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ABSTRACT 

Vocabulary learning in Grade 1 and Grade 2 plays a crucial role in developing students' future language competence. However, in the learning process, young learners often struggle to retain vocabulary because their focus in learning is still limited and it is still difficult for them to understand and pronounce English vocabulary, especially since in English there is a mismatch between spelling and pronunciation, unfamiliar sounds, and limited use of English outside the classroom. This study aims to identify the various problems that arise in vocabulary learning among lower primary school students. A descriptive qualitative method was employed, drawing on the Miles and Huberman framework for data analysis, which consists of three stages: data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing/verification. The findings reveal that the research subjects encountered obstacles stemming from both internal and external factors. Internal factors include limited working memory capacity and short attention spans, as well as mixed ability levels in vocabulary comprehension. External factors include the low frequency of English use in students' daily lives, particularly outside the school environment, as well as inadequate teaching methods, instructional materials and media, and a lack of engaging learning activities. As a result, students face difficulties in retaining, comprehending, pronouncing, and accurately applying vocabulary, leading to generally low levels of vocabulary mastery and retention among lower primary school students.
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INTRODUCTION 
Humans need language to communicate with others. One of the languages used as an international language is English (Aji et al., 2023). English is an international language that has become part of the basic education curriculum in Indonesia. In some elementary schools, English language learning has been introduced as early as first grade, with an initial emphasis on mastering basic vocabulary. According to Nation (2001), vocabulary is widely recognized as one of the key indicators of success in English language learning (Imam Prayogo Pujiono et al., 2024). Moreover, vocabulary is also an important element for young learners to master a language as an early step in learning English as a foreign language (Hidayatullah et al., 2025).
English vocabulary differs significantly from Indonesian in terms of form, pronunciation, and spelling . One of the fundamental challenges in learning English vocabulary is the mismatch between spelling and pronunciation, which stands in stark contrast to Indonesian, which is phonemic in nature — meaning that letters in Indonesian tend to represent a single, consistent sound. In English, there exists a quasi-regular orthographic system in which one letter or a combination of letters can produce different sounds, and even a single sound can be written in different ways, so the relationship between letters and sounds is not always consistent and may vary depending on the context in which a word is used  (Edwards et al., 2024). This condition further gives rise to unfamiliar sounds in English that do not exist in Indonesian, such as /θ/, /ð/, and /æ/, leading students to frequently substitute these sounds with ones more familiar from their first language. 
In this context, students need to learn how to pronounce words correctly and how to use them appropriately according to context, although this often causes confusion in practice (Westermann, K., Woud, M. L., Cwik, J. C., Graz, C., Nyhuis, P., Margraf, J., & Blackwell, 2021). This is supported by the findings of Nguyen et al., (2021), who revealed that learning pronunciation is the most difficult aspect of English language learning, as acknowledged by both students and teachers. A similar phenomenon also occurs in writing, as the difference between how words are written and how they are pronounced makes vocabulary more difficult to comprehend. Although English spelling is generally fairly consistent, it contains a number of exceptions. Several words are commonly considered difficult, typically those containing silent letters and orthographic irregularities. Notable examples of the spelling–pronunciation mismatch phenomenon include words such as foreign, listen, headache, climbing, bored, and honest (Hasan, 2024).
