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Abstract 

The objectives of the study were to introduce the technique called “Mnemonic Keyword Method (MKM)” to low 
proficiency English learners, and to explore the effectiveness of the method in terms of short-term and long-term 
retention. The sample was purposefully drawn from one intact class consisting of 44 students. They were 
first-year university students studying a non-credit English remedial course. The materials used in the study 
consisted of 40 target words, with half of them taught using MKM and the other half with mixed methods, 
namely contextual clues, word structure analysis, and opposite word-pairs. Students’ retention was measured by 
using a 40-item-vocabulary test and two cued-recall sheets. The results from the vocabulary test and the 
cued-recall sheets showed that compared to those mixed methods, words taught by MKM could be better 
recalled both in short-term and long-term memory.  

Keywords: mnemonic, keyword method, mnemonic keyword method, vocabulary learning strategy, vocabulary 
retention 

1. Introduction 

Although English is considered a foreign language in Thailand, many educators, scholars as well as learners, 
have placed great importance on it as it is regarded as an important tool to obtain a better career and higher 
achievement in the workplace. The majority of Thai learners have learned English since Prathom 5, comparable 
to Grade 5, if not earlier in Prathom 1 or Grade 1. By the time they reach tertiary education, they have studied 
English for at least 8 years. It is expected that they have enough knowledge to cope with English studies at 
university. However, in reality some of these students, despite studying English for many years, still struggle 
when trying to use or understand the language. They obtained a very low score in English tests as shown by the 
mean scores of the Ordinary National Educational Test (O-Net), which were 21.51, 19.22, and 21.8 out of 100 in 
the years 2009, 2010, and 2011 respectively. As a result, some universities have arranged English remedial 
courses to prepare them for advanced English courses. One factor accounting for the substandard scores of these 
students could be their lack of vocabulary knowledge.  

To enhance students’ ability in remembering or acquiring new words, vocabulary learning strategies should be 
taught (Sagarra & Alba, 2006). Celce-Murcia (2001; as cited in Amiryousefi & Ketabi, 2011, p.178) asserted 
that “strategies can help learners both in discovering the meaning of the words, and consolidating it, and are 
specially needed when they are encouraged to learn independently.” Storing a large number of new words into 
our memory is a challenging task. Many scholars and researchers have been trying to seek the best method in 
achieving the goal. One alternative technique that has long been employed to boost reminiscence since the 
ancient Greek era is a mnemonic method. According to Solso (1995; as cited in Pillai, 2004), mnemonics are 
techniques or devices, either verbal or visual, which can be utilized to increase a learner’s capacity to memorize 
and recall new information.  

Many teachers have tried to find ways to motivate students to learn more vocabulary, and the keyword method 
might be the answer. In order to prove the effectiveness of the technique in various circumstances and show how 
the technique helps learners retain the words in their memory, a great deal of studies have been conducted (e.g., 
Amiryousefi & Ketabi, 2011; Brown & Perry, 1991; Sagarra & Alba, 2006; Shapiro & Waters, 2005). Some 
studies required the subjects to make their own imagery linkage between the sound in L1 and L2, while some 
were teacher-oriented. However, most of the reviewed studies were involved with vocabulary acquisition in 
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Spanish (Gruneberg & Pascoe, 1996), Russian (Sagarra & Alba, 2006), or other languages such as Egyptian 
(Brown & Perry, 1991), with quite a few studies conducted with Thai learners, using Thai words as keywords. In 
this study, the mnemonic keyword method (MKM) was used because the researcher wanted to provide all 
learners with the same picture, instead of having them create their own images, each of which might have 
different effects on memory. The MKM would provide them with both verbal mnemonic and visual mnemonic; 
that is, pictures and short phrases or sentences with the keywords and their meanings were displayed in the 
presentation. Using a picture with the linkage of sounds between two languages would stimulate learners’ 
interest and enthusiasm to learn and memorize new words.  

Therefore, the purposes of the study are to introduce the technique called “Mnemonic Keyword Method 
(MKM)” to native Thai EFL learners, and to explore the effectiveness of the method in terms of short-term and 
long-term retention with the aim of answering the following research questions: 

1) Are there any significantly different effects between the two treatments: the MKM and mixed methods? 

2) Can the mnemonic keyword method help increase both short term and long term retention of the newly 
learned words?  

