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The OHTs for this presentation and supplementary information (word lists, advice, bibliography etc.) are at  http://www1.harenet.ne.jp/~waring/vocab/  

Typical vocabulary teaching 

Most vocab teaching is from context 
· Haphazard selection of materials 
· Different vocab topic in each unit 
· Too many words at once 
· Rare words are favoured over common words 
· Focus on single words not lexical chunks 
· All students learn the same words 
· Word teaching = definition and spelling 
· Teachers give meanings 
· Low recycling of vocab in course books 
· Low recycling of vocab by teachers 
· Teachers leave vocab learning to learners 
· Vocab learning strategies are rarely taught 
· Vocab learning techniques are rarely taught 
· Vocabulary learning goals are rarely set 
· Dictionary skills are rarely taught 
· Vocab notebooks not encouraged 
· Words are kept in lists 
· Vocab exercises test not teach 
· Teachers trust the coursebook to deal with vocab 

 

A Balanced Curriculum 

	 
	Input 

practice
	Output 

practice

	 
 

Language (accuracy) focus activities
	 

- Vocab definitions

- Dictionary use

- Explicit teaching e.g. 'grammar' and vocabulary
	 

- Pronunciation drills

- Memorized drills / roleplay

Grammar and vocab exercises

	 
 

Fluency focus activities
	 

- Graded reading 

- Graded listening
	 

- Conversation practice

- Essays, letters, email etc


 

Common sense stuff we know about vocabulary learning  

· There are many things to learn about a word    
· Not all words are equally frequent 
· There is a core useful vocabulary everyone needs (about 2000 word families). Not everyone needs the other 99% of the words in English. 
· Students should learn the most frequent and useful words first, later they can specialize. 
· Words live with other words, not in isolation 
· Two types of things to learn 
· There are 2 stages in word learning 
· It takes 8-20 meetings (or more) to 'learn' a word 
· Initial word knowledge is very fragile. Memories of new words that are not met again soon, are lost to the  "forgetting curve". 
· Because we teach a word does not mean they learned it (i.e. teaching does not cause learning). 
· Because they finished the textbook does not mean  they know all the words in the book 
· They cannot guess new meaning from context if the surrounding text is too difficult. 
· Some words are more difficult to learn than others 
· Written and spoken vocabulary are different. Fewer words are needed for speaking 

 
 
 

Aspects of word knowledge 

Can the learner ? 

	 
	 
	Receptive
	Productive

	Form
	Spoken
	... recognize the sound?
	 pronounce it correctly?

	
	Written
	... recognize the spelling?
	 write the word correctly?

	
	Word parts
	 recognize the word parts?
	 produce the parts correctly?

	Meaning
	Form and meaning
	 recall the meaning?
	 produce the word form when needed?

	
	Concepts and referents
	 recall the many meanings and nuances?
	 use the word to refer to its meaning?

	
	Associations
	 produce common associations when presented with related idea?
	 recall the word when related words are met?

	Use
	Grammatical functions
	 recognize the correct use in context?
	 use the word in grammatical patterns?

	
	Collocations
	 recognize the appropriate collocations?
	 use the word with its collocations?

	
	Constraints on use
	 recognize if it is formal, spoken, etc.?
	 use the word at appropriate times?


    Adapted from Nation 1999 p. 340 

 

Deep and shallow processing 

	Shallow
	Deep

	Learning a word the same way you learnt it last time
	Meeting a word in a different way every time

	Use the same text / task to re-introduce the words
	Vary the texts / tasks you use to recycle vocabulary

	Writing it out many times
	Vary the skill used when recycling

	Rote memorization from a list
	Collocation study

	Repeating a word many times
	using mnemonics

	etc.
	etc.


 

The Cycle of Learning 
 
 
 

What does this mean for vocabulary earning and teaching? 

· We should teach words the students need 
· We don't need to teach every word in the book 
· Words should be learned systematically 
· We should focus on word units larger than a single item 
· Learners must be forced to think about words so they can make connections between words 
· They need massive input to build vocabulary knowledge to deepen vocabulary connections 
· Not all learners will want to learn the same way 

There is not enough class time to teach everything about a word

Because time is limited, we have to teach students how to deal with new words (independent learning) thus they need vocabulary learning strategies

· They need extensive practice with words 

· so they can meet them often 
· to work out word relationships 
· to build recognition automaticity 

·       They need chances 

· to observe new things about words 

· to hypothesize about their knowledge 
· to experiment with their vocabulary 

· Direct word learning helps them build a start up vocabulary quickly 
· Learners must be set vocabulary learning goals 
· They must learn how to identify and master vocabulary patterns 
· They have to learn how to notice the gap between their own use of a word and how it is really used 
· We should scaffold the vocabulary by building on prior knowledge 
· We should not expect things we teach to be known tomorrow 
· We do not need to teach all words to be available for use 

 

