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Dance, little words, on the end of your string.
I can make you do most anything I want to.

I can hide, anywhere
and watch you say the things

I would never dare.
Helen Worley

"Puppetry and Poetry" in The Soul Survivor privately published 1982

The ultimate aim of teaching English as a foreign or second language
is to enable students to use English as a means of communication. In
communication we send and receive messages. Messages are composed of
ideas, and ideas are expressed in words. Vocabulary is the chief vehicle of
such communication. Kufaishi (1988, p. 11) states that, "There is general
agreement that the possession of a large number of vocabulary items is
necessary for success in social, professional, and intellectual life; vocabulary
is a vehicle for thought, self-expression, interpretation, and communication".

Q: Why did the sports teacher give all his team lighters?
A: Because they kept losing all their matches!

What Does it Mean When We Say
Our Pupils Know a Word?

Often a teacher might say "My class knows a word," but what exactly does
this mean?
Knowing a word might involve all of the following:

• Understanding the meaning of the word
• Knowing how to read the word
• Being able to pronounce the word correctly
• Being able to spell the word.
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But that is not all. What if a pupil says "How many money have you got?" or
a teacher says to a supervisor "Please give me some advices?" In these instances,
the communication is successful, but there are errors in the form of the
language. Knowing a word thoroughly involves knowing about its grammar
– knowing, for example, whether the word is an adjective or a verb or a noun,
and if it's a noun, whether it's countable or uncountable.

But that is not all. Why can't we say "Please open the television?" Why must
we say, "Please turn on the television?" We also need to know about the
collocations of the word - which words go together in English and the order
in which they appear. We have to say a black and white television - not a white
and black television.

But that is not all. Why was Mrs. Brown upset when Mohamed said her
daughter was beautiful and fat? Because fat has a negative connotation in
English. We can say somebody is plump and that is positive – to say they are
fat is negative. There are many words that carry specific connotations (consider
the words skinny and stingy and thrifty) so we need to know the ideas or
values or feelings associated with the word.

But that is not all. Consider the following:
Supervisor to teacher: What are you trying to do?
Teacher: I'm endeavoring to find my book to show you.

Although trying and endeavoring are synonyms, endeavor is the stronger,
more academic, and more formal term. A supervisor might substitute the
stronger word with a teacher, but not the other way around. We also need to
know how one word relates to another and that some words are more formal
than others.

What is wrong with "SPEER is a very groovy book!?" The word groovy is
slang and it is archaic. It might be appropriate with friends but not in an
academic context.

How about the opposite of a word? Well, that seems quite simple – or is it?

What is the opposite of single? Can we talk about the opposite of a single
ticket? What about a single woman? We might say that a married woman is
the opposite of a single woman, but can we talk about a married ticket?

In fact, what is a word? Is a phrasal verb like "stand up" one word or two? Or
is it a lexical item?

There is certainly a lot to think about when we teach vocabulary.



Chapter 8  Vocabulary Development

122

Approaches to Vocabulary Instruction
and Learning
Obviously as a teacher of English at primary level, you are not going to teach
all of the above. Otherwise you would never have time to teach anything else.
Many teachers omit certain aspects of vocabulary teaching assuming that
children will “pick up” aspects of usage. While it is true, that young children
may acquire much vocabulary through hearing it in the classroom, and that
incidental vocabulary learning will take place, for example, when the teacher
gives instructions to students for an activity, e.g., “I want you to work in
groups.” Yet teachers of English to young learners also have to teach vocabulary
directly.

One important decision you have to make is whether you are teaching
vocabulary terms for active use or only for the sake of understanding.
Vocabulary items which are taught for passive understanding are those the
students will recognize and understand but not necessarily themselves use
for communication, e.g. when the teacher gives instructions for students to
get in pairs or groups. On the other hand, vocabulary items that are taught
for active use, are those teachers expect their students to understand, to
pronounce correctly, to be able to read and write and to use properly to
communicate in different situations. In the primary stage, most of the
vocabulary items contained in Hello! are meant for active use.

