TESOL 2010, Boston, Eli Hinkel


How to Teach Vocabulary for Academic Writing
Eli Hinkel

Seattle University

The basic steps in any and all vocabulary teaching:

1. Identifying the words students need to know, e.g. University Word List --http://jbauman.com/UWL.html.
http://www.elihinkel.org/tools/uwl.htm

(West, 1953, General Service List)

2. Helping students memorize and retain these words, e.g. teaching vocabulary learning strategies.

3. Practicing words (and subsequently word families) in different and meaningful ways.

The fundamental principles and techniques for teaching academic vocabulary:

· Building a viable academic vocabulary base requires intensive and extensive instruction over time.
· High frequency academic words (e.g. see the University Word List and Academic Word List) are well worth the time, work, and attention needed to learn them.
· Pre-teaching (no more than 10) most valuable and high frequency words in reading, listening, or any other language activity/task is the easiest and most relevant way to plant the vocabulary seeds and water and fertilize the seedlings.
· Make glossaries (and teach learners how to make glossaries) of unfamiliar high frequency vocabulary in reading, listening, etc.
· Require students to keep vocabulary notebooks (a great time-saving device, essential for vocabulary review and retention)
570 words (of the 836 words in the University Word List) account for approx. 10% of the words in academic prose and 4% of those in newspapers, but only 2% of the words in fiction and conversation.
· Instruction in learning strategies is essential for academic vocabulary learning and retention.

· Learners have to take responsibility for their academic vocabulary learning.

(Nation & Gu, 2007)

Learning, Practice, and Retention Activities for Academic Writing
· Reading about a particular topic, listening to additional material about it, and discussing it provide a great springboard for writing and vocabulary learning.  

· Practice and exercises in reading, listening, and speaking should concentrate on a specific academic topic or theme that allows students to learn and practice as much vocabulary and writing as possible.  
· Fluency-building writing, say, 5-10 minutes each day, can be combined with vocabulary practice when the topic(s) of writing is broadly specified.  For example, "Today, we can write about xxx (e.g. modern technology, the earthquake in yyy, or the most common crops in zzz).
· Daily or weekly reading notes and/or logs are the easiest way of practicing in writing the academic vocabulary learned in reading.  

Generally speaking, a concerted effort has to be made to increase the learner's academic vocabulary range.  To this end, several simple and effective teaching techniques can be highly productive:

· Provide practice and exercises based on lists of highly common academic words.  A reasonable number of words learned during a 10-12 week language course can range from 700-1,000.  

· It is an established fact that the rate of instructed learning can be as high as 10 words per hour (or more).  

· Expanding students' academic vocabulary should start at the beginning level of proficiency and continue throughout their language training.  
· Judicious text simplification may take the form of omitting rare words, but not complex common academic words because, to put it simply, learners need to know them.  And the more exposure they get to these words, the better.  

For example, count and non-count nouns are usually classified based on their meanings.  This classification makes it difficult for students to learn the non-counts because L2 writers require substantial vocabulary range to be able to understand the meaning classifications.  
Categorizing nouns based on their structural features, such as endings, e.g. -ion, -ment, or -ity, can be more productive.  In general, only 32 non-count nouns are frequent in academic texts, e.g. equipment, population, pollution.
Ineffective Teaching Strategies

· Reading or listening above "the threshold level"--the most common of all poor strategies.  

· Guessing the meaning of words from context where the number of KNOWN words is LESS than 4 out every 5.  Some researchers have shown that successful guessing is possible in contexts with 19 known words out of every 20 
(Laufer, 1989; Nation & Waring, 1997)

Effective Teaching Strategies

· To increase the range of vocabulary in writing, explicitly and directly activating passive vocabulary is requisite.

· Focusing on (and rewarding!) lexical richness in written production is essential to expand active vocabulary size.

· Language production (speaking and writing), as opposed to reception, leads to better vocabulary learning.  


Areas that need to be intensively and extensively addressed:

· Collocations and Lexical Phrases

· Latin Prefixes

· Dictionary Mining



Collocations and Lexical Phrases

(from Hinkel, E. (2004).  Teaching academic ESL writing.  Lawrence Erlbaum)



Collocations are combinations of two or more words that tend to be found together in text and discourse, e.g. hard rain, pouring rain, heavy rain, but not big rain.  

Collocations can include words in combinations with any types of other words, e.g. nouns, verbs, prepositions, and prepositional phrases.  A few examples are presented below.  

Identical Verb and Noun Forms

cause(verb)
cause concern, 










cause problems,









cause inconvenience




 (noun)
a root cause, 









an underlying cause 










with good cause, without










cause, a cause for concern,









a common cause; a lost cause










a cause of death
change(verb)
(leaves) change color 








change from xxx to yyy (change







from stocks to bonds), change







jobs, change direction, change








course, change gears


















(conversational)







change the subject (conversational)







change sides, change one's mind








change hands (one million







shares changed hands) change







places with



(noun)
to be/represent a change (the







new policy represents a







dramatic change), a change for







the better, a change of heart







(= to change one's mind)








in change, loose change, small







change

For many learners, it is easier to work with collocational expressions as whole lexical entities (as in, for example, one long word) rather than trying to assemble phrases from their component parts. 
Collocation practice:  
· News reports and restatement of information from the business section of a newspaper, e.g. "And now we bring you the latest from the stock market"  

· Business plans or presentations to "the board of directors" or a company president

· Poster sessions with formal explanations for fellow-professionals, "stock holders," or potential "investors." 
· Restating technical news or weather reports also works well to provide students with collocation practice


The key consideration in learning practice is to give learners an opportunity to use the lexical and syntactic structures that they would not otherwise have in their spoken casual and informal interactions.