When selecting vocabulary to teach 

· Perform a needs analysis 
· Teach something they are going to meet again soon 
· Teach words found in a wide range of texts (range) before specialized vocab 
· Teach words with a wide meaning (coverage) 

       (e.g. go  vs. saunter) before sub-meanings

· Teach words that will be easy to learn  (e.g. loanwords) to build the start-up vocab and empower the learner 
· Teach culture-specific vocabulary 
· Teach the classroom vocabulary 
· Teach 'instructions' vocabulary 
· Teach the base meaning first 
· Work hard on common words with many meanings  (get  make  bring ) 

Reasons for an initial emphasis on vocabulary 

    Affective reasons 

· Expectation of learning many words 
· Systematic learning → sense measurable gains 
· Feelings of empowerment 
· Confidence building 

 

Linguistic reasons 
 
 

· Vocab growth     language use  

 
 

 

· Initially little can be understood without vocab 
· Patterns are best learned from massive input 
· There is a critical threshold needed to get beyond the 'speaking in single words' level 
· Instructions will be easier to understand 
· Allows for greater experimentation 
· Learners avoid language due to a lack of vocab 
· Communication strategies are easier with a larger vocab 

What order? 

1. Direct word learning activities focussed on word grammar (e.g. word cards) to get an initial meaning - form relationship 
2. Teach vocab learning strategies and memory techniques 
3. Learners try all methods to find ones which suit them best 
4. Direct vocab exercises to broaden the collocational knowledge / depth 
5. Recycle, recycle, recycle 
6. Extensive  reading / extensive listening to build recognition speed, fluency in understanding / depth 
7. Active use in speech and writing for experimenting / testing hypotheses / confirming and rejecting their own use 

The most important things for teachers 

1. Use a systematic approach (set realistic goals) 

· Select the vocabulary carefully 
· Single words as well as phrases and collocation 
· Opportunities to meet new words 
· Concept check understanding 
· Recycle, re-visit, review, recapitulate, reiterate, reconsider, repeat, revise, re-examine, .... etc. 
· Plan the recycling 
· Repetition in various contexts 
· Connect old learning to new learning 
· Give opportunities for incidental learning 
· Give opportunities for developing fluency and automaticity 
· Give opportunities for guessing words from context 
· Give opportunities to develop the pronunciation 
· Initial meetings are followed by deep processing (force them to think) 
· Opportunities for elaborating word knowledge 
· Let them experiment 
· Understand the vocabulary exercises in your book 
· Teach them to use a dictionary properly 
· Teach word learning strategies 

 

When looking at vocabulary activities 

· Look for what the activity is trying to do 
· Single words or phrases? 
· Working with collocation? 
· Natural context? 
· Is the meaning given with the correct part of speech? 
· Is the meaning clear and unambiguous? 
· Do the opposites interfere with learning? 
· Are the words too similar? (Interference) 
· Are pictures clear and unambiguous? 
· Is the vocabulary relevant for the learners? 
· Is the exercise just a test? 
· What new connections can learners make? 
· Do definitions fit smoothly into the context? 

 

What can a learner do with a certain amount of vocabulary? 

	 
	0-500 word families
	500-1000 word families
	1000-2000 word families
	2000-5000 word families
	5000+ word families

	Speaking
	Very difficult and often not even attempted. Mostly one-word sentences of a maximum of about 4 words. Some set phrases and memorized chunks of language are use but in disconnected speech. Gesture and reliance on visual support are main communication strategy. The speaker 'hopes' the listener will understand by speaking in remembered words or phrases rather than sentences. Avoidance of partially known forms is a major strategy.
	Mostly incomplete sentences and some original constructions but still a lot of non- verbal communication. Communication is broken while the learner searches for words. Some questions can be formed but often after several attempts. Very poor word choice. Most questions are formulaic. Able to respond to predictable direct questions often after being prompted. Avoidance of verbs and a preference for pronouns and nouns to convey meaning. 
	Daily conversation with difficulty, mostly broken. A few complete sentences but characterized by poor word choice. Mostly transactional language is used. Beginnings of ability to speak freely but often hesitatingly even on familiar subjects. Self-correction is common. Questions sometimes go beyond the formulaic and predictable. Many errors when producing collocations. 
	Daily conversation with some ease. Unpredictable conversation is difficult especially abstract topics. May feel lost especially when listening in to a natives' conversation. Constant need to ask for clarifications or to check one's understanding. Collocation and idiomaticity a problem.
	Can speak well on most topics. Some vocabulary problems in specialist areas. Able to mingle with natives with relative ease, but may on occasion lose the thread or feel overawed. Often need to for clarifications.

