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Abstract  
It is well documented in the cognitive literature that visual stimuli create strong memory connections (Shapiro & Waters, 2005). 
In L2 research, mnemonic devices have been found to be a relevant factor in the development of vocabulary learning (Sagarra 
& Alba, 2006). However, the extent to which visual cues are needed in the association of an L2 item with an acoustic link has 
not been explored. Thus, the present study sought to compare two different versions of the Keyword Method (KM) (Atkinson 
& Raugh, 1975) in an EFL setting and to assess their effectiveness when compared to a group using Rote Learning. To this 
end, 37 EFL learners from a private university majoring in Journalism were divided into three groups (KM+visual cues, KM with 
no visual cues, and Rote Learning) and were exposed to the three different approaches to learn and retain 15 unknown target 
words. A Kruskal-Wallis test ran with immediate and delayed outcome measures (passive recall and passive recognition) 
showed that there were no significant differences in the three groups. However, a trend was seen where the version of the KM 
with no visual cues consistently had higher scores than the other version of the KM. Furthermore, it was found that rote 
rehearsal may be an effective vocabulary learning tool when the pedagogical goal is to learn and retain a discrete number of 
lexical items. 

Resumen 
Está documentado en la literatura cognitiva que los estímulos visuales crean fuertes conexiones en la memoria (Shapiro y 
Waters, 2005). En la investigación de segunda lengua, se ha descubierto que las estrategias mnemónicas son un factor 
relevante en el desarrollo del aprendizaje de vocabulario (Sagarra & Alba, 2006). Sin embargo, no se ha explorado hasta qué 
punto se necesitan señales visuales en la asociación de una palabra L2 con un enlace acústico. Por lo tanto, el presente estudio 
buscó comparar dos versiones diferentes del método de palabras clave (Keyword method; Atkinson y Raugh, 1975) en un 
entorno EFL y evaluar su efectividad al compararlo con un grupo que utiliza el aprendizaje de memorización. Con este fin, 37 
estudiantes de EFL de una universidad privada con especialización en Periodismo se dividieron en tres grupos (KM + señales 
visuales, KM sin señales visuales y aprendizaje de memorización) y se expusieron a los tres enfoques diferentes para aprender 
y retener 15 palabras. Una prueba de Kruskall-Wallis realizada con instrumentos de resultado inmediato y tardío (recuerdo 
pasivo y reconocimiento pasivo) mostró que no hubo diferencias significativas en los tres grupos. Sin embargo, se observó una 
tendencia en la que la versión del método de la palabra clave sin señales visuales tenía puntajes consistentemente más altos 
que la otra versión. Además, se descubrió que el ensayo de memorización puede ser una herramienta eficaz de aprendizaje de 
vocabulario cuando el objetivo pedagógico es aprender y retener un número discreto de elementos léxicos. 

Introduction 
Research on cognitive learning has suggested that visual stimuli can nurture strong memory connections 
(Shapiro & Waters, 2005). Several techniques that use mnemonic devices have yielded positive outcomes. 
Rieder-Bünemann (2012, p. 2291) refers to mnemotechnics as tools that can aid memorization by relying 
on associations between the items to be remembered and other entities, which will help with storing and 
recalling. For example, acronyms (a made-up combination of letters with each letter acting as a cue to an 
idea) and chaining (creating a story where each word or idea to be remembered provides a cue for the next 
idea to be recalled) have been found to help with recall (Ożańska-Ponikwia, 2015). The reason for this might 
be that mnemonic techniques make use of empirical principles that have been found to improve learning 
and long-term retention, namely, senses, movement, association, structure, imagery, and imagination 
(Zahedi & Fallah, 2011). Mnemonics techniques have been assessed in different educational contexts such 
as mathematics, and findings have underscored the effectiveness of memorizing mathematical concepts and 
procedures using mnemonic techniques in problem solving tasks (Miller & Obara, 2017). Furthermore, 
mathematical mnemonics have been widely used and found to increase performance and understanding, 
particularly within special education populations (Kavale & Forness, 2000). 

