
LANGUAGE FOCUS
4EACHING !CADEMIC 6OCABULARY #OLLOCATIONS
and Pre-Fabs

This chapter discusses:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Academic vocabulary learning in every lesson
The importance of vocabulary in writing and other skills
Vocabulary learning and retention
Cross-curricular strategies and techniques for vocabulary teaching and learning
Techniques for building up learners’ vocabulary base
Teaching and learning dictionary uses
The fact is that while without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.
D.A. Wilkins (1972, p. 111, emphasis in the original)

Introduction: Academic Vocabulary Learning in
Every Lesson
Teaching and learning in the academy is simply not possible without academic
language and vocabulary. Academic language is the language that is spoken in
education at every level. Conversational interactions and spoken social exchanges
employ conversational discourse and vocabulary that are substantially different
and much narrower than academic language. Much research has demonstrated
that conversational vocabulary consists of approximately 2,000 frequent words,
while academic vocabulary and the language of textbooks can be as large as
20,000 to 85,000 words (Nagy, 2005; Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Nation, 2013).
Unfortunately, merely reading textbooks is not sufﬁcient for learners to develop
a substantial range of academic words. Research on vocabulary in L2 textbooks
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has demonstrated that they do not recycle vocabulary (varied and rich vocabulary
is highly valued in English-language writing). Vocabulary recycling is left almost
exclusively up to the teacher and classroom instruction.
Typically, learners from better educated L1 families have a greater exposure to
academic language, reading, and vocabulary essential in schooling than those who
live with L2 families or in L2 communities. L2 learners from all walks of life and
different family backgrounds need to build up a vocabulary range to enable them
to succeed in attaining their educational objectives.
Substantial and well-developed academic vocabulary is required for success in
education and schooling, college and university studies, as well as for the work
world and careers (Zwiers, 2014). Academic vocabulary shortfalls and limitations
may lead to life-long consequences and unfortunate outcomes in terms of learners’ academic success, opportunities, and potentials. In classroom instruction and
throughout the curriculum, teaching academic vocabulary persistently and deliberately can make a great deal of difference for learners’ vocabulary growth and
the development of the foundational vocabulary base for reading and writing.
In many cases, vocabulary can focus on general academic words and expressions
and those that are speciﬁc to a discipline or subject area. An effective teaching of
vocabulary entails a great deal of persistence and effort.
Important academic vocabulary and expressions for reading and writing need to
be emphasized, repeated, and practiced, practiced, practiced in every lesson, even if for
small amounts of class time, such as between 5 and 20 minutes (more on this later in
the chapter). For example, academic vocabulary often refers to abstract and complex
concepts that require explanations to be understood, e.g., metaphor, proof, democracy, or
monarchy. While many L1 learners may already be familiar with some meanings of
these words or the meanings of many abstract academic words, in the case of L2 learners, such concepts have to be explained, and the words learned with persistence and
repetition. A broad and solid base in academic vocabulary is essential for learning math
(e.g., equation, proportion, percent, formula), natural and social sciences (e.g., weather, climate,
society, government), and for reading and writing (e.g., thesis, topic, analogy, coherence).
In the contexts of speciﬁc lessons, curriculum, and studies of the subject matter, teaching and learning of academic vocabulary can be accomplished with great
success (Nation & Webb, 2011; Zwiers, 2008). A substantial range of academic
vocabulary can be attained by identifying, teaching, and explaining subject-speciﬁc
vocabulary and by providing students plentiful opportunities for understanding,
learning, and using it in subject-speciﬁc and more general academic contexts
(Ferris & Roberts, 2001).

6OCABULARY GROWTH AND GAINS PLATEAU OVER TIME UNLESS TEACHERS ANDOR
LEARNERS THEMSELVES ACTIVELY AND PERSISTENTLY WORK TO INCREASE THE VOCABULARY
RANGE ,AUFER  ,AUFER  0ARIBAKHT  3CHMITT  -EARA  
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Academic vocabulary teaching and learning throughout topics, lessons, and as
much curriculum as possible can provide students opportunities for much needed
exposure, regular practice, repetition, and more practice. For instance, unfamiliar
and abstract words, such as measure, inﬂuence, or signiﬁcance, can be presented and
discussed prior to the teaching of the actual contexts and materials in which they
occur. With additional and multiple exposures, students can practice academic
vocabulary when it is encountered in content and become familiar over time
(Rott, 1999).
The remainder of this chapter is devoted to a number of academic vocabulary
teaching strategies and techniques. These can take various forms in the classroom
with great effect and in the contexts of instruction in practically any subject: in the
teaching of any language skill or academic content. The strategies and techniques
discussed here can, for example, be presented in the form of typical academic writing tasks, short reviews, or smaller pieces of reading and writing that students have
to perform in the classroom or outside it. Writing activities are invaluable when it
comes to learning new academic words and expressions. Short quizzes, academic
papers, and exercises, all can serve the same purpose throughout each lesson and
the curriculum for teaching.

The Importance of Vocabulary in Writing
(and Other Language Skills)
A large number of investigations carried out on the essential skills needed to produce school and academic writing have been based on large and small data sets. By
and large, these consist of studies with foci on the vocabulary found in practically
all types of academic prose and thus typically also expected in student writing, as
well (Hinkel, 2003).
Many analyses of school and academic writing at various levels of instruction
have demonstrated that student prose is expected to adhere to fairly regular conventions in the uses of vocabulary and collocations (words that often co-occur
together in discourse as in strong tea or a bar of soap, but not a piece of soap) (Coxhead, 2008; Hinkel, 2011, 2014; Laufer& Waldman, 2011). Additional studies have
also shown that instruction in the vocabulary of academic prose leads to substantial
improvements in the quality of student text (Graves, August, & Mancilla-Martinez,
2012; Johnson, Acevedo, & Mercado, 2013; Laufer & Nation, 1995). For instance,
Keith Folse’s (2004) overview of vocabulary teaching in conjunction with all language skills, including writing, emphasizes that L2 production requires extensive
and intensive vocabulary teaching. In other publications, the positive effect of the
increased vocabulary range on L2 writing is also well documented (Folse, 2006;
Laufer & Nation, 1999; Lee & Muncie, 2006).
Along these lines, other studies have also elucidated the value for the uses of
formulaic expressions in L2 writing (e.g., the author states that, this paper discusses
and analyzes xxx, on the whole, generally speaking). Although such investigations
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have been comparatively fewer than the studies of vocabulary, researchers and
methodologists have found that these can be very useful and productive in L2
academic writing (Cowie, 1992; Howarth, 1998; Lewis, 2000; Read, 2000; Wray,
2002, 2004). Research on academic text and discourse has established clearly that
large portions of academic prose consists of prefabricated constructions, many of
which can operate according to the slot-and-ﬁller principle (which assigns a lexical string appropriate in a grammatical construction) (Jones & Haywood, 2004;
Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992), as long as the resulting construction is comprehensible and relatively free of errors. L2 writing quality can beneﬁt greatly by the
usage of both preconstructed expressions (also called prefabs), such as those above,
and discrete words and phrases in their texts.
The ﬁndings of the research on the amount of vocabulary accessible to native
and nonnative speakers are presented in Table 7.1 as a point of reference. The
importance of a solid base in academic vocabulary in production of L2 writing is
also discussed in detail in chapters 3 and 4.
The data in Table 7.1 demonstrate unambiguously that academic L2 vocabulary has to be taught and learned, and there is not a moment to lose. That is,
the vocabulary range of junior high school students may be similar to that of
highly educated nonnative speakers of English, such as post-doctoral students in
English-speaking countries (Nation & Waring, 1997; Waring & Nation, 2004).
It seems clear, though, that the types of accessible word families of school-age
learners is not likely to be the same as that of post-doctoral non-native speakers.
In general terms, the vocabulary needed for teaching adults—and particularly
so for teaching academic L2 writing—is not similar to that suited for teaching
school age learners.
TABLE 7.1 Vocabulary Sizes*

