TESOL 2010, Boston, Eli Hinkel

How to Teach Vocabulary for Academic Writing
Eli Hinkel

Student exercises designed to increase vocabulary leaning and retention.


Looking for Family Resemblance

(adapted from Nation, 1990, Teaching and learning vocabulary.)
Objective: To practice high-frequency academic and Greco-Latinate words. 

Language level: intermediate and advanced 

Equipment and material: a list of words, pencil, and paper

Option 1.  The students are given words that they need to break apart or underline to show the parts, e.g. pro--duct--ion.  Then students or pairs of students are asked to group together the words with the same prefix or root.  Those with most words grouped correctly win.  

Option 2.  The students are given words that contain different forms of the prefixes ad-, com-, ex-, dis-, in-, ob-, and sub- (com- for example has the forms co-, col-, com-, con-, and cor-).  In pairs or small groups, students group together the different forms of the same prefix or different words with the same prefix. 



Word-making and Word-taking

(adapted from Nation, 1990, Teaching and learning vocabulary.)
Objective: To practice high-frequency academic and Greco-Latinate words. 

Language level: intermediate and advanced 

Equipment and material: word cards, pencil, and paper

Pairs or small groups of students receive (or make) about 300 small cards.  Each card contains a prefix, a root, or a suffix.  At the start of the game, the cards are turned face down.  Then, one by one, the students turn the cards over and try to make as many words as they can by combining the affixes and roots on the cards.  The team with the most complete words wins



Stemgo (as in Bingo)

(adapted from Nation, 1990, Teaching and learning vocabulary.)
Objective: To practice high-frequency academic and Greco-Latinate words. 

Language level: intermediate and advanced 

Equipment and material: word sheets, pencil, and paper

The students receive a sheet like the one in the example below.  There is a prefix or stem written at the head of each square.  Students work in pairs to write three words for each prefix or stem. For each square the teacher announces and explains two words of his or her own that contain the prefix or stem.  If one of the pairs of learners has these two words on its sheet, the students mark that square. When a pair has four marks in a line down, across, or diagonally, it wins. 
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Dictionary Mining
(from Hinkel, E., 2004,  Teaching academic ESL writing.  Lawrence Erlbaum)

Equipment and materials needed:  A page from a dictionary, pencil, and paper.  

In general, dictionary exercises can provide learners the necessary skills to navigate English-English dictionaries that are daunting for many academically-bound students, even when they have outgrown their bilingual dictionaries.  Such teacher guided dictionary practice can also help learners notice occurrences of important words in reading.  

(1) Prefixes and Suffixes--Dictionary Work and Practice


English-English dictionaries are alphabetically organized, and a photocopy of one to three dictionary pages with words that begin with a specific prefix can allow learners to figure out its meaning.  For example, 

· incommunicado--if you are kept incommunicado, you cannot see or talk to anyone

· incomparable--so good, beautiful that nothing else can even be compared to it

· incompatible--two people are incompatible if they have completely different personalities, and they cannot get along

· incompetence--no ability or skill to do a job properly

· incompetent--not having an ability or skill to do a job properly
· incomplete--not having all its parts

· incomprehension--not being able to understand something

· inconclusive--not leading to a clear decision or result

(Adapted from Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 3rd ed, Harlow, U.K.:  Longman, 1995, p. 720).  


It is important that dictionary-based exercises include dictionaries of appropriate level of difficulty.  For example, learners' dictionaries can be used for beginners and intermediate-level students, and advanced learners can work with unsimplified dictionaries.  The work on a particular prefix/suffix needs to coincide with other practice with prefixes/suffixes with similar meanings (e.g. ab-, un-, non-) and exercises found in all vocabulary textbooks.  


While working on prefixes and their meanings, it may be useful to devote at least some amount of attention to parts of speech and their varied suffixations (e.g. noun suffixes -ion, -ure, -ment are different from adjective suffixes -i/able, -a/ent, -ive).  Also, the structure of dictionary entries and the practical information contained in them can be examined and discussed, e.g. count/non-count designations, verb-transitive/verb-intransitive, or prepositions typically used with particular nouns.  



Word Building Word Family Practice
(adapted from Nation, 1994, New ways in vocabulary teaching, TESOL)
Practice with synonym clusters of academic verbs. 