The Keyword Method and L2 Vocabulary Learning 

In L2 research, mnemonics has been regarded as a very relevant factor in the development of vocabulary 
learning (Sagarra & Alba, 2006). Indeed, vocabulary knowledge is a key component in enhancing 
communicative competence as it involves knowledge of the components of lexical items, lexical organization, 
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receptive and productive mastery, and fluency (Schmitt, 2014). A mnemonic technique that has been used 
in L2 vocabulary learning is the Keyword Method (KM). This method involves associating a new word with 
an L1 word that is similar in pronunciation (the keyword); that is to say, both words share acoustic similarity 
(Atkinson & Raugh, 1975). A mental image is then formed to link the unfamiliar word to the keyword, and 
the strength of this association will affect the extent to which recall is successful. As Shapiro and Waters 
(2005) state, the depth of processing and the number of mental links that can be established between 
existing knowledge and the new lexical item can ensure that new information is committed to long-term 
memory. In L2 vocabulary learning, the learner must first acquire a stable association between the 
unfamiliar foreign word and a familiar L1 word that shares an acoustic similarity with the L2 word. The 
learner then encodes a meaningful interaction between the keyword and the foreign word definition. An 
example for this is provided below. For the L2 word “cart”, an adequate L1 keyword for it would be “carta” 
(letter). Then, a meaningful interaction that involves the keyword (carta) and the L2 item (cart) is created. 
This step can be achieved by providing a visual cue to learners, by offering a meaningful sentence linking 
both items, or by asking them to generate their own interactive visual image in their minds. Thus, for the 
word “cart”, a visual cue can be created by associating a shopping cart in which a letter is being carried 
(Figure 1). 

Figure 1: KM example: Carta (L1) - Cart (L2) 

A central psychological theory underpinning the KM is the dual-coding theory proposed by Paivio (1971). 
This theory postulates that both visual and verbal codes can be used to represent information. The theory 
also states that there are two cognitive subsystems: the analogue code and the symbolic code. While the 
former is specialized in the representation and processing of non-verbal objects/events that retain the main 
characteristic features of objects (imagery), the latter specializes in dealing with language, i.e., forming 
mental representations of symbols such as words (Cuevas & Dawson, 2018). A flood of linguistic stimuli can 
prompt a learner into “cognitive overload”, which leads to discarding information from memory and lower 
retention. On the other hand, visual information can be stored separately without producing such mental 
overload, thus creating an additive effect which can lead to greater retention. Indeed, visual prompts that 
engage dual coding are thought to produce higher levels of retention because two representations of the 
stimuli are stored in long-term memory (Hodes, 1998).  

Mental imagery is a crucial concept in mnemonics and the KM. It is one of the primary human mental abilities 
that allow individuals to remember, plan for the future, and make decisions (Pearson et al, 2015). However, 
its potential as a learning method has not yet been fully explored (Rieder-Bunemann, 2012). There is 
evidence that mental imagery can be nurtured by means of verbal information. Schunk (2012) identified 
ways to prompt learners to use mental imagery, such as having learners close their eyes and visualize the 
concept or word to be learned. In line with this, Algozzine and Douville (2004) claimed that mental imagery 
is best served when it seeks to facilitate deep engagement in reading, generate descriptive words in writing, 
and concretize abstract mathematical concepts. When word retention is sought, it must be noted that more 
abstract lexical items may be harder to visualize than concrete words. As Ellis and Beaton (1993) reasoned, 
keywords that are less “imageable” (i.e., verbs) reduce the effectiveness of the KM, while nouns that are 
highly imageable (i.e., concrete nouns) prompt the most solid associations. As the chain of associations is 
formed, they allow the storage of information in memory in such a way that the brain is able to find the 
required information and retrieve it when necessary (Higbee, 2001). 

