that enable them to interact, discuss, and practice directly. 
Meanwhile, the teacher also used another vocabulary teaching strategy, as reflected in the following:

“I use games like Hangman. I also use differentiated learning so that they can learn based on their own abilities, they can discuss and help each other if someone doesn't understand, so everyone is covered. I also implement social and emotional learning in the classroom, for example, by ice breaking or relaxation activities so that it makes students more relaxed and focused.” (T1)

As mentioned by the teacher during the interview, Hangman was one of the strategies used to teach vocabulary to maintain students’ interest in learning. The teacher explained that this game encouraged students to actively participate because they had to guess words together and take turns answering. This activity allowed students to interact with their classmates, discuss possible answers, and stay involved in the learning process, making the classroom atmosphere more enjoyable. As Dharmayasa (2022) revealed that the Hangman game had a significant effect on improving vocabulary mastery. Through collaborative word-guessing activities, the game increased motivation, improved concentration, and strengthened cooperation among students so the learning process became more meaningful and easier to understand.
Additionally, the teacher employed differentiated learning, which involved adapting classroom activities based on students' abilities and needs. Based on classroom observation, the teacher allowed students to learn depending on their own level of understanding. Students who understood the material more quickly could assist their classmates who still needed guidance. This strategy fostered an inclusive learning environment and ensured that each student was supported and encouraged. As Amar et al. (2025) explained, implementing differentiated learning was effective in enhancing both vocabulary mastery and student involvement when learning activities were adjusted to suit students' abilities and preferences. Also, Tomlinson (2014) highlighted that differentiated learning is important for accommodating students’ learning readiness, interests, and learning styles.
Besides that, the teacher also implemented social and emotional learning (SEL) through icebreaking and relaxation activities. One icebreaking activity involved asking students to mention a word that began with a specific letter during attendance. When their names were called, students were asked to spontaneously mention a word that started with the assigned letter. This activity not only helped the students feel more relaxed, but it also helped them stay focused, boost their energy, and build their vocabulary in a playful way. In addition, the implementation of SEL also contributed to reducing disruptive behavior and creating a more supportive classroom environment. This finding aligned with Martinez and Gomez (2024), who emphasized the positive impact of SEL on students’ social and emotional development.
In implementing these strategies, the teachers adjusted based on the characteristics and dynamics of each class. The teachers understood that each student had different abilities and levels of activity; thus, the strategies were adapted to each classroom condition, as mentioned below:

“I adjust differentiated learning in all classes. For social-emotional learning, I choose classes such as Class A and Class C to apply it, but if the class is not active like Class C, it is difficult to focus. For assignments, I also give different tasks to each class according to the class's activity level. So, rather than giving difficult tasks that will not be done, it is better to give easy tasks that they can do.” (T1)

“In classes where the students are quick learners, such as in the advanced classes A and B, I use any strategy, and they immediately understand and grasp the material. But in class C, the students are a bit slow, although not all of them, so I teach slowly, starting with the easy stuff first, then repeating it often so they understand.” (T2)
Both teachers used flashcards as learning media to support teaching vocabulary, as seen in the following statements.
“I often use flashcards that I make myself from sources on the internet. Sometimes I ask them to search the internet themselves, but only as a reference." (T1)

“I use the pictures in books and flashcards as teaching aids. Sometimes I print out the pictures myself.” (T2)

The statements above indicated that both teachers selected learning media flexibly and adapted to the material needs. Flashcards were the most commonly used media because they were easy to make, practical to use, and assisted students in visualizing the form and meaning of vocabulary. In some activities, teachers also used picture-based flashcards, such as images of places to help students describe objects or locations using vocabulary they had learned. This activity allowed students to connect vocabulary with visual context and practice using words in descriptive tasks. Amiruddin and Razaq (2022) mentioned how effective this tool is; they found that flashcards can improve vocabulary mastery, as the visual presentation allows students to more easily understand and remember words. Similarly, Fitriana et al. (2021) also highlighted that flashcards help strengthen students' memory and make the learning process more engaging.

The Challenges Faced by Teachers and How to Overcome Them 
Despite the various strategies used, both teachers still faced a few challenges in their classroom implementation. These challenges were highlighted in the following statements.