Collocation dictionaries:

Oxford Collocations Dictionary, 2002; Collins Dictionary of Collocations, 1999
A List Of Useful Latin Prefixes
	Prefix 
	Meaning 
	Word 
	Other forms

	ab-
	from, away 
	abstract 
	a-, abs-

	ad- 
	to(ward) 
	advertise, attention 
	a-, ab-, ac-, af-, ag-, al-, an-, ap-, aq-, ar-, as-, at-

	com- 
	with, 

together 
	complicated, 

confuse, contain 
	co-, col-, con-, cor-

	de- 
	down 
	describe 
	

	de- 
	away 
	deduct 
	

	dis- 
	not 
	dislike 
	

	dis- 
	apart, away 
	distance 
	di-, dif

	ex- 
	out, beyond 
	express 
	e-, ef-

	in-
	not 
	inconsistent 
	ig-, il-, im-, ir-

	in-
	in (to) 
	instruct 
	il-, im-, ir-

	inter- 
	between, among 
	intermittent 
	

	mis- 
	wrong(ly) 
	misinform 
	

	non-
	not 
	nonviolent 
	

	ob-
	against 
	oppose 
	o-, oc-, of-, op-

	ob-
	to (ward) 
	obtain 
	o-, oc-, of-, op-

	over
	above 
	overpower 
	

	per- 
	through 
	perfect 
	

	pre- 
	before 
	predict 
	

	pro- 
	forward 
	prospect 
	pur-

	pro- 
	in favor of 
	pro-Western 
	

	re- 
	back 
	reduce 
	

	re-
	again 
	reorganize 
	

	sub- 
	under 
	support, 

subscribe 
	suc-, suf-, sug-, sum-, sur-, sus-

	trans-
	across, beyond 
	transfer 
	tra-, tran-

	un- 
	not 
	unable 
	


(from Nation, 1990, p. 170)

THE FOURTEEN WORDS 

(KEYS TO THE MEANINGS OF OVER 14,000 WORDS)

This table is for the teacher's use, and may be over students' heads. It illustrates the role of word families and prefixes in vocabulary building.
	Derivations

	Words 
	Prefix 
	Common
meaning 
	Root 
	Common

meaning

	precept 
	pre- 
	before 
	capere 
	take, seize 

	detain 
	de- 
	away, down 
	tenere 
	hold, have 

	intermittent 
	inter- 
	between, 
among 
	mittere 
	send 

	offer
	of-, ob-*
	against
	ferre 
	bear, carry

	insist 
	in- 
	into 
	stare 
	stand 

	monograph 
	mono- 
	alone, one 
	graphein 
	write 

	epilogue 
	epi- 
	upon 
	legein 
	say, study of 

	aspect 
	ad- 
	to, toward 
	specere 
	see 

	uncomplicated 
	un- 

com- 
	not, together,
with 
	plicare 
	fold 

	nonextended 
	non- 

ex- 
	not, out, 
beyond 
	tendere 
	stretch 

	reproduction 
	re-, 
pro- 
	back, again forward, for 
	ducere 
	lead 

	indisposed 
	in-, 
dis- 
	not, apart
	ponere, 
pos 
	put, place 

	oversufficient
	over- 

sub- 
	above 
under 
	facere 
	make, do 

	mistranscribe 
	mis- 

trans- 
	wrong, 
across,
beyond 
	scribere 
	write 


(from Nation, 1990, p. 171)

* variants
Dictionary Mining

(from Hinkel, E. (2004).  Teaching academic ESL writing.  Lawrence Erlbaum)

Equipment and materials needed:  A page from a dictionary, pencil, and paper.  
occur /pronunciation symbols/ v.i. [verb intransitive, i.e. not taking a direct object], -curred, -curring [the spelling of the past and -ing forms requires two -rr-'s.
1. [the first and common meaning] to happen; take place; come to pass [these can be used as replacements/synonyms]:  When did the accident occur?  [the teacher can provide additional examples of phrases and sentences for this meaning, e.g. The event occurs/takes place annually/frequently/in the summer.] 
2. [the second most common meaning] to be met with or found; present itself; appear [possible replacements for the second meaning].  
3. to suggest itself in thought; come to mind (usually fol. by to); An idea occurred to me.

L [from Latin] occurrere to run, to meet, arrive, meet, equiv to oc- + currere to run.  

--Syn.  1. befall [somewhat dated].  See happen [this is an important synonym]  2. arise, offer.  
occurrence /pronunciation symbols/  n.  [this is a derived noun]  1. the action, fact, or instance of occurring.  

2. something that happens; event; incident [these can be possible noun synonyms]; We were delayed by several unexpected occurrences.

--Syn.  1. circumstance.  See event.  





In learners' dictionaries, additional information can be found, such as attendant prepositions (occur in/among, as in Viral infections occur mainly among school children) or collocations (it occurs to somebody that, as in It occurred to him that new sports drinks may be popular among baseball fans), or distinctions between formal and informal registers (occur is formal and not common in spoken English).  

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



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.



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.  
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