Empirical Studies on the KM and L2 Vocabulary 

A number of researchers have reported the benefits of KM in L2 vocabulary learning and retention (Davoudi 
& Yousefi, 2016; Fritz et al., 2007; Sagarra & Alba, 2006). In these studies, almost all the groups being 
exposed to KM techniques showed improvement in immediate and delayed post-test measures when 
compared to control group performance (Marland, 2002). Sagarra and Alba (2006) showed that vocabulary 
learning techniques such as KM, which require deeper processing through form and meaning, yielded more 
retention. Likewise, Sarıçoban and Başıbek (2012) compared the effects of mnemonics and the context 
method (that is, providing context by means of sentences and words surrounding the unknown words). They 



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 45, No. 1, 2021 

 

3 
divided 84 upper-intermediate ESP Turkish learners into a KM group and a context method group. Results 
for immediate and delayed tests revealed that mnemonic techniques were more effective than the context 
method on both recall and recognition tests. The KM has been found to be more effective than the word list 
condition method (Baleghizadeh & Ashoori, 2010), and the whole word proofreading technique, a well-
known vocabulary learning method that relies on recognition and making inferences within the text 
(Shaman, 2011). Nonetheless, Shapiro and Waters (2005) noted that the effectiveness requires that the 
lexical items to be taught be highly imageable. Less imageable words, such as verbs, may reduce the 
effectiveness of the method. Furthermore, a decision needs to be made on whether learners should create 
their own keyword, or whether teachers should provide them. The literature reports that learners may 
struggle to create their own mnemonic system, so teachers should device and provide the adapted 
mnemonics from various sources in order to suit diverse types of learners and enhance their learning process 
(Marland, 2002). As Luo and Huang (2019) state, methods based on rote repetition are not engaging enough 
for most learners, so mnemonic techniques such as the KM appear as more appealing to learners. This may 
be particularly true with low-proficiency learners as they have been found to learn more L2 vocabulary when 
they create acoustic links and a mental image (Shapiro & Waters, 2005). Overall, there is a consistent body 
of research evidencing the superiority of KM when compared to other L2 vocabulary learning methods. It 
becomes necessary, then, to seek ways to compare approaches to learning that focus on specific cognitive 
processes in the KM that can affect vocabulary learning in the EFL language classroom. 

The present research study sought to assess the extent to which visual images affect the creation of mental 
imagery and the learning and retention of lexical items. To this end, two versions of the KM containing 
different types of mental imagery prompts were created: a version with visual cues, and a version without 
visual cues. A comparison group that completed Rote Learning tasks was also included. Thus, the study 
sought to evaluate whether the two versions of the KM were more beneficial to learners than the comparison 
group in the learning and retention of lexical items. 

Methodology 

Overall Study Design 

This study has a quasi-experimental design that included three intact classes. The participants are 37 adult 
EFL students majoring at a private university in Santiago, Chile. They were divided into three groups: the 
KM+visual cues (n=15), the KM with no visual cues (n=14), and the comparison group with Rote Learning 
(n=8) learners. Knowledge of 15 unknown target words was assessed once the treatment was applied. The 
main study consists of a pilot study and three sessions, which were carried out over five weeks. The research 
questions are as follows:  

RQ1: Does a version of the Keyword Method involving visual cues promote more vocabulary learning and 
retention in EFL learners than a version without them? 

RQ2: Does the Keyword method promote more vocabulary learning and retention than Rote Learning in 
EFL learners? 

Research question 1 sought to assess the effectiveness of visual cues in the KM in terms of vocabulary 
learning and retention gains. To this end, learners were exposed to two versions of the KM that included 
different approaches to mental imagery. The KM+visual cues group received a KM treatment that included 
visual cues provided by the researchers while learners in the KM with no visual cues group created their 
own mental images for the unknown words. Research question 2 assessed whether the KM (with or without 
visual cues) was more effective than the Rote Learning method (comparison group) in the vocabulary 
learning and retention gains of these EFL learners. 

Participants 

For this study, 37 EFL lower intermediate learners from a private university majoring in journalism were 
asked to participate once a measure of general language proficiency was applied. Participants who belonged 
to A2-B1 level according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) were 
included in the study. The Oxford Quick Placement Test (University of Cambridge Local Examinations 
Syndicate, 2001) was administered to assess baseline proficiency and control for group equivalence in this 
respect. The OQPT is a valid and reliable test that measures the learner’s English language proficiency 
according to the CEFR and represents an effective way to assess a learner’s level of English (Geranpayeh, 
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2003). The OQPT confirmed that the 37 participants belonged to the A2-B1 proficiency bands selected for 
the study. 