Native Speakers of English

Number of Word Families

Average native speaker
First-year college students
Older adults
Educated native speakers
Junior high school students
An average novel for teenager

17,000
16,679
21, 252
30,000 (approximately)
9,684
5,000 words (not word families)
approximately

Non-Native Speakers of English
Graduate/post-doctoral nonnative students
(receptive vocabulary only)

8,000–9,000 (approximately)

*Based on the data provided in the following publications: D’Anna, Zechmeister, and Hall, (1991),
Nation (2006), Goulden, Nation, and Read (1990), Zechmeister, D’Anna, Hall, Paus, and Smith
(1993), and Zechmeister, Chronis, Cull, D’Anna, and Healy (1995).
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Action Point
-AKE A TRIP TO A LOCAL PUBLIC LIBRARY OR A LARGE BOOKSTORE
AND LOCATE THE SECTION WITH BOOKS FOR JUNIOR HIGH STUDENTS
SOMETIMES CALLED hJUVENILE BOOKSv OR hJUVENILE LITERATUREv 
7HAT TOPICS DO THESE BOOKS ADDRESS
#HOOSE SAY  OR  BOOKS ON SUCH ACADEMIC TOPICS AS SCIENTIlC EXPLORATIONS BIOGRAPHIES OF SCIENTISTS OR FAMOUS AUTHORS OR NATURE (OW IS THE TEXT
WRITTEN (OW LONG ARE THE CHAPTERS 7HAT IS THE SIZE OF THE FONT )N SHORT
NOTE THE PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND THE CONTENT PRESENTATION IN THESE BOOKS
)F YOU WERE TEACHING A VOCABULARY OR A READING COURSE FOR , UNIVERSITY
STUDENTS OR SCHOLARS WOULD THESE BOOKS BE APPROPRIATE )N WHAT WAYS WOULD
THEY BE AND IN WHAT WAYS WOULDNT THEY #AN THESE BOOKS OR READING MATERIALS BE MODIlED TO MAKE THEM MORE SUITABLE (OW WOULD YOU GO ABOUT
identifying suitable reading materials for academically bound adult learners
WITH LIMITED VOCABULARY RANGES

A vast body of published research on learning vocabulary and collocations and
its connections to the quality of L2 writing as demonstrated on writing tests and
assessments can be summarized simply.
s

s

(IGH AND SIGNIlCANT CORRELATIONS HAVE BEEN REPEATEDLY ESTABLISHED
BETWEEN VOCABULARY SIZE AND PRACTICALLY ALL RATER ASSESSMENTS OF WRITING QUALITY WRITING PERFORMANCE IN COLLEGEUNIVERSITY COURSES AND WITH
GENERAL LANGUAGE PROlCIENCY SCORES "ACHMAN  0ALMER  "ORS 
3TOKES  ,AUFER  .ATION  
2ATERS OF WRITING ARE CONSISTENTLY INmUENCED BY THE LEXICAL RANGE AND
RICHNESS EVEN WHEN THEY ARE NOT EXPECTED OR INSTRUCTED TO FOCUS ON
VOCABULARY %DUCATIONAL 4ESTING 3ERVICE  

/NE OF THE FUNDAMENTALS OF ALL TEACHING IS THAT WHEN VOCABULARY IS TAUGHT IT
DOES NOT MEAN THAT IT IS LEARNED

With vocabulary teaching, it is also important to remember that, in many cases,
word complexity and the complexity of its meaning do not necessarily follow the
progression from easy to learn to difﬁcult to learn. The reasons may simply lie
in the fact that the teacher has a somewhat limited impact on student vocabulary
learning.
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When a lesson is completed, words can be forgotten, confused with other
words, or their meanings can become conﬂated with meanings of other words.
When a vocabulary unit or set is ﬁnished, it does not mean that students have
learned all the words that it includes or that they have become proﬁcient vocabulary users (Waring and Nation, 2004).

The Teacher’s Job
When it comes to vocabulary teaching, the teachers’ job consists of the following
six components:
•
•
•

•

•
•

Determining the most effective and efficient ways of vocabulary teaching and
learning, based on the learning objectives and learners’ goals (see chapter 5)
Identifying vocabulary and collocations that are most needed in language
building and learning, as well as in writing
Planning the progression and sequencing of instructional materials, that
is, vocabulary and collocations to increase vocabulary range and promote
retention
Teaching learners how to learn vocabulary effectively and efficiently. A word
needs to be encountered between 10 and 16 times in order for it to be learned
(more on this below)
Providing opportunities for contextualized vocabulary uses and increasing
writing (and reading) fluency
Assessing learners’ progress and adjusting instruction and sequencing as
needed, that is, refining and modifying teaching to best meet learners’ needs

Vocabulary Learning and Retention
In learning another language, a development of a solid vocabulary base cannot
be overestimated. Learning vocabulary can take place in the context of attaining
practically any L2 skill, from listening and speaking to reading and writing. In
learning to write in L2, the range of vocabulary plays a crucial role: ideas cannot
be expressed without the means to express them.
In many cases of vocabulary teaching, a word or a phrase are introduced in the
classroom, their meanings and contextual uses are explained with a little bit of
practice, and then these items can be relegated to further activities and assignments.
Frequently, in subsequent vocabulary work, these new items are not revisited or
revisited insufﬁciently, and then they are often abandoned. Much research on
vocabulary learning has demonstrated, however, that anywhere between 10 and
16 exposures to a new word can produce a signiﬁcant gain in vocabulary growth
(Laufer 1997, 1998; Nation, 1990, 2008, 2013; Schmitt 2004). In fact, the more
exposures, the better.
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4HE KEY TO VOCABULARY LEARNING IS NOT ACTUALLY LEARNING WORDS AND WORD
FAMILIES 4HE KEY TO EXPANDING ONES VOCABULARY RANGE IS VOCABULARY
RETENTION

Talking Shop
3OME WORLD RENOWNED AUTHORITIES ON , VOCABULARY TEACHING
SUCH AS 0AUL .ATION  SAY THAT TEACHING INCREMENTAL VOCABULARY ITEMS
AND COLLOCATIONS IN THE CLASSROOM IS A WASTE OF TIME )N FACT ONE OF THE MOST
important of the teachers’ jobs is to teach students strategies for learning
VOCABULARY AND COLLOCATIONS EFFECTIVELY %XPERIENCE HAS SHOWN HOWEVER THAT
TEACHERS USUALLY DO NOT SUBSCRIBE TO THIS POSITION DESPITE A GREAT NUMBER OF
RESEARCH lNDINGS
7HAT DO YOU THINK THE REASONS MAY BE FOR .ATIONS STANDPOINT $O YOU
AGREE WITH HIS OUTLOOK $ISCUSS YOUR VIEWS WITH YOUR COLLEAGUES AND SEE WHAT
THEIR EXPERIENCES AND OPINIONS ARE

As was mentioned in chapter 6, to understand spoken or written texts, most
learners need to comprehend 95% of the running words, and no less than 90%.
Vocabulary retention requires intensive and extensive practice. In the early stages,
vocabulary learning is easy because early learning includes highly frequent words,
but less frequent words (e.g., academic vocabulary) are harder to learn, and they
need to be purposefully taught and learned. Initial vocabulary learning often leads
to increases in receptive vocabulary (words and phrases are recognized and understood in reading and listening), but not necessarily in productive vocabulary and
active usage in writing or speaking (Lee, 2003).
To begin with, vocabulary learning can include such basic practice as pronouncing the words, reading aloud, word and sentence dictation, and spelling
(Nation, 2013). Spelling exercises and practice can be particularly valuable for
learners whose L1 alphabets and orthography are derived from the writing systems other than those adopted in English or many other European languages
(Birch, 2011, 2013).