Techniques for Teaching the Meaning of New
Words
Occasionally, you may wish to get learners to guess the meaning of new words.
However, there are times when you need to present the meaning of new words
directly. To do this, you can use one of the following techniques:

1. Context
You can use different types of context in showing the meaning of the
new words:

• Simple statements or examples. You can use simple statements to
show the meaning of a new word like clothes, e.g., Galabeyas and dresses
are clothes.

• Imagined examples. When you find it difficult to use a simple statement
to show the  meaning of some words like “naughty,” use imagined examples,
e.g., “Hany is naughty.He kicks his brother.He chases the dog. He is naughty”.

O
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• Outside the classroom. There are many cases when you can refer to
things in the pupils’ environment, e.g., (Referring to a tree outside the
classroom) “Look at that. It is a tree”.

2. Description or Definition
To show the meaning of a word like bedroom, you can use definition or
description. Select simple sentences that include easy, simple and previously
learned words so as not to make it difficult for your pupils to understand
and to save time and effort, e.g., “The bedroom is the room where we sleep”.

3. Real Objects (Realia)
There is no definition as clear as the object itself. To show the meanings
of many new words, you can make good use of the concrete things (real
objects) in the classroom such as desks, tables, blackboard, ceiling, pens,
books, etc. You can also bring into the classroom some real objects such
as forks, pins cups, soap, hats, keys, rice, oranges, etc.

4. Board Drawings
You can also use board drawings to present the meaning of some new
difficult words. This does not mean that you should be an excellent artist.
You should use simple drawings, e.g. carpenter, bicycle.

How to Draw a Bicycle
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Wright (1984) has created an excellent source of simple, easy- to- copy
pictures. Encourage your pupils to copy these drawings and to create their
own as a memory device.

5.  Miming (Action)
To present the meanings of the new words that convey actions, you can
use miming or acting out the word. This method works well in teaching
the meaning of verbs such as run, walk, move, laugh, smile, speak, eat,
jump, sleep, sit, stand, open, write, eat, drink, sing, etc.

6.  Equivalent/Synonyms
You can present the meaning of a new word by giving a synonymous word,
i.e. a word semantically equivalent. Of course, the given synonym has to
be familiar to your pupils, otherwise, it will be an added problem and will
be of no help in explaining the meaning of the new word, e.g. ancient =
old.

7. Opposites/Antonyms
The meaning of a word may be presented through giving the previously
learned antonym, (i.e. a word semantically opposite.) Similar to the
synonym, the antonym has to be a familiar word as well e.g. sad/happy,
big/small.

8. Pictures
If the referent itself cannot be brought to the classroom, its picture, whether
a photograph or a drawing, can be used to teach the meaning of a certain
word e.g. a picture of a house.
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9. Wall Charts
Wall charts can also show the meaning of new words. For example, you
might have a labeled chart of a street scene that you use to convey the
meaning of items such as street, shops, traffic lights, mosque, church, market
etc.

10.  Scales
You can also use scales to show the differences between words of the same
group e.g.

never rarely sometimes often always

0 % 100%

11. Arabic Translation
In presenting abstract words, if other techniques prove to be impractical
or ineffective, you can also use the native-language (Arabic) equivalent
of such words. Along with the native-language translation of the word,
provide an example in English too, to give the pupils a chance to hear the
word used in an English sentence. It is even better if you do if you do not
give the native-language (Arabic) translation of the word yourself, but
rather ask a pupil to do so. Encourage the pupil to include in the definition
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both the Arabic meaning of the word and an English sentence using the
word.

Teacher: What does naughty mean?
Student:
Teacher: Please  put naughty in a sentence that shows its meaning.
Student: My brother is naughty because he does not obey the teacher.”

Steps for Teaching New Words
When you teach some new words, show both the meaning and the form of
the word.