Observing the reality in the field, English language learning in the lower grades — grades 1 and 2 — of elementary school still faces numerous challenges that have not yet been fully addressed with appropriate solutions. According to Singleton (1995), age and phonological capacity are influential factors in this regard; young learners have an advantage in developing phonological memory compared to adults, whose strength lies in learning strategies and organizing vocabulary by category (Imam Prayogo Pujiono et al., 2024). According to Katz and Frost (1992) as cited by Wang & Li (2025), the Orthographic Depth Hypothesis (ODH) explains its relationship to the spelling-pronunciation mismatch problem. Research in phonetics and phonology in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning also indicates that students from a first-language background with a shallow orthographic system, as is the case with Indonesian tend to face difficulties in understanding the more complex and inconsistent orthographic system of English (Liang & Fryer, 2024).
Research on English vocabulary learning has been conducted in several studies; however, there remains a significant research gap in relation to the EFL context in Indonesian elementary schools, particularly among lower-grade learners in grades 1 and 2. Several studies focus more on general vocabulary learning strategies or on learners at higher educational levels. Studies that specifically examine the combination of three primary inhibiting factors, spelling – pronunciation mismatch, unfamiliar sounds, and limited exposure to English outside the classroom, as an integrated analytical framework for lower-grade elementary school students remain very limited. Furthermore, research that simultaneously addresses students' internal cognitive factors at an early age (such as limited attention span and phonological memory) alongside external environmental learning factors is still scarce. Therefore, this study seeks to integrate these multiple problem dimensions within a single qualitative descriptive study, focusing on lower-grade learners in grades 1 and 2 of elementary school, a context that has rarely been examined. Accordingly, this research is expected to enrich the theoretical discussion on vocabulary learning problems in a more comprehensive manner, while also contributing practical insights for English teachers in designing vocabulary instruction that is more contextual and responsive to the needs of lower-grade students.
In Indonesia, this issue becomes increasingly complex given that English is a foreign language rather than a second language; consequently, students' exposure to English outside the classroom is extremely limited. This distinguishes Indonesia from countries where English is used as a daily language, where students can receive more intensive English input. Based on these issues, this article was written with the aim of identifying the most common types of vocabulary learning difficulties found in the lower grades, analyzing their underlying causes, and examining which strategies and approaches are appropriate for teachers to implement in addressing these challenges. This research is expected to make a practical contribution for prospective educators and English teachers at the elementary school level.
METHODS 
This study employed a qualitative descriptive approach by Miles and Huberman as cited by Safrudin et al. (2023). This approach was selected based on the research objective of describing and gaining an in-depth understanding of the difficulties experienced by lower-grade students that hinder their acquisition of English vocabulary. Through this approach, researchers can achieve a comprehensive picture of what forms of difficulties students encounter in vocabulary learning and the factors that trigger these difficulties, which are described according to scientific concepts. The data findings are categorized and then described based on the data found during the research activities (Ahmad & Muslimah, 2021). Qualitative data analysis is a complex process, requiring focus and special expertise to provide valuable information and rich understanding related to social phenomena in research (Spradley & Huberman, 2024).
This study focused on the vocabulary learning difficulties of lower-grade students in grades 1 and 2 of the English Excellence Program at SD IT As-Sholeh, North Cilacap, Cilacap Regency, Central Java. The research site was selected purposively because the school implements an intensive English Excellence Program conducted five days a week, distinguishing it from other regular elementary schools in the surrounding area. 
Participants