A large receptive vocabulary does not necessarily result in a better free
ACTIVE VOCABULARY IN WRITING 4HE GROWTH OF PRODUCTIVE VOCABULARY IN WRITING
OCCURS SLOWLY AND IN THE PROCESS OF WRITING PRACTICE
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Action Point
4AKE A LOOK AT ANY STANDARDIZED TEST OR TEST PREPARATION MATERIALS AND BOOKS FOR ACADEMIC LANGUAGE EG THE 4/%&, 3!4
!#4 OR '2%  4HESE ARE EASY TO LOCATE IN ANY BOOKSTORE OR
LANGUAGE TEACHING PROGRAM 4HE IMPORTANCE OF VOCABULARY
TEACHING AND LEARNINGAT LEAST FOR THE PURPOSES OF TESTS AND ASSESSMENTS
BECOMES VERY CLEAR
7RITE DOWN AROUND n WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS THAT ARE TESTED IN THESE
MATERIALS EVEN IF FOR PREPARATION AND PRACTICE 4HEN COUNT THOSE THAT HAVE
CONCRETE MEANING OR ABSTRACT MEANINGS 7HICH WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS
ARE TESTED MORE OFTEN 7HY DO YOU THINK ONE TYPE OF VOCABULARY IS FOUND
MORE FREQUENTLY IN THE TESTS OF ACADEMIC LANGUAGE 7HAT GOALS DO THESE TESTS
SET OUT TO MEET
!ND NOW THE MILLION DOLLAR QUESTION DO STANDARDIZED TESTS OR TEST PREPARATION MATERIALS ACTUALLY ADDRESS LEARNERS RECEPTIVE OR PRODUCTIVE VOCABULARY
(OW CAN YOU TELL

Cross-Curricular Strategies and Techniques for
Vocabulary Teaching and Learning
In general terms, the purpose of vocabulary learning strategies is to enable learners
to complete a range of language learning steps and tasks and achieve their learning
objectives. Effective and ineffective learning strategies are of particular importance
when learners work with large amounts of vocabulary. The vocabulary learning
strategies and techniques discussed here are not only applicable to learning speciﬁc
types or sets of words and expressions, but they represent generally productive
or less productive components of vocabulary learning. Although in many cases
learners are able to ﬁgure out which learning technique is more effective than the
other, they often do not have sufﬁcient training to understand the reasons, revise a
learning strategy, or to select another that is more effective.

)N GENERAL TERMS THE PURPOSE OF TEACHING THE DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN MORE OR
less effective and efﬁcient vocabulary learning strategies and techniques is to
ENABLE LEARNERS TO BECOME AUTONOMOUS IN THEIR LANGUAGE LEARNING

Despite the fact that a great deal of research has been carried out on efﬁcient
and inefﬁcient vocabulary learning strategies, a few of those that work less than
well have endured. Since language learners rarely, if ever, undertake to familiarize
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themselves with research, one of the most important teachers’ tasks is to help students to become more effective in their vocabulary learning. As has been noted,
vocabulary teaching and learning can take place in the context of any class, course,
or curriculum.
The most important factor in building up a substantial vocabulary base that is
essential for producing reasonably competent L2 academic writing is consistency
and persistence in effective studies. It is also important to keep in mind that, like
most academic undertakings, effective vocabulary learning and deploying of efﬁcient strategies and techniques takes time and practice (and practice). Vocabulary
learning and using is a language skill, and most advanced skill development is a
deliberate process that requires setting incremental goals and focused attention.

Talking Shop
)N THE TRADITIONAL TEACHING OF , AND &, CURRICULA AND
INSTRUCTION ARE SEPARATED INTO INCREMENTAL LANGUAGE SKILLS SUCH AS SPEAKING
READING OR WRITING 4HE REASONS FOR THIS APPROACH TO TEACHING ARE PRIMARILY
HISTORICAL BUT THEY HAVE ENDURED ALSO DUE TO THE PERCEIVED EXPEDIENCE
GOOD VALUE FOR THE TIME OF SEPARATE LESSONS AND COURSES )T IS CLEAR THAT IN
THIS CHAPTER AND THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK THE PERSPECTIVE ON LANGUAGE TEACHING
curriculum and the gradual process of language learning differs from the
TRADITIONAL ONE A SECRET NOTE THE AUTHOR OF THIS BOOK IS A NONNATIVE USER OF
%NGLISH 
7HAT DO YOU THINK THE ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES MAY BE FOR SEPARATING LANGUAGE CURRICULUM AND TEACHING BY SKILL OR INTERTWINING VARIOUS
LANGUAGE SKILLS IN INSTRUCTION )N YOUR OWN EXPERIENCE AS A LANGUAGE LEARNER
OR TEACHER WHICH APPROACH CAN LEAD TO GREATER AND MORE EFlCIENT LANGUAGE
GAINS 7HAT POSSIBLE DIFFERENCE MIGHT EMERGE BETWEEN LEARNERS OR TEACHERS VIEWS $ISCUSS YOUR PERSPECTIVE WITH YOUR COLLEAGUES AND SEE WHAT THEIR
EXPERIENCES ARE

Ineffective Vocabulary Learning Techniques
Some of the common, but less than useful, strategies are discussed below simply
because these are ubiquitous in various locations and among various types of
learners. For example, students who are particularly diligent and motivated may
choose unsimpliﬁed L2 texts when they believe that, over time, this technique can
bring them closer to achieving their goal of reading complex prose.
A large number of studies have been demonstrated that the vocabulary
threshold, that is, the lowest vocabulary range that is needed for reasonable comprehension, is one of the crucial aspects in L2 vocabulary learning (and reading).
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This is particularly relevant in curriculum and course design, as well as in establishing students’ learning objectives (discussed in chapter 6). Some research reports
have identiﬁed the vocabulary threshold needed for comprehension (but not necessarily written production) of authentic academic texts as around 7,000 word
families (Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). That is, by
the end of their preparatory studies, L2 learners should attempt to achieve this
overall vocabulary learning objective.
However, vocabulary learning is an incremental and iterative (repeated) process,
and learners’ threshold of comprehension, for example, at the beginning or intermediate levels can be expected to differ considerably. For instance, as noted earlier,
Hu and Nation (2000) state that no comprehension takes place when learners
understand only 80% of the text and that some a small number of learners may
need only 90% to 95%. The majority, however, require even higher vocabulary
ranges, where the number of familiar words in a passage is close to 98% (Nation,
2013). The essential vocabulary sizes that differ from level to level are known as
vocabulary thresholds.
The two most common ineffective vocabulary learning techniques:
•
•

Reading or listening (both are receptive skills) above “the threshold level” of
comprehension is the most common of all poor strategies.
Guessing the meaning of words from context where the number of familiar
words is smaller than 4 out every 5. This is the second most common poor
strategy. Some researchers have shown that successful text comprehension
is possible in contexts with 19 known words out of every 20 (Laufer, 1989;
Nation & Waring, 1997).