The present study has as a background a Chilean EFL learning setting. In Chile, learners are exposed to 
English (114 hours per year) starting from 5th grade until 12th grade when they complete their secondary 
education (Cancino, 2020). The Chilean governments have tried to position the country as a bilingual nation 
that is a competitive actor in a globalised market (Barahona, 2015; Glas, 2008). Thus, the four linguistic 
skills (Listening, Speaking, Reading, and Writing) are emphasised in the classroom, and guidelines suggest 
that L2 should be used extensively in the classroom (Ministerio de Educación República de Chile, 2016). 
Even though particular programmes—such as the English Opens Doors initiative—have been introduced by 
the Ministry of Education in order to provide continuing education for teachers and extra-curricular activities 
for learners (Matear, 2008), performance in international proficiency tests suggests that Chilean learners 
are lagging behind other countries in Latin America (Gómez & Pérez, 2015). Curricular factors such as the 
insufficient number of hours allocated to learning English in municipal schools (Díaz Larenas & Morales 
Campos, 2015) and contextual factors such as the linguistic heterogeneity of the classrooms (Muñoz & Mora, 
2006) may explain such results.  

Materials and Instruments 

Target Words 

In order to identify 15 unknown target items, 30 words were selected from the 4000-6000 most frequent 
words in the BNC corpus by means of Lextutor, an online tool that provides a number of vocabulary analysis 
features. The selected words were concrete, content words which can be perceived by using the senses 
(Nation, 2001). This selection was necessary to create the KM treatment as concrete words can prompt the 
creation of mental images more easily. In addition, these words had to allow for the creation of L1 acoustic 
links for the KM treatment. An adapted version of the vocabulary knowledge scale (VKS) was used so that 
participants could report their level of knowledge regarding these 30 words. The VKS is an instrument that 
measures vocabulary knowledge and has categories “to capture initial stages or levels in word learning that 
are subject to accurate self-report of efficient demonstration” (Wesche & Paribakht, 1996, p. 33). The 
instrument starts from “complete unfamiliarity, through recognition of the word and some ideas of its 
meaning, to the ability to use the word with grammatical accuracy in a sentence” (Wesche & Paribakht, 
1996, p. 29). The first two levels are answered by self-report whereas the other three require that learners 
provide distinct levels of information on the meaning of a given word. The VKS has been criticized due to its 
use of decontextualized prompts and in relation to the validity of the scores that display partial knowledge 
increments (Bruton, 2009). While these criticisms are warranted, in the present study the VKS was not used 
as a post-test measure, but it was adapted so that participants would identify 15 target words that were 
unknown to them before the intervention. Therefore, participants were handed out a modified version of 
VKS that asked them to recognize 30 lexical items in order to gather their knowledge of the words and 
identify 15 target words. Participants selected one of the three options given (1. I do not remember seeing 
this word; 2. I have seen this word before, but I do not know what it means; 3. I have seen this word before 
and I think it means _____). The 37 participants in the study selected the first choice for the 15 target 
words used in the treatment. Table 1 below presents the 15 unknown target words as reported by 
participants in the VKS: 

Beak Empennage Hoover 

Broom Ferry Mat 

Cabbage Frock Moss 

Calf Goblet Rake 

Crane Gutter Skillet 

Table 1: Target words 
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Passive Recall Post-test 

Researchers distinguish between passive, or receptive, and active, or productive, knowledge of a word 
(Meara, 1997; Nation, 2001). Passive knowledge is associated with listening and reading and implies the 
ability for an individual to comprehend input. In vocabulary knowledge terms, this implies that the learner 
can perceive the form of a word and understand its meaning or meanings. On the other hand, active 
knowledge is associated with speaking and writing and implies that an individual is capable of retrieving the 
appropriate lexical item in order to express it in written or spoken form. There is a difference in the degree 
of knowledge held by learners who can recall the form and meaning of a word and those who cannot recall 
them, but can recognize them in a set of options. The former is a more advanced type of knowledge than 
the latter (Laufer & Goldstein, 2004) as a person who can recall the meaning of a given word is also likely 
to be able to recognize it among several choices. For the present study, two measures of receptive 
knowledge were selected since they can be more sensitive to any changes in vocabulary knowledge that 
may have happened after the treatment was applied. Consequently, the passive recall test sought to 
demonstrate understanding of the meaning of an L2 lexical item. The L2 word is part of the prompt, and 
participants had to provide the L1 (Spanish) translation of the word: 