The participants in this study were 28 students from class 1B, ranging in age from 6 to 7 years, and 29 students from class 2B, ranging in age from 7 to 8 years, both being English Excellence classes at SD IT As-Sholeh with a total of 57 students. The Excellence Program at SD IT As-Sholeh was a newly established program that began in the 2025/2026 academic year. Given that the program had only recently been launched, many students had no prior substantial experience with the learning model implemented in the program, and therefore still required time to adapt to the ongoing learning activities. In addition to the students, the study also involved the English teacher assigned to the Excellence classes as a supplementary data source. Participants were selected using purposive sampling with the following criteria: students enrolled in the English Excellence Program, students who had undergone at least one semester of English instruction, and the English subject teacher assigned to the English Excellence classes
Instruments
Research data were collected through classroom observation, student test results, and field notes. Classroom observation was used to identify the students' learning process, their responses to new vocabulary, errors in vocabulary pronunciation, and interactions between students and between students and the teacher during the learning process. Vocabulary test results were used to identify difficulties encountered by students regarding aspects of spelling, pronunciation, and comprehension of English vocabulary meaning. The tests covered 20 basic vocabulary items for grade 1 and 40 vocabulary items for grade 2, based on the learning materials. The researcher also compiled field notes to document the various data obtained throughout the research process. To confirm the findings, the researcher conducted data triangulation and method triangulation, as well as member checking, to maintain the credibility of the findings. Data triangulation was carried out by comparing data obtained from students, the teacher, and student test results, while method triangulation was conducted by comparing findings from observations, test results, and field notes
Procedures
This study was conducted through several stages. First, classroom observation was carried out as a process of identifying the difficulties experienced by students. Second, a vocabulary test was administered to obtain an overview of the extent to which students had mastered the target vocabulary. Third, documentation in the form of student test results and learning notes to support the findings obtained through observation and tests.Throughout the entire research process, the researcher also compiled field notes to document relevant findings.
Data Analysis
The research data were analyzed using the qualitative data analysis model proposed by Miles and Huberman (2014) as cited in Safrudin et al. (2023), which consists of three stages: data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification. In the data reduction stage, various findings obtained through observation, vocabulary tests, and field notes were identified in order to uncover the range of problems that constituted barriers to students' vocabulary learning, along with the underlying factors contributing to them. The data that had undergone the reduction process were then presented in the form of narrative descriptions and tables to facilitate the data interpretation process and to identify recurring patterns. In the final stage, the researcher drew conclusions that were subsequently verified by cross-referencing data obtained from observations, vocabulary tests, and field notes, in order to ensure that the research findings were consistent with the actual conditions found in the field.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Based on the analysis of classroom observation data, test results, and field notes, the researcher identified several difficulties frequently experienced by students in vocabulary learning: (1) errors in word spelling, where spelling inconsistencies become an obstacle for students, particularly when completing written tasks; (2) difficulties in pronouncing vocabulary during oral question-and-answer activities in class, as many students still pronounce vocabulary according to its spelling rather than its actual sound; and (3) students frequently forgetting previously taught vocabulary and struggling to use vocabulary in context, due to the very limited English exposure outside the classroom, which serves as a restricting factor in students' vocabulary development.
Table 1: Types of Identified Vocabulary Learning Problems
	No
	Type of Problem
	Indicator
	Data Source