2. Literature Review 

2.1 The Importance of Vocabulary Knowledge and Vocabulary Learning Strategies 

Vocabulary has been regarded as one of the most important factors in language learning as can be seen from 
David Wilkins’s strong claim cited in Thornbury (2002, p. 13) that “Without grammar very little can be 
conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.” However, knowing a word is beyond knowing merely 
its form and meanings; that is learners should have other relevant knowledge about that particular word, such as 
its grammatical functions, and pronunciation (McCarthy & O’Dell, 1999). Thornbury had a very similar idea on 
that, and he claimed that learners should also know word collocation, its connotation, and cultural meaning of 
the word. In addition, he noticed that many learners tend to know a word receptively, but not productively.  

According to Schmitt (1997; as cited in Takač, 2008), vocabulary learning strategies are divided into five main 
types. The first type is determination strategies in which learners analyze the word’s meaning by looking at its 
structure, and parts of speech. The second one is social strategies where learners interact with others to find the 
meaning such as asking a teacher, a friend, or a native speaker for translation or meaning. The third type which is 
related to mnemonic approach is memory strategies. Learners will try to memorize the information by relating it 
to their own experience or images, grouping words with the same meaning together, and so forth. Repetition 
either orally or by writing, taking notes in class, and labeling things are categorized as cognitive strategies, the 
fourth type. The last one is metacognitive strategies which include self-testing, skipping unknown words and 
enhancing vocabulary knowledge by using L2 media. Numerous research studies were conducted to find the 
most effective way to acquire words, and various strategies, including contextual clues, word analysis, semantic 
mapping, rote rehearsal, keyword, or a combination of these, were applied as the variables. The findings of some 
studies supported that subjects who use various strategies in learning words could perform better (Lawson & 
Hogben, 1996; Rodiguez & Sadoski, 2000). 

With regard to vocabulary instruction, many teachers seemed to have a strong presumption in favor of contextual 
clues. It is believed that students would reduce their dependency on dictionaries by this method. Some 
researchers (e.g., Nagy, Herman & Anderson, 1985; Nuttall, 1996) asserted that learners who employ contextual 
clues while reading could learn the words little by little. In other words, it created an incremental knowledge if 
those words were repeatedly found in other contexts. However, some researchers (e.g., Kelly, 1990; Schatz & 
Baldwin, 1986) raised a question on the effectiveness of this strategy due to the fact that guessing the word’s 
meaning from context seemed to be useful and appropriate for strategic readers who are flexible and able to use 
different techniques while reading. In contrast to those readers, poor readers seemed to struggle not only with the 
target words but also with the surrounding context because of their limited vocabulary. Failure to use contextual 
clues, therefore, indirectly denotes the importance of having a large vocabulary bank.  

Despite realizing the significance of vocabulary knowledge, there are still some arguments concerning the 
vocabulary size that learners should possess. For example, Thornbury (2002) stated that readers should have 
vocabulary knowledge of at least 2,000 high frequency words so as to comprehend 90% of everyday text. Na and 
Nation (1985) argued that learners who know 2,000 common words would know approximately 80 percent of 
the reading text. They will, therefore, encounter one unknown word in every five words, leading to failure in 
using contextual clues. Laufer (1992; as cited in Saitakham & Syananondh, 2004) specified that EFL students 
should have a vocabulary bank of 3,000 common words at university level and 5,000 words for academic 
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learning. Those numbers seemed to be small comparing with the numbers suggested by Nation (2006), who 
claimed that knowing 8,000-9,000 word families are necessary for those who want to read and comprehend 
authentic written texts, and knowing 6,000-7,000 word families for spoken text. In opposition to these views, 
Kelly (1990) commented that it is not appropriate to specify the threshold of words that learner should know, as 
that would lessen the importance of vocabulary learning. As evidenced by these researchers’ suggestions, both 
teachers and students should pay a lot of attention on vocabulary because limited vocabulary knowledge might 
lead to poor performance on every skill, especially reading. 