Crane → G _____ (grúa) 

Passive Recognition Post-test 

A more sensitive vocabulary testing method requires the learner to select (i.e., to recognize) the right 
answer from several choices (Laufer & Goldstein, 2004; Waring, 1997). In a passive recognition test, the target 
word in the L2 is given as a prompt, and the task of participants is to choose its correct meaning among the 
four options given. The format of the test was adapted from Laufer and Goldstein (2004) and the guidelines 
to create the three distractors for each target word were taken from Lee and Pulido (2017). The four options 
were thus completed as follows: 

Frock 

a. Falda (A distractor contextually proximate to the target word) 

b. Vestido (The correct meaning of the target word) 

c. Rana (A distractor phonologically or orthographically close to another know word in the L1 or L2) 

d. Galleta (A distractor semantically unrelated to the target word) 

Procedures 

Pilot Study 

The researchers carried out a pilot study with EFL learners who attended the same university and whose L2 
language proficiency levels were between A2 and B1. The goal was to identify any flaws or 
misunderstandings that students could encounter with the instructions and the post-tests. Written feedback 
provided by these participants suggested that instructions were appropriately understood, and that the time 
limit for the post-tests was adequate.  

Main Study Sessions 

In the first session, the researchers presented the study, discussed its objectives, and secured consent. 
Then, the OQPT was administered to assess English language general proficiency. Finally, participants 
completed the VKS so as to select the 15 target words. In the second session, the researchers explained 
the KM and applied the treatment with the two groups that were exposed to it (KM+visual cues and KM with 
no visual cues). The KM+visual cues group received instruction that included exposition to a picture 
connecting the L2 word with the keyword. The KM with no visual cues group received a similar explanation 
of the KM, but they were not exposed to the images. In this case, participants were asked to close their 
eyes and create mental images with the L2 words and the keywords presented by the researchers. The 
comparison group, i.e., the group that did not receive any type of mnemonic instruction, was exposed to 
the same words by means of Rote Learning techniques, which imply teaching lexical items as isolated entities 
that share no meaningful relationship (Boers et al., 2009). This method is typically utilized in EFL settings 
and is more prevalent than any other method (Schmitt, 2008). Thus, in the comparison group the 
researchers showed the target L2 word and immediately provided its translation. The 15 target words were 
presented in the three groups by following the three distinct approaches, which took 25-30 minutes in each 
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instance. After the intervention, learners were exposed to an unrelated video in order to remove lexical 
items from short-term memory. Finally, the immediate passive recall and passive recognition tests were 
applied in order to assess vocabulary gains in the three groups. Two weeks after the intervention, a third 
session was conducted to assess retention by means of unannounced delayed post-tests (passive recall and 
passive recognition tests). In order to measure vocabulary gains made by participants in the passive recall 
and passive recognition post-tests in the three groups, descriptive and inferential statistics were calculated. 
A Kruskal-Wallis test was applied since the data of the three groups were found to be non-parametric.  

Results 

Descriptive Data for the Immediate Passive Recall Test 

Table 2 shows that the KM+visual cues group (M=12.60), the KM with no visual cues group (M=12.43), and 
the Rote Learning group (M=13.13) performed similarly in the immediate passive recall test. Even though 
the comparison group slightly outperformed the KM groups, the means suggest that none of the three 
groups was superior in this measure.  

Descriptive Statistics 

Group N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

KM with no 
visual cues 

PRecall1 14 4 15 12.43 3.435 

N 14     

KM + Visual 
cues 

PRecall1 15 6 15 12.60 3.112 

N 15     

Rote Learning 
PRecall1 8 7 15 13.13 2.696 

N 8     

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for immediate passive recall test  

Descriptive Data for the Delayed Passive Recall Test 

Table 3 below shows that participants in the three groups remembered fewer words than in the immediate 
passive recall test, which was expected due to the more sensitive nature of the passive recognition test, 
particularly when assessing retention. In this measure, however, the lowest score group was the KM+visual 
cues group (M=5.47), when compared to the KM with no visual cues group (M=7.21) and the comparison 
group (M=7.13).  