	1.
	Spelling-Pronunciation Mismatch
	Students pronounce vocabulary according to its spelling, not its sound
	Vocabulary test results, Observation

	2.
	Unfamiliar English Sounds
	Substitution of unfamiliar phonemes with Indonesian phonemes, such as /θ/, /ð/, /ʃ/
	Observation

	3.
	Limited English Exposure
	Easily forgetting vocabulary; difficulty using vocabulary outside the classroom
	Field notes

	4.
	Indonesian Language Interference
	Transfer of Indonesian sound and spelling patterns onto English patterns
	Observation

	5. 
	Short-term Memory
	Easily forgetting previously learned vocabulary by the next session without review
	Test results



Table 2: Frequency of Identified Vocabulary Learning Problems
	No.
	Vocabulary Learning Problem
	Grade 1 (n=28)
	Grade 2
(n=29)
	Total (%)
	Category

	1.
	Spelling-pronunciation mismatch errors
	25 students
	22 students
	82,45%
	Very High

	2.
	Difficulty with /θ/ (th) voiceless sound
	23 students
	19 students 
	73,68%
	Very High

	3.
	Difficulty with /ð/ (th) voiced sound
	20 students
	19 students
	68,42%
	High

	4.
	Difficulty with /ʃ/ (sh) sound
	20 students
	17 students
	64,91%
	High

	5.
	Difficulty with /tʃ/ (ch) sound
	21 students
	16 students
	64,91%
	High

	6.
	Forgetting vocabulary by the next session without review
	19 students
	16 students 
	61,4%
	High

	7.
	Difficulty using vocabulary outside the classroom
	26 students
	24 students
	87,71%
	Very High



The highest frequency of vocabulary learning problems among first and second grade lower primary students were difficulty using vocabulary outside the school environment at 87.71%, errors in spelling and pronouncing vocabulary at 82.45%, difficulty pronouncing vocabulary containing the sound /θ/ (th) (voiceless) at 73.68%, difficulty pronouncing vocabulary containing /ð/ (th) at 68.42%, difficulty pronouncing vocabulary containing the sounds /tʃ/ (ch) and /ʃ/ (sh) at an equal rate of 64.91%, and students frequently forgetting English vocabulary in the following lesson session without material review.
Spelling-Pronunciation Mismatch
The vocabulary learning problems experienced by lower primary students indicate that the mismatch between spelling and pronunciation represents the most significant problem encountered by students in the lower grades, affecting 82.45% of participants. Many students demonstrated errors in pronouncing vocabulary by consistently tending to read English words using Indonesian phonetic rules (one letter = one sound). The results of student tests, and field observations revealed consistent error patterns in words such as: "bathroom" pronounced as /betrum/ (rather than /ˈbɑːθruːm/), "three" pronounced as /tri/ (rather than /θriː/), "thank you" pronounced as /teng kyu/ (rather than /θæŋk juː/), "father" pronounced as /fat-her/ (rather than /ˈfɑːðər/), "mother" pronounced as /moder/ (rather than /ˈmʌðər/), "fish" pronounced as /fis/ (rather than /fɪʃ/), "ship" pronounced as /sip/ (rather than /ʃɪp/), "chair" pronounced as /cair/ (rather than /tʃer/), and "chicken" pronounced as /ciken/ (rather than /ˈtʃɪkɪn/). The results from class observations and vocabulary tests show that many students have difficulty pronouncing newly learned English vocabulary, so their pronunciation is often not correct according to English rules.
The findings indicate that students are still highly dependent on the reading patterns in Indonesian applied when reading English vocabulary. These errors prove that many students apply the principle of 'read what they write,' which is common in Indonesian, to English texts. As a result, many English words are pronounced according to their spelling, even though this pattern does not conform to the rules. In the context of learning English, EFL learners often face challenges in determining the appropriate pronunciation based on spelling because in English, grapheme-phoneme correspondence is irregular. This phenomenon indicates that students do not yet have the ability to build accurate relationships between orthographic and phonological representations in English, which affects not only their ability to pronounce words but also their overall mastery of vocabulary.
In English vocabulary, there is a rhythm that is considered key to speaking English correctly, but there are still learners who experience spelling-sound problems, yet these problems can be overcome after being understood more deeply (Moore Mauroux, 2022). These findings relate to the core assumption of the Orthographic Depth Hypothesis, which holds that phonological encoding involves the degree of consistency in the grapheme-phoneme correspondence of each language. Languages with shallow orthography contain more consistent grapheme-phoneme relationships, enabling readers to access the phonological representation of a word directly through its written form; whereas languages with deep orthography, such as English, possess more complex grapheme-phoneme relationships in which spelling is inconsistent and unpredictable (Carioti et al., 2021).  