The idea that guessing the meaning of words from context has arisen from a
body of research on children who are learning to read in L1 English in Englishspeaking environments. By far, the vast majority of words in reading in one’s
native language is learned in extensive reading (or reading for enjoyment) and
numerous and repeated exposures to vocabulary in the course of education and
schooling, rather than by means of direct and explicit teaching. However, in the
1990s, some researchers extrapolated these ﬁndings on children learning to read
in their L1 to L2 learners and L2 vocabulary learning (Coady, 1997). Because of
its intuitive attractiveness to teachers who are native speakers of English or other
languages and who themselves acquired large vocabularies in this way, the myth
on how L2 vocabulary can be learned has failed to disappear.
A very large number of investigations on the effectiveness of guessing unknown
L2 vocabulary in context have demonstrated repeatedly that accurate or even
proximate guessing of meaning in reading is hardly ever possible (Laufer, 1997;
Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; Hu & Nation, 2000; Nation, 1990, 2013).
The reasons lie in the fact that most L2 learners may not know not just one or two
words in the context of several dozen or hundreds; they probably do not know
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too many words in any context. Thus, with so many unfamiliar words, accurate or
proximate guessing of word meaning can be very difﬁcult (Birch, 2013). In fact,
as various studies noted here have demonstrated, expecting learners to make successful guesses may be simply unrealistic.

Action Point
4HE 'UESSING 'AME &OUR SHORT SENTENCES ARE PRESENTED BELOW
4HE WORDS IN THESE SENTENCES THAT ARE LIKELY TO BE UNFAMILIAR TO
MOST LEARNERS HAVE BEEN OMITTED 4AKE A FEW GUESSES AND SEE IF
you can ﬁll in the gaps relatively accurately:
The xxxx xxxxxxx in Los Angeles promises xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx
THE YEAR ! XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX IN THE WEATHER OF THE XXXXXX IS THE XXXX
XXXXXXXXX HIGH XXXXXXXX AREA OF THE NORTH XXXXXXX /CEAN 4HIS XXXXXXXX
CENTER MOVES XXXXXXXXX IN SUMMER HOLDING XXXXXXXXXXX WELL TO THE NORTH
AND AS A RESULT THE XXXX RECEIVES LITTLE XXXXXXXXXXXXX DURING THAT PERIOD
7INTER XXXXXX BRING XXXXXXXXXX XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 2ETRIEVED AND
ADAPTED FROM WWWWRCCDRIEDUNARRATIVES#!,)&/2.)!HTM ON -ARCH 
2014)
9OU ARE LIKELY TO GUESS THAT THE TEXT IS ABOUT THE WEATHER IN ,OS !NGELES
BECAUSE OF THE WORDS weather and Los Angeles AND SUMMER AND WINTER (OWEVER IT IS NOT POSSIBLE TO GUESS FROM THE TEXT WHAT IT ACTUALLY SAYS ABOUT THE
SUMMER AND THE WINTER WEATHER
4URN THE PAGE TO SEE THE COMPLETE TEXT WITH GAPS lLLED IN (OW MANY
WORDS WERE YOU ABLE IN FACT TO GUESS CORRECTLY (OW MANY DID YOU MISS
7HAT DO YOU THINK ABOUT THE EFlCIENCY AND EFFECTIVENESS OF LEARNING ,
VOCABULARY IN CONTEXT 7HAT DO YOUR COLLEAGUES THINK

Effective Teaching Techniques
In course curriculum and instruction, there is a distinction between receptive
vocabulary that is needed for listening and reading comprehension and productive vocabulary that learners can employ in producing language, that is, speaking
and writing. Productive language and vocabulary usage is much more difﬁcult to
attain because all facets of word knowledge have to be deployed: recall, orthography and spelling or sounds, word form(s), structural variables (e.g., afﬁxes or
prepositions), and appropriate meanings in context. On the other hand, receptive
word knowledge can be a great deal less demanding when only a recognition of
the form and its attendant meanings are relevant and salient (Nation, 2008, 2013).
As most teachers and learners know from experience, in L2 learning, receptive
language and vocabulary are more developed and practiced in virtually all cases.
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Another important consideration is that L2 receptive vocabulary almost always
remains larger than the productive, and special efforts are often needed to “push”
receptive word knowledge into productive uses. Such additional efforts can take
the form of more frequent repetition and exposure, and explicitly requiring learners to use vocabulary in writing (and speaking), which Swain (1995, 2005) calls
comprehensible output. A good deal of work and pre-teaching is almost always
needed for productive language tasks, such as writing.
Receptive vocabulary can be successfully “pushed” into written production
in limited and purposeful sets that are well thought-out. For example, vocabulary
associated with a particular topic, such as weather, climate, ﬁnance, a historical
event, or Harry Potter’s magic, can be pushed in producing writing.
•
•
•

To increase the range of vocabulary in writing (productive), explicitly and
directly activating receptive vocabulary is requisite.
Focusing on (and rewarding!) word uses in written production and vocabulary richness are essential to expanding productive vocabulary size.
Language production (speaking and writing), as opposed to reception, leads
to better vocabulary learning over time (Laufer & Nation, 1995, 1999).

)N TEACHING AND LEARNING IT IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER THAT IT CAN BE WORK
AND TIME CONSUMING TO PUSH VOCABULARY USES FROM RECEPTIVE TO PRODUCTIVE
-OTIVATING LEARNERS IN THIS RATHER DIFlCULT PRACTICE IS OF THE ESSENCE

A course curriculum and lesson plans need to incorporate a number of
components that can lead to persistent, consistent, and deliberate vocabulary
learning. Writing practice provides one of the best techniques for activating
receptive vocabulary in productive usage. In learning EFL, where opportunities
for language production occur almost exclusively in the classroom, “pushing”
vocabulary from receptive to productive is bound to be more difﬁcult than in
ESL/L2 contexts.

!NSWER TO THE 'UESSING 'AME ON P XXX
The arid climate in Los Angeles promises scant humidity throughout the
YEAR ! DOMINATING FACTOR IN THE WEATHER OF THE REGION IS THE SEMI PERMANENT
HIGH PRESSURE AREA OF THE NORTH 0ACIlC /CEAN 4HIS PRESSURE CENTER MOVES
NORTHWARD IN SUMMER HOLDING STORM TRACKS WELL TO THE NORTH AND AS A RESULT
THE AREA RECEIVES LITTLE PRECIPITATION DURING THAT PERIOD 7INTER STORMS BRING
WIDESPREAD MODERATE PRECIPITATION
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Techniques for Building Up Learners’ Vocabulary Base
The basic steps in any and all vocabulary teaching:
1.
2.
3.

Identifying the words students need to know (e.g., University Word List or
Academic Word List—numerous websites on the Internet contain the two lists)
Helping students memorize and retain these words (e.g., teaching vocabulary
learning strategies).
Practicing words (and subsequently word families) in different and meaningful ways.

As has been mentioned, one of the teacher’s tasks is to select vocabulary for student learning. It seems clear at the outset that beginning learners should not start
with complex or difﬁcult words, but simple ones that are highly useful and frequent.
•

•

Vocabulary teaching begins with the most frequent words and moves to those
that are less frequent.
Students should be able to make lists of valuable, frequent, and productive
words and put them on ﬂash cards. Examples with these words, phrases,
and synonyms can be added to the lists and ﬂash cards (a Note on Flash
Cards is included at the end of this chapter).
Spaced repetition is the mother of all remembering/vocabulary retention.
Review, review, review the words learned. For example, effective vocabulary
reviews can take place at regular intervals, such as one, two, three, and seven
days apart. Vocabulary practice and review is the essential foundation of
vocabulary learning and remembering.

Spaced repetition is the single most important technique in all vocabulary
teaching.