2.2 Theoretical Background 

According to the Multi-store Model (Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968), input data will flow through three levels of 
memory. First, it will pass our sensory organs and enter our sensory memory, holding the data for only a few 
seconds. If we pay attention to the data, it will then pass onto the short term memory. Then if the data is rehearsed 
and recalled, it will be stored in the long-term memory. Forgetting occurs along the process either because of 
displacement of information or inattentiveness. Thornbury (2002) supported that attention or arousal is required 
when learning vocabulary as can be proven by the fact that people can remember swear words well, though having 
heard them only a few times. He also added that “words that trigger a strong emotional response, for example, are 
more easily recalled than ones that don’t (p. 25).” 

Apart from finding effective ways to store newly learned information, teachers should also take into 
consideration that students have different learning styles and that they have their own preference in acquiring 
information. According to Fleming’s VARK Model (2001), learners are categorized into four different learning 
styles: visual, auditory, reading/writing, and kinesthetic. Those who are categorized as visual learners like to 
learn through their eyes, such as seeing pictures, graphs, maps, and so forth, while auditory learners prefer to 
learn through their ears, including listening to lectures, songs, or people’s discussions. Some learners are more 
likely to learn better through reading and writing. For example, they might prepare themselves by reading a 
textbook before class, and reviewing it after class, or they might prefer to take notes while studying. For those 
kinesthetic learners, they will learn better with experiments or through their own experience. Therefore, various 
media and methods should be used in class so as to attract different types of learners and facilitate them in 
acquiring new knowledge. 

Although there are many kinds of mnemonic approaches, the one that has long been used to teach vocabulary is 
called the keyword method by Atkinson in 1975. The method has been investigated ever since for its effectiveness 
in helping learners retain newly learned words in their memory. It is a two-step-approach used especially for 
learning new foreign words. Firstly, learners need to make an acoustic link between a familiar word in L1 and the 
target word in L2, which are sound-alike. Then learners create some imagery link between the two. For example, 
when learning a Spanish word “pato,” which means duck, and is pronounced as /pot-o/. The keyword in English 
is “pot,” which sounds like the original word in Spanish. To link the sound with its meaning, a learner needs to 
imagine “a duck hiding their head under an overturned pot.” In this way, they can supposedly better memorize the 
word and its meaning because they relate the new information to existing knowledge. Consequently, the new word 
can be retained in memory for a longer time. The strategy appears to be in line with the Depth-of-Processing 
Theory by Craik and Lockhart (1972). According to the theory, learners require a deep level of processing in order 
to retain new information in their memory. In other words, how deeply the information is cognitively triggered and 
processed affects the incorporation of prior knowledge and newly learned information being transferred into 
long-term memory. Their theory also pointed out that elaboration at all levels would enhance memory above at any 
one level alone.  

Shapiro and Waters (2005) asserted that the superiority of the keyword method lies on the fact that visual images 
are considered strong stimuli for the human brain. Likewise, Amiryousefi and Ketabi (2011) believed that new 
words would be learned if they were combined with pictures. Not only can pictures facilitate recall, but they can 
also increase learners’ motivation and interest. Pictures in this aspect can be the real pictures or the visualized 
images.  

2.3 Research on the Effectiveness of the Keyword Method 

Many research studies were conducted to find out how the keyword method could help students acquire new 
words and retain those words in long-term memory. Brahler and Walker (2008) divided their subjects into three 
groups; the keyword method, rote memorization, and the combination of both. The findings revealed that students 
in the keyword group could significantly outperform the other two groups in terms of recall. In other words, the 
keyword group could remember the medical terminology better than those in rote memorization group or the 
mixed method group. The keyword method works well not only for young learners, but also for the elderly as 
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evidenced by Gruneberg and Pascoe’s study (1996). They found that 40 female elderly subjects who had a mean 
age of 70.45 could significantly improve their receptive and productive learning of 20 Spanish words, compared 
with a control group who received no treatment.  