In the context of EFL learning, this causes learners to experience difficulty and unfamiliarity with the transparent orthographic system when attempting to map the written patterns of English words onto their corresponding sounds Katz & Frost, 1992, as cited by (Wang & Li, 2025). In the Orthographic Depth Hypothesis (ODP) theory by Katz & Frost, 1992, as cited by Wang & Li (2025), posits that the degree of consistency in grapheme-to-phoneme correspondence differs across languages. Languages with shallow orthography contain more consistent grapheme-phoneme relationships, allowing readers to access the phonological representation of a word through its written form; whereas languages with deep orthography, such as English, have more complex grapheme-phoneme relationships in which spelling is inconsistent and unpredictable.
Difficulty with Unfamiliar Sounds
English sounds that are absent from the Indonesian phonemic inventory give rise to serious phonological challenges for EFL learners. Analysis of observational data and test results revealed the following levels of difficulty: the voiceless dental fricative /θ/ (as in "bathroom," "three," and "thank you") was experienced by 73.68% of students; the voiced dental fricative /ð/ (as in "father" and "mother") was experienced by 68.42% of students; the palato-alveolar fricative /ʃ/ (as in "fish" and "ship") was experienced by 64.91% of students; and the affricate /tʃ/ (as in "chair" and "chicken") was experienced by 64.91% of students. With regard to /θ/, many students continued to substitute it with /t/ (e.g., "bathroom" rendered as /betroom/, "three" as /tri/); /ð/ was replaced with /d/ (e.g., "father" as /fader/, "mother" as /moder/); /ʃ/ was replaced with /s/ (e.g., "fish" as /fis/, "ship" as /sip/); and /tʃ/ was replaced with /c/ (e.g., "chair" as /cer/, "chicken" as /ciken/). 
The findings indicate that students often replace unfamiliar English sounds with the sounds that are closest in their first language. There is a consistent substitution pattern that shows the presence of negative phonological transfer from Indonesian to English. As a result, many students often fail to connect spelling to the correct pronunciation, revealing a gap between orthographic and phonological representations in students' memory, which becomes an obstacle to mastering English vocabulary.
This is supported by the theory of phonological awareness proposed by Wardana et al. (2022), which holds that failure to accurately develop phonological representations of unfamiliar sounds in English can adversely affect students' ability to decode words, produce correct spelling, and acquire vocabulary as a whole. Phonological awareness constitutes an important stage in developing reading skills among preschool, kindergarten, and lower-grade students (Powell & Atkinson, 2021). In the context of English language learning, phonological awareness functions as a bridge between sound representation and written representation. The ability to manipulate phonemes directly influences the capacity to recognize vocabulary among Indonesian EFL students (Listyarini et al., 2022). For lower-grade students who are still at the stage of becoming familiar with the English phonological system, the presence of sounds such as /θ/, /ð/, /ʃ/, and /tʃ/, which do not exist in Indonesian — can present serious difficulties (Wahyu Anjani et al., 2023).
Limited English Exposure
The research findings indicate that students easily forget previously learned English vocabulary when progressing to the next session without review, owing to insufficient English exposure outside the school environment, which constitutes a critical barrier to students' vocabulary development. Class observation results show that students still often need repetition of vocabulary when moving on to the next material session. When the teacher reviews the vocabulary that has been learned in the previous meeting, some students forget and cannot pronounce the vocabulary without assistance. A total of 61.4% of students forgot vocabulary from previous sessions, and 87.71% reported not using English vocabulary outside the classroom. The teacher noted reports from parents who themselves remained unfamiliar with and struggled to use English, with communication at home conducted entirely in Indonesian and Javanese.
Research data shows that students' vocabulary retention is influenced by the limited opportunities they have to encounter and use English outside of school. The underlying reason for this phenomenon is that English is rarely, if not almost never, used in students' daily lives. This condition indicates that vocabulary learning for lower-grade students not only depends on classroom learning activities, but also on the frequency of exposure to and use of English obtained outside the school environment.
This situation is consistent with the explanation offered by Krashen (1981) as cited by Mammadova & Məmmədova (2024), who asserts that optimal language acquisition requires meaningful and sustained input, rather than input limited solely to formal instructional hours. According to Krashen (1981) as cited Mammadova & Məmmədova (2024), several factors influence second language acquisition, including the learner's age, exposure to the target language, and their first language knowledge. Krashen (1981) as cited by Mammadova & Məmmədova (2024) further explains through his Input Hypothesis that learners who are exposed to language at a level comprehensible to them will process second language acquisition more rapidly. In the EFL context, the limited exposure to English outside the classroom means that students do not receive a sufficient amount of input to drive English language acquisition.


