Way to teach vocabulary 



ACCORDING to Michael Lewis, who revolutionised the teaching and learning of English by introducing the Lexical Approach, vocabulary is the most basic and important aspect in the teaching of English. 

Language, according to him, consists of grammaticalised lexis (word), not lexicalised grammar. In other words, vocabulary is the centre of a language and grammar is built around it. And in order to be fluent, learners should have good grasp of vocabulary. 

Native speakers’ fluency can be explained by the fact that their vocabulary is stored not only as individual words, but also more importantly as phrases and larger chunks of words. The brain thus processes these chunks of words much more readily and quickly, resulting in fluency. 

However, if a learner is taught only individual words, their brain takes more time to process and combine these words to form utterances and sentences, hence the lack of fluency. 

How to approach vocabulary in the ESL class? Many teachers commit a mistake by only concentrating on individual words when explaining vocabulary items to the students. Also, their explanation is often limited to only giving definition, which the students themselves can refer to in a dictionary. 

One good way to approach the teaching of vocabulary is through collocation. This is central because through collocation, we are not teaching students individual words, rather we teach them chunks of words. 

Collocation can be roughly defined as “two or three words that always appear together in a predictable pattern”. For example, rather than explaining “crystal” and “clear” discretely, teachers should explain that these two words are collocates as in “the crystal clear water”. This will train the students’ mind to process those two words much more quickly and readily. 

There are many types of collocation – phrasal verbs, idioms, fixed expressions (such as “by the way”, “on the other hand”) and semi-fixed expressions (such as “permanent disability”, “groundless accusation”, “totally unacceptable behaviour”, “readily available”). 

While teaching materials are readily available on phrasal verbs, idioms and fixed expressions, teachers should carry out vocabulary activities that encourage the learning of semi-fixed expressions. 

A teacher could perhaps introduce a new word to the students and ask them to think of or find its collocates from a dictionary. A good dictionary usually gives collocates of a certain word (for example, OALD and Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners). 

The teacher’s input and the help from the dictionary can help the students produce a precise “He is a victim of groundless accusation” instead of a wordier “He is a victim of accusation that has no evidence or proof”. –