Descriptive Statistics 

Group N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

KM with no 
visual cues 

PRecall2 14 3 13 7.21 3.043 

N 14     

KM + Visual 
cues 

PRecall2 15 0 12 5.47 3.335 

N 15     

Rote Learning 
PRecall2 8 1 11 7.13 3.563 

N 8     

Table 3: Descriptive statistics for the delayed passive recall test 
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Descriptive Data for the Immediate Passive Recognition Test 

In Table 4, it can be seen that the three groups produced similar means that were high, which is in line with 
immediate results in the immediate passive recall test. The high means in the three groups (between 
M=14.27 and M=14.86, out of 15) suggest that a ceiling effect may have taken place. This can be explained 
by the intentional nature of the approach, together with the immediate nature of the testing in this particular 
measure. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Group N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

KM with no 
visual cues 

PRecogn1 14 14 15 14.86 .363 

N 14     

KM + Visual 
cues 

PRecogn1 15 9 15 14.27 1.668 

N 15     

Rote Learning 
PRecogn1 8 14 15 14.88 .354 

N 8     

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for immediate passive recognition test 

Descriptive Data for the Delayed Passive Recognition Test 

Finally, Table 5 below shows that, unlike passive recall results, scores in the delayed passive recognition 
test were mostly maintained three weeks after the treatment. The KM+visual cues group had the lowest 
mean (M=13.07), followed by the comparison group (M=14.13) and the KM with no visual cues group 
(M=14.21). There was a tendency for the KM+visual cues group to produce the lowest scores in immediate 
and delayed post-test in both instruments. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Group N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

KM with no 
visual cues 

PRecogn2 14 11 15 14.21 1.188 

N 14     

KM + Visual 
cues 

PRecogn2 15 7 15 13.07 2.604 

N 15     

Rote Learning 
PRecogn2 8 10 15 14.13 1.727 

N 8     

Table 5. Descriptive statistics for the delayed passive recognition test 

Inferential Statistics 

The Kruskal-Wallis test (Table 6) ran with the data showed that there were no significant differences (p > 
0.05) between the three groups in any of the four outcome measures. Even though the differences between 
the means were not found to be significant, there is a tendency for the KM with no visual cues group to 
outperform the KM+visual cues group. This was seen in both immediate and delayed post-tests (passive 
recall and passive recognition). This may be explained to some extent by the idea that participants who 
create the mental image in their minds without the help of visual cues may have developed a stronger 
cognitive attachment to the mental images they create. As Egan and Judson (2016) argue, self-created 
mental images can have a stronger impact on memory than visual cues.  
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 PRecall1 PRecogn1 PRecall2 PRecogn2 

Chi-Square .050 1.245 2.468 2.470 

df 2 2 2 2 

Asymp. Sig. .975 .537 .291 .291 

a. Kruskal Wallis Test 
b. Grouping Variable: Group 

Table 6. Test statistics for Kruskal-Wallis  

Discussion 
Research question 1: Does a version of the Keyword method involving visual cues promote more vocabulary 
learning and retention in EFL learners than a version without them?  

The first research question sought to assess whether a version of the Keyword method with visual cues 
could more effectively prompt cognitive processes in vocabulary learning than a version of the method that 
did not include them. Statistical results showed that there were no meaningful differences between the two 
versions of the Keyword method, thus suggesting that visual cues were not crucial in the effectiveness of 
the Keyword method. It must be noted that the version of the Keyword method with no visual cues 
consistently produced better scores in comparison to the version with visual cues. Even though the results 
of the delayed passive recall post-test showed that there was a difference of 1.74 points between the means 
in the two Keyword method groups, this difference did not reach significance. These findings are in contrast 
with the results reporting that visual cues need to be present in the Keyword method in order to prompt 
deeper cognitive processing and thus higher retention of new vocabulary (Dolean, 2014). Results in the 
present study imply that using the Keyword method without visual cues may prompt similar cognitive 
processes as a version with visual cues. Learning may take place even when learners’ mental images do not 
result from the visual links to which they are exposed, but result from the strength of the mental image that 
is created by learners, which may or may not include external visual stimuli. The evidence presented points 
to the idea that the vocabulary learning achieved by visual cues can be at least as high as the gains made 
in a version of the Keyword method without them. Thus, having visual cues to create mental images in this 
method may not be necessary to promote more vocabulary acquisition in the language classroom.  