Some studies (e.g., Brown & Perry, 1991; Sagarra and Alba, 2006; Wang & Thomas, 1995) focused on the effects 
of the method over time by using the immediate and the delayed tests. In Brown and Perry’s study (1991), the 
findings revealed that students in the keyword group gained a higher score in the immediate test, and the effect was 
greater with low-proficiency students, while the students in the combined keyword-semantic strategy could retain 
the words better than using either one strategy alone in the 9-day delayed test. Similarly, the keyword group in 
Wang and Thomas’s study (1995) also performed significantly better than the other group (semantic-context 
strategy) in the immediate test. However, the semantic-context group could produce better performance in the 
2-day delayed test. When incorporating practices into the experiment, the keyword group showed the tendency to 
retain the words better than the semantic-context group, implying that repeating tests and rehearsal are necessary in 
order to enhance the effect of the keyword method in the long run. In contrast to the aforementioned studies, 
Sagarra and Alba (2006) found different outcomes. With regard to short term retention, the keyword learners 
outscored the rote memorization in which learners studied the new words with their L1 translation, and the rote 
memorization group outperformed those learning by semantic mapping, in which L1 words relating to the L2 
word were presented in a diagram. With respect to long term retention, the scores from the 3-week delayed posttest 
showed that the lowest one was from semantic mapping (31%), followed by rote memorization (26%), and the 
keyword method (23%). 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Participants 

The population selected consisted of low proficiency EFL learners who enrolled in a non-credit English remedial 
course at Thammasat University, Thailand. Their entrance scores (O-Net) in English ranged from 10-25, with the 
mean score of 19.6 out of 100. As a result, they were defined as low proficiency students. The sample group was 
purposefully drawn from one intact class, which initially consisted of 44 students. They were all first year 
students from the Faculty of Science and Technology. Only students who participated in every process were 
included in the statistical analyses of the study. At the final stage, there were altogether 37 participants since 
seven students missed some classes. 

3.2 Materials 

The main materials in the study consisted of forty target words selected by considering the syllable length and 
their frequency level. The mean length of syllables taught by MKM was 2.75, and those taught by mixed 
methods was 2.61. The selected words were of various frequency levels ranging from high frequency ones such 
as consent, venture, and contribute to low frequency ones such as divulge, emulate and jeopardy. However, the 
mean frequency level of the words taught were at a similar level (MKM = 4246.8, Mixed Methods = 4178.1) 
based on the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). In addition, a multiple-choice vocabulary test 
consisting of 40 items was used to measure students’ scores before and after the treatment. The test was piloted 
with 48 students who were of a similar proficiency level. The results showed that the mean difficulty level of the 
first 20 words expected to be taught by MKM was 0.24, while another 20 words expected to be taught with 
mixed methods was 0.33. It could be implied that the second group of the words was a bit easier. One possible 
explanation could be that these students had some background knowledge about contextual guessing and word 
structure analysis. To assess students’ short term retention, two cued-recall sheets in which students were 
required to complete the words’ meaning(s) or synonym(s) were distributed in week 2 and week 3 at the end of 
each class hour that the new words were taught. 

3.3 Procedures 

First, the vocabulary pre-test was distributed in week 1. Then the researcher presented twenty target words in 
two consecutive weeks (weeks 2 and 3) of the normal class hours. Each presentation took approximately 15-20 
minutes. In the first presentation, the researcher started with a short introduction of what mnemonic keyword 
method is, along with its advantages. Also, the subjects were informed that these vocabulary words would not be 
evaluated in the midterm or the final exam. However, these words would be beneficial for them as they were 
likely to appear in academic texts or news articles. Twenty words were presented at the beginning of each class 
before the normal lesson, with half of them taught by MKM, and another half by mixed methods including word 
structure analyses, contextual clue guessing, and opposite word-pairs.  

Two examples of MKM presented with a PowerPoint can be seen below. For the word “amendment,” the 
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synonyms—change, adjustment, improvement—were written in the arrow along with its meaning in L1. 
“Ah!..mend…ment” which means “Ah! What a stink!” acts as a keyword. “Ah” is an interjection word in Thai, 
and “mend” means smelly, the word is used twice with the rising tone to mean “very.” Then it was linked with 
the meaning in the phrase “Go get changed.” For the word “culprit,” its synonyms and meanings were also 
provided in the arrow. Surprisingly, the keyword “kao-pid” in L1 has a very similar sound and meaning to the 
newly learned word “culprit.” In Thai, “kao” acts as either a 2nd or 3rd personal pronoun representing either male 
or female, and “pid” means wrong, incorrect, or mistake. Therefore, “kao-pid” was interpreted as “he is the 
criminal.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Following the presentation of 20 words in each week, a cued-recall sheet was distributed requiring students to 
fill in the word meaning in Thai or its English synonym(s). The purpose of giving them a cued-recall sheet was 
to test their ability to retrieve the target words, or to measure their short-term retention. The words shown in the 
recall sheet were rearranged to avoid the effect of remembering words or their meanings in order. All the forty 
target words were reviewed in week 4 so as to avoid differential time effects between those taught in week 2 and 
week 3. No treatment or test was given in week 5. However, the subjects were required to do the post-test in 
week 6 without being informed in advance of the test.  