Equipment and materials needed:  Blackboard and chalk.  
To make learners aware of regular rules and features that can be generalized in the future, thus making subsequent learning easier for the student. If the main derivational suffixes (e.g. -ion, -ness, -ity, -ous, -ic) of English are learned, students can more easily learn the other members of a word family, even though only one member (e.g. word; other family members:  wordy, wordless, wording) may be initially learned.  This simple activity is intended to lead to greater students' noticing how words can form families, and provide practice in working with the parts of speech of different members of a word family. 
Steps:  
1. When a new word is introduced, write it on the blackboard along with its part of speech. 

2. Ask the students to give (or guess if they don't know) the other related words in the word family along with their parts of speech and write them on the blackboard also. Point out the regular suffixes that signal different parts of speech. 

3. After this activity is used a few times, some students may begin to realize that they already know many words that are related to the newly introduced words. This should encourage them to look for derivational relationships in the future. When the students can formulate the derivations on their own, this activity can be used occasionally to remind them to continue thinking in terms of word groups. 



Two-Step Recycling Cards 

(adapted from Nation, 1994, New ways in vocabulary teaching, TESOL)
Practice recycling words in context. 

Equipment and materials needed:  Pairs of vocabulary cards.  
Two-step recycling assumes that it is easier to recall the meaning of a contextualized word than it is to recall the form of a word from being given its meaning or a context. This learning technique works first on reinforcing comprehension of the word and only afterwards asks learners to supply the word itself as required by a particular context. 
This activity has two steps: Learners first only have to recognize new lexical items and remember their meaning in the original context. In a second step, they are required to recall the new items using the context as a prompt. 

1. Let us assume that the class has read a text on physical exercise. Part of the original text reads: 

Corporations have attempted to improve their employees' health by providing exercise facilities or offering memberships in health clubs. 

2. Make a set of about eight cards or slips, each with one or two sentences from the original text containing words thought to be new and worth learning. Leave out some of the words in the sentences. For the first set of cards, use known words that provide the context for the new words. For example, a card for the sentence above might look like this: 

Corporations have attempted 
 improve their employees' health 
 providing exercise facilities or offering memberships 

 health clubs. 

3. Have students, working in pairs on a card at a time, decide on the best way to fill in the gaps and then write their answers on the back of the card so that the gaps remain unfilled and other pairs can use the same card. 

4. The new vocabulary is actually improve, health, and facilities, so the second time around (perhaps one lesson later) student pairs would be working on cards like the following one, writing their own solutions on the back, as in the first step: 

Corporations have attempted to i
their employees' h
 by providing exercise f
 _ or offering memberships in health clubs. 



Missing Words 
(adapted from Nation, 1994, New ways in vocabulary teaching, TESOL)
Practice recycling and remembering words. 

Equipment and materials needed:  Copies of short cloze texts.  
1. Make copies of a paragraph or short text at a suitable level for your class. 

2. Delete selected words from the text. Number the blanks in the text. Select words that cannot be predicted too easily but allow prediction. 

3. Divide the class into groups, and give each group a copy of the text. 

4. Ask them to think of as many words as possible that could go into the missing sections of the text. 

5. Ask a member of each group to come to the board and write up their suggestions for each blank. 

6. Ask students to compare their suggestions. Are they all acceptable? 

7. Would they reject any? Why? 

8. Give the class feedback on their suggestions. Use this phase of the activity to develop the students' awareness of lexical choice, vocabulary restrictions, and collocation. 


Multiple Meanings
(adapted from Nation, 1994, New ways in vocabulary teaching, TESOL)
Practice recycling and remembering words. 

Equipment and materials needed:  List of words, .  
1. Write on the board a list of 5-10 words that could be used in various contexts, for example: court, decision, goal, force, rival, strategy. 

2. As the students, with the aid of a dictionary if necessary, supply the various parts of speech and meanings, write them beside each word on the board. 

3. Ask the students in pairs or small groups to create a scenario or describe a situation using all of the words. With the above list, students could imagine a scene from a basketball game, a soccer match, or a castle in ancient times, among others. 

4. Have each pair or group describe its scenario to the class. With the above words, one group might describe a business strategy and the advertising goals.  Another group may become soccer players who have a rival team that has scored more goals.  The players need a strategy to improve their game, and they need to make a decision soon. 

5. Add two or three more words to the list and ask the students to define these words and explain how they affect the scenarios described. For instance, adding the words referee and sales to the list above narrows the possible scenarios. 
Options:  This additional practice can be used alone or tailored to make an excellent pre-reading exercise: 
1. Select several key words from the reading and ask students to find the various meanings. With these words, students guess the topic of  the reading. Add more key words, and ask the students to determine if the added words change their original guesses. 

2. Ask the students explain the relevant meaning of each word for the topic of the reading. 
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