•

•
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Words with concrete meanings are easier to learn than abstract concepts. For
this reason, words with concrete meanings are easier to teach.
Academic vocabulary is largely abstract and polysemous (words with multiple meanings), and it often refers to complex concepts. Another constraint is that abstract words can have more culturally bound meanings
than those that refer to concrete objects. For example, such words as
homework, chapter, or income can be demonstrated or explained relatively
easily. On the other hand, the words evidence, factor, or method would
require learners to have a bit of language proﬁciency to understand the
explanations and use the words appropriately in context.
Online and electronic dictionaries are easy ways to access a dictionary or a
thesaurus. Many online dictionaries are available on the Internet, and looking
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up a word online takes a fraction of the time of doing it the old-fashioned
way by looking up words in large dictionary volumes.
To provide learners opportunities for reviewing high-frequency vocabulary
and spaced repetition, several productive and simple techniques can be highly useful. A few suggestions and examples of easily implemented and simple practice
opportunities:
•
•
•
•
•

A spelling quiz or a short dictation (5–10 minutes) of words or phrases learned
a few days ago or yesterday
Writing a short definition of or giving a couple of sentence examples with a
word or phrase
Short oral questions with a word that require oral responses
Pair work that requires learners to exchange their flash cards and test one
another
Identifying parts of words and constructing new words with prefixes and
suffixes. In the long run, this is probably one of the most useful exercises and
practice opportunities because it requires learners to review the meanings of a
number of word parts. An example can be found in the “Action Point” below.
4HE KEY CONSIDERATION IN LEARNING PRACTICE IS TO GIVE LEARNERS AN OPPORTUNITY
TO ENCOUNTER AND USE THE VOCABULARY THAT THEY WOULD NOT OTHERWISE HAVE IN
THEIR SPOKEN CASUAL AND INFORMAL INTERACTIONS

Action Point
! SAMPLE OF STUDENT ACTIVITY ON NEW WORD BUILDING PRElXES
SUFlXES AND DERIVATIONS IS FOUND BELOW ! HEADWORD OR A
PRElX OR A SUFlX IS PRESENTED TO STUDENTS AND THEN THEY HAVE
A FEW MINUTES TO MAKE A LIST OF SIMPLE OR DERIVED WORDS WITH
THE HEADWORD OR AFlX 3TUDENTS CAN COMPETE TO SEE WHO COMES UP WITH THE
LONGEST LIST AND WORK IN SMALL GROUPS OF n
For example:
VARY THE HEADWORD
invariable
variability
variables
variance
variants
variations
varies
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invariably
variable
variably
variant
variation
varied
varying

1/29/2015 2:48:08 PM

4EACHING 6OCABULARY AND #OLLOCATIONS 199

7HAT FACTORS DO YOU THINK MAKE THE HEADWORD vary productive and
USEFUL FOR LEARNERS #AN YOU COME UP WITH ADDITIONAL WORDS THAT CAN HAVE
NUMEROUS PRACTICAL AND COMMONLY USED DERIVATIVES ! FEW ADDITIONAL POSsibilities: analysis, create, self, head, formula. 0REPARE A LIST OF HEADWORDS THAT
CAN USEFUL TO YOU IN YOUR OWN TEACHING AND FOR YOUR STUDENTS

Additional important areas in teaching students how to expand their vocabulary deal with collocations and lexical (set and relatively inﬂexible) phrases, small
clusters of academic nouns and verbs with similar meanings, high-frequency academic (and largely Greco-Latin) preﬁxes, and dictionary strategies. These will be
presented in turn.

Teaching Collocations and Lexical Phrases
Collocations (and lexical phrases) 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 or strong rain).
In academic language building, learning frequent collocations, such as those in
the earlier examples, is of the essence. Numerous studies have demonstrated conclusively that even in the cases of learners with a substantial vocabulary base, L2
writing may appear inaccurate and unidiomatic when collocations are inappropriately or infrequently employed (Hinkel, 2002a, 2002b; Howarth, 1998; Lewis,
2000; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Peters, 1983).
Collocations can include words in combinations with any types of other words
(e.g., nouns, verbs, prepositions, and prepositional phrases). A few examples can be
found with the noun cause and the verb cause, for instance.
Cause (noun)—an underlying cause, a root cause, (for/with) a good cause, a cause for
concern, a common cause, or a lost cause
Cause (verb)—cause problems, cause inconvenience
Typically, collocations consist of two elements: a pivot word which is the main/
focal word in the collocation and its accompanying word(s) (one or more; e.g.,
change jobs, change direction, change course, or change gears) (Shin & Nation, 2008).
Collocations can be lexical (those that deal with meaning), as in the above examples, or grammatical.
Most lexical collocations fall in the following types of word combinations:
•
•
•
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verbs and nouns (e.g., change the subject, change sides, change one’s mind)
adjectives and nouns (e.g., heavy traffic, strong influence, severe shortage, mild weather)
nouns and nouns (sometimes conjoined by a preposition) (e.g., building design,
trade agreement, guest of honor, bar of soap)
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verb and adverb/preposition (e.g., vaguely remember, strongly advocate, add significantly, greatly appreciate, accurately assess)

Collocations and lexical phrases cannot be assembled from their component
words: they have evolved in the language historically and are somewhat arbitrary.
All language users, L1 and L2 alike, have to learn them, instead of being able to
derive them.
Many learners are simply unaware that collocations and lexical phrases are
highly prevalent in many languages, including English. For this reason, collocations are often glossed over and remain unnoticed. Thus, the ﬁrst step in teaching
these language features is to increase students’ awareness and bring their attention
to such phrases. Unfortunately, in much language and vocabulary teaching, collocations are not strongly emphasized.

&OR MANY LEARNERS IT IS EASIER TO WORK WITH COLLOCATIONS AS WHOLE PHRASES AS
IN FOR EXAMPLE ONE LONG WORD RATHER THAN TRYING TO ASSEMBLE PHRASES FROM
THEIR COMPONENT PARTS

An effective technique for teaching learners to notice collocations is bring
their attention to phrases and sets of words that occur frequently in reading. Collocations are so numerous that it is probably impossible to address all of them, but
learners need to know that a book’s worth page of text can include approximately
between 20 and 50 of these.
To train students to notice collocations, the teacher can start by bringing learners’ attention to pivot words and those that accompany (go with) them. Explicitly
teaching and noting the most frequent phrases, such as for example, on the other
hand, or for this reason may save a bit of time and effort in the long run.
As the next step, demonstrating typical combinations of pivot words and their
accompaniments, using columns, tables, and appropriate substitutions can further highlight collocation frequency and provide models for students to use in
their own vocabulary notebooks (an example can be found in the “Action Point”
below). Quizzes on collocations can be simple and easy. Students are presented
with a pivot word and are asked to supply collocates (accompanying words); these
can be fruitful and highly productive.

Action Point
!N EXAMPLE OF STUDENT PRACTICE OR A QUIZ ON COLLOCATIONS IS
PRESENTED BELOW ! PIVOT WORD IS PRESENTED IN THE LEFT COLUMN AND STUDENTS HAVE TO COME UP WITH AS MANY COLLOCATES
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ACCOMPANYING WORDS AS THEY CAN DURING A PARTICULAR AMOUNT OF TIME SAY
n MINUTES 3TUDENTS CAN COMPETE TO SEE WHO COMES UP WITH THE LONGEST
LIST AND WORK IN SMALL GROUPS OF n
4HE PIVOT WORDS CAN BE AS BASIC AS make, do, have, give OR take for beginNERS AND MORE ADVANCED SUCH AS assume, assign, achieve, conclude, consist,
consult, deﬁne, denote, increase, decrease, presume, verify FROM THE 5NIVERSITY
7ORD ,IST FOR MORE PROlCIENT LEARNERS
For example:
make PIVOT WORD

take PIVOT WORD

achieve PIVOT WORD

possible collocates: AN APPOINTMENT AN
ARGUMENT AN ARRANGEMENT AN ATTEMPT A CAKE
AN EXCUSE A FRIEND OR FRIENDS A JOKE A PHONE CALL
A PREDICTION A SPEECH A SUGGESTION
possible collocates: ACTION ADVANTAGE OF A
BATH A BREAK CARE OF A CHANCE OR CHANCES
CHARGE A CLASS AN EXAM A LOT OF EFFORT HEART
THE LEAD NOTE NOTES AN OPPORTUNITY A PHONE
CALL SOMEONES SUGGESTIONS
possible collocates: GOAL OBJECTIVE RESULT
SUCCESS AIM AMBITION TARGET STANDARDS LEVEL
ONES POTENTIAL SUCCESS RECOGNITION GREATNESS
BE DIFlCULT TO BE EASY TO BE IMPOSSIBLE TO BE
possible to