Memory and Retention Problems
Research data indicate that 61.4% of students experienced difficulty mastering vocabulary due to limited memory capacity. Vocabulary that students had previously learned was frequently forgotten as new vocabulary was introduced in subsequent learning sessions without intensive review. 
The findings show that the difficulties experienced by students are not problems that stand alone but rather arise due to a combination of the three hindering factors that have been previously identified. When new vocabulary learning is introduced to lower-grade students, it requires systematic repetition and meaningful exposure to English so that the vocabulary can be stored and retained in long-term memory.
This is consistent with the view of Cameron (2001) as cited by Atifah Azhar et al. (2022), who argues that teaching English to children differs considerably from teaching adolescents or adults. Within the theoretical framework of young learner language development proposed by Cameron (2001) as cited by Atifah Azhar et al. (2022), young learners require repetition embedded within meaningful and concrete activities rather than rote memorization in order for vocabulary to become consolidated in their memory, given that children aged 6 to 8 years remain highly dependent on social context and direct experience. In the EFL environment of the Cilacap region, where English is almost entirely absent outside the classroom, this situation stands in direct contradiction to the learning prerequisites outlined by Cameron (2001) as cited by Atifah Azhar et al. (2022), indicating that such conditions are highly unconducive to long-term vocabulary retention.
CONCLUSION 
This study identifies vocabulary learning barriers in English among lower primary students in grades 1 and 2 at SD IT As-Sholeh Cilacap Utara within an EFL learner context. Three primary factors were found to constitute barriers for grade 1 and 2 students. First, a mismatch between spelling and pronunciation gives rise to dual representations that become misaligned in students' memory, causing confusion during the encoding and retrieval of vocabulary, as observed in words such as bathroom, father, chair, and fish. A concrete example lies in the grapheme-phoneme correspondence rules of English, which are highly contrary to the phonological intuitions students have already developed through the Indonesian language.
Second, certain sounds present in English are absent from the phonemic inventory of Indonesian, particularly /θ/, /ð/, /ʃ/, and /tʃ/. These sounds constitute a significant barrier for students. A critical component of vocabulary acquisition is the formation of accurate phonological representations; however, this study demonstrates that a considerable number of students continue to form inaccurate phonological representations. Students tend to substitute English phonemes with the nearest approximating phonemes from Indonesian, producing imprecise sound representations that result in a diminished ability to accurately identify and pronounce target vocabulary.
Third, students receive insufficient exposure to English outside the school environment, which leads to short-term retention of previously learned vocabulary and a lack of reinforcement of English vocabulary representations. Vocabulary that has been learned will be difficult to maintain in students' memory, and students will struggle to retrieve English vocabulary in subsequent learning sessions in the absence of meaningful repetition across varied contexts.
Among the factors that impede students' vocabulary learning, the most significant finding is that these three factors do not operate independently but interact dynamically to produce layered and increasingly complex barriers. The implications arising from this study underscore the critical role of the teacher in providing explicit vocabulary instruction that simultaneously addresses all three factors, such as introducing grapheme-phoneme patterns incrementally through a phonics approach appropriate to students' developmental age, providing pronunciation training on simple vocabulary items through media such as songs, chants, and language games, and consistently modeling the meaningful use of words in everyday activities. Beyond this, students require age-appropriate English exposure through the following measures: assigning simple homework tasks involving the memorization and recitation of vocabulary with parental assistance; encouraging students to watch educationally appropriate English-language videos under parental supervision at home; utilizing flashcard media for vocabulary practice together with family members; and involving parents in the reading and memorization of basic English vocabulary at home. Through concerted efforts by teachers, parents, and students alike, students will have greater opportunities to hear, recognize, and apply English vocabulary beyond the school environment.
The findings of this study indicate the need for English language curriculum and instructional materials that are more responsive to the characteristics of lower primary students, including the integration of multisensory activities, structured and meaningful spaced repetition, and the utilization of developmentally appropriate media, all of which are expected to foster and enhance vocabulary mastery among lower primary students. 
Recommendations for future research include: investigating how instructional strategies specifically designed to address the three identified barrier factors can be more deliberately planned and implemented; conducting longitudinal studies to monitor the vocabulary development of lower primary EFL students over the course of a full academic year; and exploring in greater depth the roles of parents and the home environment in encouraging and supporting English exposure within individual students' homes in the Indonesian EFL context.
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