“The challenges I face are thinking of ways to get students to memorize or do their assignments without looking at AI. For example, when making simple past tense sentences, they have to make them themselves without looking at AI. Sometimes, if they are not monitored, they look at Google or AI, because they will definitely copy instead of making them themselves.” (T1)

"The challenge comes mostly from the students themselves. Sometimes it's difficult to get them to focus; they have to be forced before they are willing to do the work. And now many of them use their cell phones to search for answers on the internet, so sometimes it's not their own work." (T2)

The statements above revealed that the challenges in vocabulary learning were not only related to teaching strategies or media but also to students’ learning behavior and their use of technology. One teacher explained that many students tended to rely on AI or Google when completing assignments. For example, when students were asked to make simple past tense sentences, some of them preferred to copy answers from the internet instead of constructing the sentences by themselves. This reflected students’ tendency to seek instant answers without sufficient thought processes and showed limited learning independence. This observation aligned with Zhai et al. (2024), who argued that overuse of AI could reduce critical thinking skills and lead to students' shallow understanding due to lack of reflection while also increasing the risk of plagiarism. 
Similarly, another teacher mentioned related challenges. The teacher pointed out that some students struggled to maintain focus and only completed their assignments when they were under pressure or close supervision. Classroom observations also showed that when students were given tasks and were not closely monitored, some immediately used their cellphones to search for answers on the internet instead of completing the work independently. The use of cellphones to seek instant answers also prevented students' work from reflecting their actual abilities. This revealed that students had difficulties in regulating their learning process. This finding aligned with Sukma’s (2022) study, which showed that low self-regulated learning could lead students to lack concentration and discipline while increasing dependence on external assistance to complete assignments.
Moreover, to address these challenges, both teachers applied several ways to ensure that students stay focused and learn more independently. The teacher adjusted their strategies to prevent students’ dependence on instant answers and encourage them to understand the material through their own efforts. The attempts by the teachers can be seen in the following excerpt:

“To overcome this, I simplify things by giving them examples of sentences based on activities they often do, so that it is easier for them to understand and create their own sentences.” (T1)

“I am usually more assertive when teaching, creating interesting activities to keep them focused, and asking them to create their own sentences without looking at their cell phones. If anyone doesn't understand, I will explain it again in a simple way.” (T2)

From the teachers' statements, it appeared that they used different strategies but complemented each other to assist students in understanding the material rather than depend on instant answers provided by the internet. The first teacher attempted to simplify the material by providing sentence examples related to students’ daily activities and vocational contexts that were familiar to their major. For example, students were encouraged to create simple past tense sentences based on activities they commonly performed in school or practical learning settings. This approach allowed students to more easily understand sentence structures and encouraged them to construct their own examples. As proposed by Karimah et al. (2022), who stated that when the material was related to real situations familiar to students, they became more active, understood the meaning of words better, and were able to use vocabulary more appropriately. 
Meanwhile, the second teacher used a more explicit and structured approach. The teacher designed activities that would attract students' attention and keep them focused, as well as ensure that they constructed sentences independently instead of depending on their mobile phones. When the students did not understand, the teacher offered repeated explanations in a simplified way. This is aligned with Yongli Wan's (2022) scaffolding strategy, where the teachers provided step-by-step support through instructions, extra explanations, and guided activities to help the students understand the vocabulary more effectively.

CONCLUSIONS
This research concluded that teachers at SMK Bina Karya 2 Karawang applied various vocabulary teaching strategies adapted based on the students' characteristics, needs, and ability levels. The most commonly used strategies included memorization, direct translation, repetition, role play, Hangman games, differentiated learning, and social-emotional learning (SEL) activities. These strategies helped teachers convey the meaning of words, strengthen students' memory, and increase student engagement in the learning process. Additionally, the use of flashcards also supported students in visualizing and memorizing vocabulary effectively. Although these strategies have proved effective in expanding students' vocabulary in a vocational context, the teachers still faced several challenges, which included maintaining students' focus, differences in students' abilities, and students’ dependence on mobile phones and AI for instant answers. To address these challenges, teachers simplified the material, provided step-by-step explanations, and planned learning activities that encouraged students to think independently.
Considering the limited scope of this study, it is suggested that future research involve more participants and diverse contexts to identify the most effective vocabulary teaching strategies. Additional research could explore the effective use of technology and learning media to support vocabulary acquisition and improve students’ self-regulation skills. In addition, continued research could investigate comprehensive approaches to address challenges related to the use of cell phones and students’ dependence on technological resources during the learning process.
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