Scoring: Answers appeared on the cued-recall answer sheet were checked according to the following criteria. 
One point will be rewarded for any correct meaning in Thai or synonym in English. Half a point was given if the 
subjects wrote one correct answer and one wrong answer for the same item. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The results and discussion of the study are divided in two main parts, with the first part focusing on the first 
question whether there are any significantly different effects between the MKM and mixed methods. Following 
that, the second part will answer the question whether the MKM can help increase both short term and long term 
retention of the newly learned words. 

Part 1 

To compare the effectiveness of the teaching methods, the scores from the multiple-choice test consisting of 40 
items were divided into two sections: the first half and the second half. The words taught by MKM were in the first 
half, while the second half consisted of the words taught by the mixed methods.  

 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations from the pre-test and the post-test according to the different teaching 
methods 

 M SD Std. error mean t-test Sig. 
Pre-test (MKM) 
 
Post-test (MKM) 

5.35 
 
9.89 

1.62
 
3.22 

.27
 
.53 

8.06 
 
.000***

Pre-test (Mixed Methods) 
 
Post-test (Mixed Methods) 

6.22 
 
7.22 

1.95
 
2.65 

.32
 
.44 

2.35 
 
.025* 

n =37, *** p ≤.001, *p ≤ .05 

 

The mean scores that the subjects received in each section both in the pre-test and post-test are provided in Table 1. 
It can be seen that prior to the treatments, the mean score from the section expected to be taught with the MKM was 
lower than the section expected to be taught with mixed methods (MKM = 5.35, Mixed Methods = 6.22). However, 
after the treatments, the mean score increased to 9.89 points with the MKM (t(36) = 8.06, p ≤ .001), while the 
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subjects received only 7.22 points in their mean score with mixed methods (t(36) = 2.35, p <.05). The t-test results 
revealed that the subjects could significantly enhance their vocabulary knowledge by both treatments, but MKM 
(t(36) = 8.06, p ≤.001) seemed to have a greater effect than mixed methods (t(36) = 2.35, p ≤ .05). 

 

Table 2. The increase in mean scores from the post-test comparing between words taught by MKM and mixed 
methods 

Methods M SD Std. error mean t-test Sig. 
MKM 
 
Mixed Methods 

4.54 
 
1.00 

3.43
 
2.59 

.56
 
.43 

5.01 
 
.000*** 

n =37, ***p ≤ .001 

 

Table 2 revealed the differences in the increase in mean scores from the post-test with different methods of 
teaching. Students could increase their performance by 4.54 points in the post-test with MKM, while they could 
have only a one-point-increase with mixed method. The t-test result showed that the rising score from the MKM 
was significantly higher than the mixed method at p≤.001 (t(36) = 5.01). This suggests that learning new words 
through MKM seemed to be more effective in terms of retention. 

Figure 1. Scores of individual subjects from the pre-test and the post-test using MKM 

 

Figure 1 clearly illustrates that 35 out of 37 students (94.6%) could gain an increasing score in the post-test for the 
words taught by MKM. The greatest effect was found in student No. 7 and student No. 22, who performed 
obviously better in the post-test; that is, they both received 11 points higher. Apart from those two, student No. 31 
also received 10 points higher. However, there were two students (No. 11 and No. 25) who received a lower score 
in the post-test, which was accounted for 5.4 % of the total population. 

Figure 2. Scores of individual subjects from the pre-test and the post-test using mixed methods 
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As can be seen in Figure 2, using mixed methods to teach new words seemed to have a non-consistent effect on 
students’ performance. Although the mean score obtained from the post-test was higher than that in the pre-test, 12 
out of 44 students (27.27%) received lower scores as can be noticed from the fluctuating line graph when 
compared with the pre-test scores, and the scores of four students (9.09%) remained the same.  