#ONSTRUCT YOUR OWN PRACTICE ACTIVITIES FOR STUDENTS AND DO THEM FOR THE
EXPERIENCE +EEP IN MIND THAT COLLOCATES CAN COME BEFORE AND AFTER THE PIVOT
WORDS 0RODUCTIVE PIVOTS WORDS CAN BE FOUND IN ANY COLLOCATION DICTIONARY
3OME EXAMPLES advice, ﬁght, inﬂuence, issue, plan, relate, relationship, or
role #AN YOU COME UP WITH ADDITIONAL COMMON PIVOT WORDS 0REPARE A LIST
OF PIVOT WORDS THAT CAN USEFUL TO YOU IN YOUR OWN TEACHING AND FOR YOUR
STUDENTS

A few suggestions for collocation practice and activities can be:
•
•
•

6241-722.indb 201

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”
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Useful collocation dictionaries that can provide comprehensive collections of
pivot words and collocates:
•
•
•
•
•

McIntosh, C., Francis, B., & Poole, R. (Eds.). (2009). Oxford collocations dictionary for students of English (2nd ed.). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
Rundell, M., & Fox, G. (Eds.). (2010). Macmillan collocations dictionary for learners of English. Oxford: Macmillan.
Lea, D. (2002). Oxford collocations dictionary for students of English. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.
Benson, M., Benson, E., & Ilson, R. (2010). The BBI combinatory dictionary of
English: A guide to word combinations (3rd ed.). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
Longman Collocations Dictionary and Thesaurus. (2010). Edinburgh: Pearson
Education.

Talking Shop
* 2 &IRTH IS OFTEN QUOTED HAVING SAID hYOU KNOW A WORD BY THE
COMPANY IT KEEPSv &IRTH  P   (OWEVER MORE RECENTLY A NUMBER
of researchers have noted that one of the reasons that students may not
BE AWARE OF COLLOCATIONS IS THAT MANY OF THEIR TEACHERS MAY NOT BE 4HAT IS
INSTRUCTORS TYPICALLY FOCUS MUCH OF THEIR ATTENTION ON WORD BASED VOCABULARY
OR GRAMMATICAL CONSTRUCTIONS BUT FAR LESS SO ON COLLOCATIONS
Do you agree that the teaching of collocations is often neglected because
TEACHERS ARE NOT AWARE OF THEIR IMPORTANCE IN LANGUAGE USAGE 7HY OR WHY
NOT 7HAT DO YOU THINK THE REASONS MAY BE FOR THE SLIGHT OF COLLOCATIONS IN
TEACHING $ISCUSS YOUR VIEWS WITH YOUR COLLEAGUES AND SEE WHAT THEIR EXPERIENCES AND OPINIONS ARE

Vocabulary Substitution Clusters for Academic Writing
Many studies have reported that the language employed to construct academic
writing is highly formulaic (Cowie, 1992; Schmitt, 2004; Wray, 2002). By and
large, formulaic constructions are not assembled from their component parts—
that is, they are not compositional (see the discussion on collocations earlier in this
chapter), but in most cases, they are idiomatic. Proﬁcient writers, L1 and L2 alike,
learn the formulaic language that dominates in formal academic prose through
repeated uses (see the section on spaced repetition above) (Pawley & Syder, 1983;
Wray, 1999).
From the perspective of language teaching, this provides additional support
and evidence that collocations and other types of language elements used repeatedly can be easier and more fruitfully learned as whole units. Harold E. Palmer, a
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British linguist and pioneer in the ﬁeld of English language learning and teaching,
originally made this observation in 1933 (as it applied to collocations):
“successions of words which (for various reasons) . . . must or should be
learnt, or is best, or most conveniently learnt as an integral whole or independent entity, rather than by the process of placing together their component parts”
(Palmer, 1933, p.8).
In the context of teaching academic writing, it is important for learners to
know well a number of common formulaic expressions that can ease the task of
producing formal academic text (a more extensive discussion of this follows in
chapter 8).
For example, the following formulaic expressions for constructing thesis and
topic statements can make writing one up a relatively uncomplicated job:
The purpose of this essay/paper/analysis/overview is to xxx
(e.g., take a look at/examine/discuss yyy.)
The main emphasis/focus/goal/purpose of the/this
essay/paper/project is to xxx
(e.g., analyze/provide an overview/discussion of xxx.)
This paper discusses/examines/investigates xxx.
This paper claims/shows that xxx is / is not yyy.
Thus, it stands to reason that learning a few additional academic nouns and
verbs to use as substitutions in such formulaic expressions can greatly increase
the range of options available to any L2 writer. For example, as substitutes for the
nouns used in the earlier set of possible thesis statements, essay, paper, analysis, and
overview—additional nouns that are similar in meaning can be learned and used
as needed: article, discussion, or exposition. Such academic reporting verbs as discusses, examines, or investigates can ﬁnd additional replacements: argues, demonstrates,
explains, reviews, or addresses.

Learning a small number of close synonyms is the father of vocabulary
GROWTH AND ACADEMIC TEXT CONSTRUCTION IN PRACTICALLY ALL CASES OF FORMAL AND
ACADEMIC , WRITING

Additional beneﬁts of learning close synonyms in vocabulary clusters is that
they can make L2 writers’ vocabulary ranges appear larger and more academic
than they actually are. They can also provide learners with tools needed for constructing lexically cohesive text. It is not possible to establish lexical cohesion in
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one’s prose without having lexical substitutions available to be deployed as needed
(Hinkel, 2001).
•

•

Close synonyms (it is important for the synonyms to be close) are also the easiest way to recycle and review vocabulary in writing and to develop a cohesive
text (for example: business—enterprise—company—corporation or result in—bring
about—create—lead to).
As much as possible, vocabulary should be taught in small groups of nearsynonyms (not more than 3–5 at a time; e.g., growth—increase, gain, advancement
or factor—aspect, facet, consideration). The reason that the number of near synonyms has to be relatively small is to avoid words, their forms, and meanings
interfering with one another and becoming confusing (Nation, 2008).