Research question 2: Does the Keyword method promote more vocabulary learning and retention than rote 
Learning in EFL learners? 

Results showed no statistical differences among the three groups in the two measures assessed. That is to 
say, the comparison group did not perform differently in comparison to the two versions of the Keyword 
method. Statistical results also demonstrate that the Rote Learning approach applied in the comparison 
group to learn the 15 target words did not yield lower scores than the approaches in the groups that included 
the Keyword method. These results were maintained in the delayed measures, with the three groups 
decreasing their vocabulary scores, but still not showing significant differences between them. This suggests 
that traditional Rote Learning methods for L2 vocabulary learning may have similar effects in EFL settings 
when the goal is to intentionally teach a specific number of lexical items. This is in line with findings showing 
that the Keyword method may not be superior to Rote Learning and retention in these learning 
circumstances (van Hell & Mahn, 1997). It is possible that the wide array of procedures and testing 
instruments used in assessing mnemonic approaches such as the Keyword method (Wyra et al., 2007) may 
influence the effects that the creation of mental images may have on learners’ cognitive processes.  

Even though research advocates in favour of more dynamic and engaging methods for L2 vocabulary 
learning in EFL and ESL settings (Fritz et al., 2007), results in the present study seem to suggest that Rote 
Learning tasks can still be used as an effective L2 vocabulary learning tool when the goal is to promote 
intentional learning of a list of words. Overall, results have shown that visual cues in the Keyword method 
did not prove to be more beneficial to the learning and retention of 15 unknown target words than using no 
visual cues, and that the Keyword method did not promote more vocabulary learning and retention than 
Rote Learning. 
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Conclusion  
The present study sought to compare two different versions of the Keyword method (KM+visual cues and 
KM with no visual cues) and to assess the effectiveness of the two Keyword method groups when compared 
to a group using Rote Learning. Immediate and delayed post-test data (passive recall and passive 
recognition) showed that there were no significant differences in the three groups across outcome measures. 
A trend was acknowledged where the version of the Keyword method with no visual cues consistently had 
higher scores than the other version of the Keyword method. That is, when participants were asked to create 
their own mental image with the L2 words and the keywords, they tended to remember and retain more 
words than learners who were given visual cues prompted by a teacher. As for the comparison group using 
Rote Learning, it repeatedly outperformed the other two groups which underscored the effectiveness of rote 
rehearsal in the learning and retention of a list of unknown words. 

As other researchers have pointed out, the differences in approaches and instruments in the assessment of 
the Keyword method may affect the results obtained. Therefore, it becomes necessary to exercise caution 
when generalising results. In addition, more participants in each group would have provided more statistical 
power to detect significant differences in relation to the trend identified between groups. Research designs 
that include retention suffer from learner attrition, which may increase when students are required to sit for 
other tests and exams as part of their programmes. Thus, in order to explore the trends identified in the 
findings, further research should be done to take into account these limitations. 

Implications for Pedagogy 

The implications for pedagogy that arise from the reported findings may be discussed in terms of the 
mnemonic methodologies that teachers utilize in their classes. Teachers can deliver a more dynamic class 
by using different approaches to vocabulary learning. These approaches should involve several perspectives, 
including the creation of mental images by means of different “cognitive triggers.” This will depend on the 
number of vocabulary items that students need to learn at a particular pedagogical juncture. Furthermore, 
if visual cues are not crucial to promoting mental image creation in the Keyword method, EFL/ESL teachers 
do not need to create them every time they want learners to generate a mnemonic link between the L2 
word and the keyword. An adequate verbal prompt to create a mental image may be just as effective as the 
time-consuming creation and presentation of a picture when the pedagogical goal is to learn and retain a 
discrete amount of unknown words. It must be noted that for any version of the Keyword method to be 
effective in the EFL classroom, teachers should make sure that a mental image is created in their learners’ 
minds when the pedagogical goal is to learn a set of lexical items. 
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