Vocabulary Strategy Work for Advanced Learners of English

Stages in strategy work

Stage 1: Preparation
Before doing class work on strategies, students need to be aware of the strategies they currently use. So at the start of the course, the students were asked to keep a journal of their vocabulary encounters. A journal is easy to maintain and can be kept anywhere. To ensure that the students would understand the purpose of the task and where they should direct their attention, they were given some general guidelines. The original intention was to allocate regular class time for a discussion and review of points raised in the journals, but time pressures necessitated that this was done only sporadically. Nevertheless, students reported that keeping the journal caused them to reflect on vocabulary’s role in language and their encounters with English vocabulary; helped raise their awareness of strategies they use, hence of themselves as language learners; and made them aware of their own learning styles. As noted earlier, such awareness is essential in developing metacognitive knowledge about one’s own language, which in turn is important if students are to become independent, self-directed learners.
The next step is to ensure that students understand the fundamental principle that knowing a word does not simply mean knowing its meaning. (See Nation 2001, Chapter 2, for a detailed analysis of what is involved in knowing a word; look under the key headings, form, meaning, and use.) Therefore, the class began with a task to clarify what is involved in knowing a word. In small groups, the students drew up a list of at least five features they believed essential to knowing a word and provided an example of each. After brainstorming, they reported back to the whole group, and on an overhead projector (a laptop computer would work even better) we collaboratively constructed a list of all these features, including examples. This list was then made into a handout to guide the students throughout their studies. Providing the opportunity for whole group feedback ensured that I, as the teacher, had the opportunity to mention and illustrate points not raised by the students. The students came up with the following list of features required to know a word: pronunciation, translation, spelling, col********s, register, grammatical patterns, word class, synonyms, and different meanings depending on con****.

Stage 2: Discovering current strategy use and developing a taxonomy of vocabulary strategies.
To uncover the vocabulary strategies they were already using and the role vocabulary plays in language learning, the students, in groups, drew up their own lists of vocabulary strategies, drawing upon their journal entries and prior experiences.
After this initial group activity, the students examined and discussed a taxonomy of consolidation strategies (see Appendix A), which we discussed, using examples. The students then categorised their list of strategies, either according to these headings or their own. (The distinction between categories may be unclear to students, and there may be overlap, depending on their perspective. The taxonomy I provided was simply a way to help the students organise their own list of consolidation strategies. If they find a way to categorise the strategies in a way that makes better sense to them, that is fine.) After a feedback session involving the entire class, the resulting list of categorised strategies was made available to the students as a handout. They could use the handout or devise a version of their own. The list they chose provided an essential link for measuring their changes and development. At this point they ticked any of the strategies they were currently using. (At the end of the course they returned to the sheet and repeated the process to see whether at the end of the course they used any more or different strategies than at the outset.)

Stage 3: Exploring and experimenting with various strategies
The list of strategies described above was then taken as the basic structure for a series of lessons to follow. Clearly the strategy list could provide months of potential practice, but in our case, time restricted our programme of activities to three sessions. To remain as learnercentred as possible, I asked the students which strategies they wanted to learn more about, but here I will just illustrate a method for each main strategy area.
Before doing so, however, it should be noted that to give the class a real sense of purpose and coherence, it is desirable to have a topic to serve as a framework for all work throughout the semester. Usually, my students choose from a list of topics at the start of the term. However, for certain tasks in the particular set of activities described below, it was necessary to select words that the learners would not be likely to know. In those instances we used the University Word List (Nation 2001), a list of decon****ualized words covering academic vocabulary and including frequency ratings for each word. This is a relevant and valid source from which to choose words for students in this particular con