Talking Shop
7HEN YOU WRITE FORMAL OR ACADEMIC TEXT DO YOU MAKE A
SPECIAL EFFORT TO VARY YOUR VOCABULARY AND MAKE SURE THAT YOU AVOID REPEATING
WORDS $O YOU TRY TO IMPRESS THE READER BY MEANS OF USING VARIED AND RICH
VOCABULARY $O YOU BELIEVE THAT OTHER WRITERS ALSO TRY TO VARY THEIR VOCABULARY
IN FORMAL PROSE 7HY DO YOU THINK THIS IS
What could be cultural or social reasons that vocabulary is expected to
BE VARIED IN SUCH TEXTS AS LITERATURE NEWS MEDIA OR ACADEMIC PROSE 7HAT
ARE THE SOCIAL VALUES ASSOCIATED WITH EXTENSIVE VOCABULARY RANGES AND USAGE

Teaching and Learning a Few Essential
Preﬁxes and Sufﬁxes
The greatest difference between preﬁxes and sufﬁxes is that preﬁxes appear before
a word (or root/stem) and change its meaning (e.g., pre-position or in-convenient).
Sufﬁxes that are added to the end of an existing word (or root/stem) can form
a new word (e.g., help-ful or help-less) or change the inﬂection (e.g., singular or
plural).
Much research has been devoted to whether preﬁxes and sufﬁxes are worth
learning in light of how numerous they are in English and how constrained
(inconsistent, lexicalized, and idiomatic) their applications may be to deriving and
learning vocabulary. Since at least the 1920s, vocabulary researchers and teaching
methodologists undertook a large body of studies to determine which preﬁxes
and sufﬁxes are more productive and efﬁcient for learning and which are less so
(Corson, 1985; Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Nation, 1990).
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TABLE 7.2 Most Frequent and Highly Productive Preﬁxes and Sufﬁxes (in declining order)

Preﬁx

Meaning

Sufﬁx

Meaning

unrein-, im-, il-, irdisen-, emnonovermissubpre-

not
again
not
away, from
in
not
above
not
under
before

-able
-ation, -tion, -ion
-er
-ish
-less
-ness
-ful
-ism
-ist
-age

able (to be)
state or quality
one who (nouns only)
relating to, characteristic
without, not
state, quality, condition
full of
state or quality
one who performs an action
action or process

(Based on Nation [1990, 2013] and White, Sowell, and Yanagihara [1989])

To make the job of learning preﬁxes and sufﬁxes easier and more beneﬁcial, the
best strategy is to teach those that occur in high frequencies. To this end, teaching
and helping students remember the meaning of the practically countless GrecoLatinate words in academic language is to focus on the most frequent and useful
15–20 English preﬁxes and sufﬁxes. The list of 10 most frequent preﬁxes and 10
most frequent sufﬁxes that have distinct meanings is presented in Table 7.2.
As with all vocabulary teaching, the task of learning the essential preﬁxes and
sufﬁxes falls to the learners themselves. The most efﬁcient way to learn them is
to put these on ﬂash cards together with a few words in which these afﬁxes can
be found. For example, pairs or small groups of students receive (or make) about
30 or 40 small cards, with a preﬁx, a word, or a sufﬁx. An additional twist can be
added when the students are asked to make as many words as they can by combining the afﬁxes and new words that are not found on the cards.

Action Point
For as long as second language researchers have tried to identify
PRODUCTIVE AND UNPRODUCTIVE PRElXES AND SUFlXES THEY HAVE
DEBATED THE ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF UNDERTAKING
A BIG AND SOMEWHAT TEDIOUS JOB OF LEANING THEM FROM THE
POINT OF VIEW OF A COST AND BENElT ANALYSIS 4HE AMOUNT OF WORK ENTAILED IN
MEMORIZING IDENTIFYING IN CONTEXT AND USING WORD PARTS IS SUBSTANTIAL
!S A SHORT EXERCISE NO MORE THAN  MINUTES TRY YOUR HAND IN REVERSING
THIS PROCESS AND LOCATING AS MANY PARTS IN THE FOLLOWING ACADEMIC WORDS AS
you can (in random order):
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unconstitutional, conceptualization, environmentalist, reformulation, misinterpretation, reinvention, inappropriately, institutionalizing, abnormal, normalization,
demonstrative, reconstitutive, unparalleled, disproportionately, hypothetically,
implementation, predictability, probability, statistician
#OMPARE YOUR WORD PARSING AND ANALYSIS WITH THOSE OF YOUR COLLEAGUES
#AN YOU lGURE OUT THE MEANING OF EACH WORD FROM THE MEANINGS OF ITS PARTS
7HAT DO YOU THINK MAKES THE MEANINGS OF COMPLEX WORDS MORE OR LESS EASY
TO lGURE OUT FROM THE MEANINGS OF THE PARTS

Teaching and Learning Dictionary Uses
For most L2 learners and writers, dictionaries are absolutely essential. One of the
common misconceptions is that bilingual dictionaries are inherently inferior to
monolingual (English-English) dictionaries that are prepared for L1 users or highly
advanced L2 learners. However, in order to use monolingual dictionaries successfully, learners already have to have a substantial vocabulary base to understand word
deﬁnitions and usage examples. For most beginning or intermediate learners, monolingual dictionaries may not be very useful for this very reason (Nation, 2008).
In this case, using a bilingual dictionary is likely to be more effective, provided that it is well prepared and contains accurate deﬁnitions and examples. For
high-intermediate learners, looking up words in both bilingual and monolingual
dictionaries may also be beneﬁcial because the latter contain valuable information
about grammar and collocations that the former do not (Laufer & Hadar, 1997;
Laufer & Kimmel, 1997).
In good quality dictionaries, the examples—even when they are inauthentic—are
chosen or constructed with deliberation and care to demonstrate contextual meanings of the word and its grammatical forms. Examples of authentic texts and uses
supplied in corpus-based dictionaries can be confusing and linguistically complex
for most learners to analyze and use productively as models in their own writing.

7HEN USED TO UNDERSTAND A READING MONOLINGUAL DICTIONARIES CAN BE VERY
fruitful for advanced learners because this can lead to additional exposures
TO VOCABULARY AND LEARNING 7HEN A DICTIONARY IS NEEDED FOR SPEAKING OR
WRITING BILINGUAL DICTIONARIES ARE LIKELY TO BE MORE PRODUCTIVE BECAUSE THEY
REQUIRE LESS GUESSING OF WORD DElNITIONS

One of the important characteristics of a good dictionary is that it provides
such essential information as pronunciation, word part structure, grammatical
attributes of a word, numerous examples, derived forms (e.g., short—shortly—
shortage—shortness), pointers to other related words, and collocations. Derived
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forms and related words is helpful for learning to identify frequent preﬁxes and
sufﬁxes without going too far aﬁeld. In general, few learners’ dictionaries include
information on word origins (etymology), but online dictionaries usually do.
To show learners how to use an English-English dictionary to their best advantage, a copy of a dictionary entry can be enlarged to make it easier to notice
details. An example of the entry for the verb occur can be proﬁtable to present
and explain because it is frequently found in academic and news media language
(adapted from Webster’s New World College Dictionary (2014)). Such a demonstration can be turned into a lesson to beneﬁt other aspects of the curriculum.
Useful instructional information that learners need to notice and use to their
best advantage can be found in square brackets. A couple of examples are illustrated below in Examples (1) and (2). Both verbs, deﬁne and establish, appear on the
University Word List (see above).
Example (1):
de-ﬁne /pronunciation symbols/ [dih-fahyn] Show IPA
verb (used with object) [very important grammar information for writing]
de-ﬁned, de-ﬁn-ing
1.

2.

3.

[the first and most frequent meaning] to state or set forth the meaning of
(a word, phrase, etc.) [these can be used as replacements/synonyms]: They
disagreed on how to define “liberal.” [The teacher or students can provide additional examples of phrases and sentences with this meaning (e.g., Now we need
to define a triangle/the course/the issue).]
[the second most common meaning] to explain or identify the nature or
essential qualities of; describe [an important synonym] [possible replacements
for the second meaning]: to define judicial functions
to fix or lay down clearly and definitely; specify distinctly: to define one’s
responsibilities. Synonyms: state, name, describe, detail [the latter two words are
important synonyms that can be used as replacements], enumerate

[The next two and infrequent meanings are not particularly valuable for learners.
It is not worth spending a great deal of time on these.]
4.
5.

