The Importance of Words
Katherine Bilsborough
Anybody who has learnt a language understands the importance of vocabulary. The more words a learner knows, the more adept they will be at understanding and communicating. As Michael Lewis said “language consists of grammaticalised lexis, not lexicalised grammar”. These days most English course books adopt a lexical approach to learning. Units begin with the presentation of a set of vocabulary and proceed by practising it in different contexts.
Scrivener recognizes 4 distinct things that we do when we learn vocabulary:
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(Scrivener, Learning Teaching, 2009.)

Today we’ll talk about issues surrounding vocabulary teaching & learning – and we’ll try out some classroom activities designed to help our students do each of Scrivener’s 4 things effectively.
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Quotations about vocabulary learning ... from teachers:
“I find it difficult to get my students to stretch themselves and use a variety of vocabulary”

“I try to present new words in every lesson. I think my learners expect it.” 

“I give my students a translation of every new word. They need it.”

“I present vocabulary in a context whenever possible.”

It’s always best to teach students chunks of language, or collocations – it’s more useful.”

 “I try to encourage my students to become more independent by making them guess the meaning of unknown words.” 

“I spend a lot of time on word-building activities. If students understand how affixes work, they increase the vocabulary much more.”

“I encourage my learners to use dictionaries. … It helps in vocabulary development and makes them more autonomous in their learning.” 

“Working in groups is a great way for students to learn vocabulary because they learn from each other.”
… and from students:
“This was really a terrible day – only two new words.”
“The lessons are best when the teacher gives us many new words.”
“I keep words in my notebook. I read them every day. Then I will learn.”

“It’s clear to me. If I don’t know the words, I don’t understand.”

“I already know the grammar. Now I need lots more vocabulary.”

Quotations from Bowen & Marks Inside Teaching and from my own students and colleagues.

Activities
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