There are many possible reasons why the mean score from MKM was generally higher than that of mixed 
methods. Even considering the individual score, we can see that the majority of the students could gain a higher 
score when the score was compared with mixed methods. One possible explanation comes from the fact that the 
MKM matches various styles of learners, apart from facilitating the learners’ memory. Based on the VARK 
Model by Fleming (2001), the teacher-provided-presentation consisted of pictures which were supposed to 
attract those visual learners and the keyword with a similar sound written in L1 and L2 which might appeal to 
both auditory and read types of learners. Apart from that, the supplementary sheets were provided so that those 
prefer writing could take some notes. However, there was no activity for kinesthetic learners who prefer to learn 
through experience. This might be one reason why those two students received a lower score in the post-test. 
Educators should be reminded that each learner has their own preferred style of learning; therefore, the teaching 
styles and media selected to apply in the class should be varied to attract the majority of students and motivate 
their interest. In contrast, employing only one teaching style for the whole semester could definitely lead to a 
dull class environment. Additionally, the findings support the Depth-of-Processing Theory (Craik & Lockhart, 
1972) due to the fact that learners who used the MKM have to link the familiar sound in L1 with the new word in 
L2. In the information processing level, it is believed that the newly learned information will be combined with 
the pictures, contributing to longer term information retention. 

Part 2 

To compare the effectiveness of both teaching methods in terms of retention, the scores from two cued-recall 
sheets were used to measure students’ short-term retention, while a 40-item-multiple-choice test previously used 
as a pre-test was distributed two weeks after the vocabulary revision to assess students’ long-term retention. The 
two cued-recall sheets were distributed on the same day that the vocabulary was taught and they were referred to as 
the immediate test, whereas the multiple-choice test was given two weeks after reviewing all the 40 words; 
therefore, it was referred to as the delayed test. The items in the recall sheet and the multiple choice test were not in 
the same order as the items taught in each week.  

 

Table 3. Mean scores of students from the immediate and delayed test according to the methods of teaching 

Methods M SD Std. error mean t-test Sig. 
MKM 
         immediate 
 
         2-week-delayed 

 
15.07 
 
9.89 

 
3.57 
 
3.22 

 
0.59 
 
0.53 

 
 
-9.83 

 
 
.000*** 

Mixed Methods 
         immediate 
 
         2-week-delayed 

 
10.07 
 
7.22 

 
3.37 
 
2.65 

 
0.55 
 
0.44 

 
 
-5.28 

 
 
.000*** 

n = 37, ***p ≤ .001 

 

Table 3 reveals that the mean score of the students obtained from the immediate test and the delayed test from 
different methods of teaching. As regards MKM, the mean score from the immediate test (M = 15.07, SD = 3.57) 
was higher than the delayed test (M = 9.89, SD =3.22). The t-test showed that the mean score reduced significantly 
over two weeks (t (36) = -9.83, p ≤ .001). Likewise, as for mixed methods, the immediate test score (M =10.07, SD 
= 3.37) was higher than the delayed test (M = 7.22, SD = 2.65), and the reducing rate was significant (t(36) = -5.28, 
p ≤ .001). 
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Table 4. The decrease in mean scores from a 2-week-delayed test obtaining from the MKM and mixed methods 

Methods M SD Std. error mean t-test Sig. 
MKM 
 
Mixed Methods 

-5.18 
 
-2.85 

3.20 
 
3.29 

0.53 
 
0.54 

 
3.19 

 
.001*** 

n = 37, ***p ≤ .001 

 

Table 4 presents the decrease in mean scores from MKM and mixed methods by comparing between the scores 
students obtained from the cued-recall sheet and the 2-week-delayed post-test. The mean score of MKM (M = 
-5.18, SD = 3.20) showed the higher decreasing rate than that of mixed methods (M = -2.85, SD = 3.29). When 
using one sample t-test to compare the reducing scores between the two strategies, it was found that there was a 
significant difference in the scores for MKM and other mixed methods (t-test = 3.19, p ≤ .001), suggesting that 
the rate of forgetting words taught by MKM is higher than those taught with other mixed methods. 