	Listening
	Very little of natural speech is understood and most speech has to be slowed down and enunciated clearly. Only the most predictable conversations are possible. The main listening strategy is to try to get a rhythm for the language (a top-down strategy) and catch the odd word here and there. Visual clues are often vital to understanding. Memory is constantly overloaded.
	The language still seems to be full of noise. Many words are recognized, but many can't be recalled quickly enough to enable fluent comprehension. More often loses the thread than has it. Visual stimulus still a major assistance. Short-term memory overloaded. Some capacity to correct lexical errors. Often makes poor guesses at unknown words. Poor ability to learn new words from speech.  
	Most words are recognized, but not comprehended quickly. Native discourse is still mostly a blur. Top down listening strategies are mostly used. Comprehension of highly structured text possible (but not technical or specialist language). A limited number of words with multiple meanings are recognized. 
	Comprehension of predictable TV and radio is possible. Determining inference is possible. Many jokes are still a mystery.
	Inference mostly understood. TV and radio can be comprehended provided the topic is not specialized. Able to deal with abstract topics.

	Reading
	Pictures and illustrations have to contribute strongly to aid comprehension. A few content words are recognized in native text. Can only understand the most 'babyish' of texts. Often not able to identify letters or letter strings immediately.  Reading letter-by-letter, or word by word. Often forgets the beginning of the sentence when they get to the end of it. Comprehension poor. Dictionary the most important strategy. 
 
 
 
	Native speaker texts are still well beyond the learner. Dictionary use is the main reading strategy. Slow and halting. Re-reading is very common. Word by word level reading. The thread is often lost. Cannot understand inference. Difficulty in retaining the message - content soon forgotten. Slow and predictable plots in graded readers can be read. Soon gets tired. 
	The dictionary remains a main reading strategy for native texts except for highly predictable text. May soon give up with native texts. Beginning to see words in chunks of language. Humour is not often spotted. Can deal with most texts at the sentence level. Not good at inference. Complex plots difficult to follow.  
	Most words are understood but not fluently. A dictionary is regularly called upon. Able to deal with texts at the discourse level. 
	Most native text can be comprehended if the topic is not specialized. May be willing to try more academic texts.

	 
	0-500 word families
	500-1000 word families
	1000-2000 word families
	2000-5000 word families
	5000+ word families

	Writing
	Only the most basic of sentences can be made, characterized by extremely poor word choice. Mostly set phrases or words are strung together with strong elements of the mother tongue. Many phrases appear translated straight from the dictionary and seem to come from nowhere. Often writes without basic sentence structure. 
	A few complex sentences are used and then only basic conjunctions. Tends to read as if it had been 'translated'. Poor word choice. Rare words used came from the dictionary and often fit poorly.
	Writing longer texts without a dictionary is almost impossible. Word choice needs work. Some collocations are known, but many are strange. Colligation is still a problem. 
	Predictable texts can be written without the need of the dictionary, but the dictionary is always nearby. Unpredictable topics require constant use of a dictionary. 
	The dictionary is rarely used for predictable texts except for discriminating between difficult words or for finding 'forgotten words'. Extensive use of the dictionary for specialist texts.  Some fossilized errors apparent. Major weakness is still collocation. 
 

	'Grammar'
	Lack of ability to control many basic sentence patterns.  Inability to form many questions, or control word order. Almost clueless about the use of prepositions, tenses and so on. Even Formulaic utterances are a struggle. Can do some grammar activities correctly, but cannot use the grammar in production
	Major distortions of basic sentence patterns often accompanied by seemingly correct forms that are later seen as not properly developed. Basic connectors can be used, but often get mixed up. Grammar use can be a kind of 'try and see if it works' but more in hope than from real knowledge.
Can do many grammar activities correctly, but cannot use the grammar in production
	Basic structure becoming more native-like, but errors abound. Great difficulty with complex structures. Can experiment with less common grammatical elements. Some forms are still not yet fully developed. Still having problems with tenses and prepositions.  Still a big gap between the grammar known in exercise books, and that is use. 
 
	Grammar often sounds foreign but not serious for getting the message across. Able to construct many kinds of sentence patterns.
	Generally cohesive and coherent. Relatively few errors with a wide range of structures used, but complex structures still cause problems.

	Vocabulary resources
	Very slight, so communication is hardly possible. Word selection is very poor and spoken or written with great difficult. Almost completely dictionary dependent. Constant reference to same L1 users to find words for them.
	Severe lack of vocabulary makes communication at best difficult. Usually the person has a store of 'ready to use' phrases and may take the initiative in a conversation to control it to within the learner's ability level. A lot of searching for words. Can handle predictable vocabulary situations such as personal information. Some words with multiple meanings are noticed.
	May have an adequate everyday vocabulary, but is limited in word choice. Often lost for words. Can guess meanings of some unfamiliar words from context. Many words with multiple meanings are noticed. Messages can be lost due to the poor selection of the correct sense of words with multiple meanings. 
	Sounds stilted and still finds it difficult to converse freely even on non-specialty topics. Still may sound 'odd' to natives. Fluency still a problem. 
	Still not native-like. Choice of vocabulary is often adequate but sounds stilted and not idiomatic. Can control register or select appropriate forms in many situations. Still distinctly foreign in many ways but not 'odd'.  Fluency largely attained, but needs accuracy of expression rather than fluency 
 