6.

to determine or fix the boundaries or extent of: to define property with stakes
to make clear the outline or form of: The roof was boldly defined against the sky.
verb (used without object), de-fined, de-fin-ing [a rare form that is probably not
worth the time]
to set forth the meaning of a word, phrase, etc.; construct a definition [a derived
noun form defin(e) + ition]

Related forms: [Examples of phrases and sentences for these derived words and
forms can be provided and discussed. Discussions and examples of related and
derived word forms can be very useful and productive for learners in practically all
types of instruction, provided that the related words are frequent.]
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de·ﬁn·a·ble, adjective
de·ﬁn·a·bil·i·ty, noun
de·ﬁn·a·bly, adverb
de·ﬁne·ment, noun
de·ﬁn·er, noun
Example (2):
es-tab-lish /pronunciation symbols/ [ih-stab-lish] Show IPA
verb (used with object) [very important grammar information for writing]
1.

2.

[the first and most frequent meaning—several excellent substitutions can be
found here] to found, institute, build, or bring into being on a firm or stable
basis: to establish a university; to establish a medical practice
[the second most common meaning; however, in this case, it is not as valuable
as the first] to install or settle in a position, place, business, etc.: to establish one’s
child in business

[The next three meanings are context-speciﬁc, and the teacher may need to
explain these judiciously, if at all.]
3.
4.
5.

to show to be valid or true; prove: to establish the facts of the matter
to cause to be accepted or recognized: to establish a custom; She established herself
as a leading surgeon
to bring about permanently: to establish order

Related forms: [These derived forms are mostly rare, and learners are not likely
to encounter or use them in L2 writing. For this reason, they are not particularly
valuable for learning.]
es·tab·lish·a·ble, adjective
es·tab·lish·er, noun
re·es·tab·lish, verb (used with object)
su·per·es·tab·lish, verb (used with object)
Synonyms
1. form, organize. See ﬁx. 3. verify, substantiate. 6. decree.
Antonyms [Research has demonstrated that antonyms can be very confusing for
learners and focusing on them is probably counter-productive.]
1. abolish. 3. disprove.
When working to construct vocabulary clusters for contextual substitutions and
replacements (see an earlier section on Vocabulary Clusters), learners need to keep
in mind the following rule typically adopted in dictionary-making:
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7ITHIN A DICTIONARY ENTRY THE CLOSER A DElNITION WORD WITH A SIMILAR MEANING
IS LOCATED TO THE MAIN WORD AS IN MEANING  THE CLOSER THE MEANINGS OF
THE TWO WORDS USUALLY ARE

This is an important consideration in building up vocabulary clusters for
substitutions/replacements. When a substitution word is not very similar to the
meaning of the main word, unsuitable substitutions and replacements can make
the text virtually incomprehensible. For example, the meaning of occur is closer to
that of (1) happen than (2) to be met with or found, or (3) to suggest itself in thought,
which has a narrow meaning that is largely idiomatic.

Vocabulary Teaching Techniques in Contexts of
Other Language Skills
A very useful technique is pre-teaching the most valuable and/or high frequency
words in a reading or listening selection or for a speciﬁc writing task, context, or
topic. Important considerations when pre-teaching words that occur in text and
context:
•
•

Limit the number of words to be pre-taught to about 10. Pre-teaching too
many words often results in form and meaning confusions.
Pre-teaching creates an opportunity for encountering these words more frequently.

Short and frequent writing practice is probably one of the best ways to learn
vocabulary and review it. As has been noted, producing short pieces of writing on
a regular schedule can be a great way to recycle and review vocabulary learned in
the past month, the past week, and the past two days.
•

•

Writing practice and exercises need to focus on a specific topic, context, or
theme that allows students as much practice as possible with targeted, specific,
and topic-centered vocabulary. For example, when the topic of reading and
vocabulary learning is pets, global warming, or the story of my city, the writing
practice should address these topics, as well.
Daily or weekly reading logs are the easiest way of practicing in writing the
academic vocabulary learned in reading. Reading logs do not need to be
graded, and checking them may be sufficient.

A Note on Flash Cards
L2 vocabulary teaching and learning represent probably one of the oldest human
undertakings. Travelers, merchants, job seekers, professionals, tradesmen, students,
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soldiers, sailors, marriage partners, family relations, missionaries, writers, painters,
adventurers, retirees, and many other various types of individuals have undertaken to identify and implement the most effective and efﬁcient means of learning
vocabulary in a language other than their mother tongue.
Learning vocabulary in another language has been a human activity probably for a few thousand years. For this reason, the amount of work, published or
unpublished, on learning L2 vocabulary is truly vast. Since L2 vocabulary—that
is, words and expressions—is discrete and can be learned piecemeal, the collective
and experiential knowledge on the best ways of learning vocabulary is far more
established and developed than on learning, for example, how to read, write, or
be polite in another language. In contemporary times, when various technological and electronic means of L2 vocabulary learning have proliferated, one most
important technique has endured through the recent decades: ﬂash cards.

2ESEARCH HAS DEMONSTRATED THAT mASH CARDS REPRESENT THE SINGLE MOST EFlCIENT
WAY OF INCREASING VOCABULARY RANGE

Here are a few reasons that ﬂash cards have remained the mainstay of learning
words and expressions in another language:
•
•
•
•

Flash cards are easy to carry around, use for review, mix, and supplement.
Polysemous words that have many meanings can be easy to account for when
using flash cards: e.g., reflect—1. to cast back (heat, light); 2. ponder, think; 3. show
The use of flash cards also leads to independent learning and promotes learner
autonomy.
Since all the words the students have to know cannot be taught, students have
to be taught how to become independent learners and be held accountable
for their own learning.

More recently, research has demonstrated that using with ﬂash cards can lead
to effective L2 vocabulary learning, improvements in visual word recognition and
orthography, and increases in reading speed (Culyer, 1988; Schmitt & Schmitt,
1995; Tan & Nicholson, 1997). Additional uses of ﬂash cards can be found in
learning basic sentence constructions, prepositions, and relatively inﬂexible expressions, such as phrasal verbs (e.g., give up, give in, look up to, look for).
Another important advantage of working with ﬂash cards is that learners can
develop their own customized progressions of word difﬁculty within ﬂash card
sets. That is, due to the great ﬂexibility of using ﬂash cards, the decisions of which
vocabulary items are more or less difﬁcult is left exclusively to the learner and the
progression of word and meaning complexity can be highly adaptable and customizable for the individual.
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Chapter Summary
Teaching and learning in the academy is simply not possible without academic
language and vocabulary, but, unfortunately, merely reading textbooks is not sufﬁcient for learners to develop a substantial range of academic words. Vocabulary
has to be extensively and intensively taught, and it has to be a prominent part of a
language curriculum. A course curriculum and lesson plans need to incorporate
a number of components that can lead to persistent, consistent, and deliberate
vocabulary learning. Spaced repetition is the single most important technique in
all vocabulary teaching and writing practice provides one of the best techniques
for activating receptive vocabulary in productive usage.
Numerous studies have demonstrated conclusively that even in the cases of
learners with a substantial vocabulary base, L2 writing may appear inaccurate and
unidiomatic when collocations are inappropriately or infrequently employed. The
ﬁrst step in teaching these language features is to increase students’ awareness and
bring their attention to such phrases. Learning a variety of close synonyms also
makes vocabulary learning more efﬁcient and has the additional beneﬁt of making
L2 writers’ vocabulary ranges appear larger and more academic than they actually
are. Close synonyms can also provide learners with tools needed for constructing
lexically cohesive text. In addition to teaching collocations and close synonyms,
teachers can help students by teaching high frequency preﬁxes and sufﬁxes, as well
as techniques for using the dictionary and ﬂash cards. Research has demonstrated
that ﬂash cards represent the single most efﬁcient way of increasing vocabulary
range.
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