The findings were consistent with Brown and Perry’s study (1991), which summarized that the keyword method 
tended to show a greater effect with short-term memory, and it was suitable for low proficiency English learners. 
In addition, they also found that the effectiveness of the method reduced over time. As implied by Wang and 
Thomas (1995), to transfer information from short-term into long-term memory, learners need to encompass 
other methods—rehearsal, retrieval, reading widely, doing vocabulary exercises, and etc.--to make the 
information fixed into their mind. By using more than one strategy to learn new words, it was found that the 
words could be better retained and recalled (e.g. Brown & Perry, 1991; Lawson & Hogben, 1996; Rodriguez & 
Sadoski, 2000). Although the forgetting rate of MKM seemed to be faster than mixed methods, the mean score 
from MKM was still higher, partly supporting Sagarra and Alba’s study (2006), which revealed that the keyword 
group attained the highest score in both the immediate and the delayed tests, compared with rote learning and 
semantic mapping. 

Apart from the different conditions of immediate and delayed testing time, one possible explanation why most 
students could obtain a higher score from the immediate test than the delayed test might lie in the different test 
formats. When noticing from the cued-recall sheet, the researcher found that the majority of students preferred to 
provide the meanings of the words in Thai, with a few writing their English synonyms as answers. Therefore, 
they could get higher scores in the cued-recall test where they wrote the answers in their native language, while 
they got lower score in the multiple choice test where the correct answer and the distractors of each item are all 
in English. This implies that the effect of linking the sound of L1 and L2 together can enhance learners’ retention 
in memorizing the meaning in L1, and these low-proficiency students did not pay attention in remembering the 
synonyms of the vocabulary, though the synonyms were also provided both in the presentation and the 
supplementary vocabulary sheet. 

5. Conclusion and Implications 

This study aimed to introduce the technique called “Mnemonic Keyword Method” to native Thai EFL learners, 
and explore the effectiveness of the method in terms of short-term and long-term recognition. The study showed 
that low proficiency EFL students can retain more words both in short-term and long-term with MKM than with 
other mixed methods, though its effectiveness reduced over time. MKM’s superiority might be attributed to the 
fact that the method combined both verbal and visual aids together, and it also linked the newly learned 
information to the existing knowledge in our mind. 

Some pedagogical implications can be drawn from the study. First, using MKM should be one of the alternatives 
for teaching hard-to-remember or low frequency words as the findings show that the method can enhance 
learners’ performance in retaining the words in memory. To prevent the new information from fading, teachers 
might use MKM along with other methods such as asking learners to rehearse new words, do vocabulary 
exercises, or create a sentence with new vocabulary so as to enable the learners to transfer the information into 
long-term memory. This was in line with Atkinson and Shiffrin’s Multi-store Model (1968), which posited that 
apart from attention, rehearsal and recall loop were indispensable for maintaining information for a longer time. 
Second, the distinctiveness of MKM is to enable students to recognize words and their meanings, but its 
weaknesses can be found regarding pronunciation and spelling. To solve the problems, students should be 
encouraged to further practice how to accurately pronounce the particular words such as using an online 
dictionary, and a spelling quiz might be required as a way to stimulate rehearsal. Moreover, some might argue 
that many words do have multiple meanings, and teaching each word with only one meaning is insufficient. 
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However, in the researcher’s viewpoint, vocabulary learning involves many steps and recognizing its form and 
meaning is regarded as the first step. During our childhood when learning a new word in L1, we normally 
learned one of its meanings at a time, and more meanings were added later. With regard to the word 
“amendment,” teachers might subsequently add more information that the word is a legal technical term. Lastly, 
teachers might start with a teacher-oriented one, and then let students produce their own MKM, as it is 
demonstrated by many studies that students could outperform with the self-produced keyword. 

There are still a lot to be explored regarding the effects of MKM on vocabulary acquisition. Further studies 
should be conducted with an increasing number of students, and with different backgrounds to increase the 
generalizability of the findings. The study needs to be replicated with higher proficiency students to find out 
whether the MKM yields similar results. As noticed from the cued-recall sheets, the majority of the subjects 
wrote the word’s meaning in Thai, with a few writing its English synonyms. It implies that they prefer to 
remember new words with its meaning in L1. Assessing students’ long-term memory with choices in English 
might affect students’ performance; therefore, the cued-recall sheets might be used once again as the post-test. 
Moreover, we could not be certain regarding the reason why some students got a lower score with MKM in the 
post-test unless employing an interview as a tool. This would help confirm the prediction whether those two 
students were kinesthetic learners or not. 
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