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Vocabulary Building

Matthew Miller (Tokyo Woman’s Christian University)

British linguist, D. A. Wilkins, said, “while without grammar
very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be
conveyed” (Wilkins, 1972, pp.111-112). Despite vocabulary’s
importance, few practice effective methods to retain words in
foreign languages. Memorizing lists of definitions is sufficient to
pass a quiz the following day, but completely inadequate for
practical usage and long-term memory. When students
memorize new vocabulary words, they may be unable to use
them correctly and will certainly forget most within a week.
Without repeated and varied exposure, vocabulary cannot be
deeply learned. So, what should a teacher do?

First, quit using word/definition lists and instead, introduce new
vocabulary in context through readings. Then encourage the
students to look up and record unfamiliar words themselves
while they talk with their peers. Research and group discussion
are proven to be more effective for long-term memory than
memorizing. Re-introduce the words through listenings, more
readings, and simple exercises. Students will discover how the
vocabulary is used in different contexts and this repeated
exposure naturally facilitates deep learning.

The next step is for students to produce language with these
words. Start with short writing exercises and provide feedback
about mistakes in use, register, and nuance. From there, have
the students write and perform dialogues in pairs so they
become accustomed to speaking and hearing the vocabulary.
To do this, prepare a list of about twenty targeted words that are
similar in theme. Set a topic, and allow twenty minutes for each
pair to write 5-7 lines of conversation using at least five of the
words. After two minutes of practice, the pairs stand in front of
the class and perform their dialogues. The teacher should
record vocabulary-related errors, write them on the board, then
make the class discuss and correct the mistakes themselves.

Be aware that students have not necessarily deeply learned
the targeted vocabulary just because they are passing quizzes
or correctly using them in classroom conversations. These
words need to be included in future texts, listenings, exercises,
and evaluations throughout the course so that their memory is
refreshed, and the instructor may check retention.

D. A. Wilkins. (1972). Linguistics in Language Teaching.
London: Hodder & Stoughton Educational.
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