1.  Showing the Meaning of a Word
In this stage you should show what the word means by using any of the
previously mentioned techniques.

2.  Showing the Form of a Word
Demonstrate how the word is pronounced and have the pupils repeat in
chorus, in small groups, and individually. Show the class how the word
is written and spelled by writing it on the board. Have them practice
writing the word in their notebooks as part of meaningful sentences. You
might wish to use some sort of notation to remind pupils of the
pronunciation of the word, e.g., using large and small circles to show which
syllables are stressed and therefore louder

Checking Understanding of the Meaning
After teaching the meaning and form of the word you should ask questions
using the new word so as to check pupils’ understanding. Do not use “Do you
understand the word “thief:?” as a question. Instead ask questions such as,
“What things does a thief take?” “Is a thief a good man?” “Do thieves like
policemen?” “What is the word for thief in Arabic?” etc. Move on to having
students practice using the word in conversation or asking one another
questions including the word.

expensivepyramid
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STEPS IN TEACHING A NEW WORD

• Pronounce the word two or three times with your students listening.
• Show the meaning of the word through using any technique you find

suitable to that specific word.
• Have pupils repeat the word after you (in chorus, small groups, and

individually).
• Write the word on the chalkboard and have your pupils read and copy

it.
• Ask questions to check for comprehension.
• Encourage pupils to use the word themselves.

Teaching Versus Learning Vocabulary
So far, we have only talked about teaching vocabulary without mentioning
student learning. As Gairns and Redman (1986) point out a vast amount of
teaching time is consumed by explanation and definition of vocabulary.
However, unless time is also devoted to helping students learn that vocabulary,
much of the teaching will be wasted. Teachers need to devote time and
attention to helping learners recycle and use the vocabulary they learn,
otherwise it will be quickly forgotten.

Following are some techniques you can use for helping children learn
vocabulary

Techniques for Building Up Vocabulary
1.  Encourage Good Habits

Encourage children to keep a vocabulary book. One teacher we know in
Fayoum gets the learners to draw a picture of the new word, to write an
Arabic equivalent, and use the word in a sentence.

Most teachers give regular vocabulary quizzes. Give your children hints
about how to study new words. Even better, get them to share ways of
learning with one another. Some children copy the words out many times;
others like to have the words in English and Arabic and cover one side of
the page and test themselves. Others write the words on pieces of paper
with English on one side and a picture or Arabic on the other and test
themselves in this way. Just because these ways of learning may seem
obvious to you, do not assume they are obvious to the children in your
class who may have little idea for how to go about learning.
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2. Personalize the New Words
Help the children to associate the new words with things which are
meaningful to them e.g. when you are teaching the family, you can get the
children to bring in labeled photos of their family or get them to draw
their family and label the relationships.

3. Give Children as Much Exposure to New Words as Possible
You can do this by recycling vocabulary. Use a warm-up activity at the
beginning of every lesson for this purpose. There are many vocabulary
activities in the Hello! Books, such as the examples below.
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You can make up your own exercises similar to these to provide further
practice. You can also make wall charts to remind the students of new
vocabulary. These charts can be either the sort mentioned above or even
lists of words with representations that you have covered recently.

4. Collect and Use Pictures.
Get your children, friends, family and acquaintances to collect magazines,
brochures, leaflets etc. for you. Every so often, go through them, cutting
out pictures that may be useful. These picture flashcards can be used for
recycling vocabulary or for making into guessing games such as
"Concentration." For this you will need cards with pictures and cards with
words.

1. Stick the cards on the board face down with word cards on one side of
the board and picture cards on the other

2. Ask a child to turn over one card from each side of the board.  If the
child turns over a matching pair, he or she keeps the pair and gets another
turn.  If not, he or she has to turn them back over.

3. Another child then has a turn and the game continues until all the cards
have been matched.

5. Guess Meanings of Words
When you teach vocabulary in some lessons, you will teach your pupils
the meanings of the new words directly by using the different techniques
we mentioned above. In other lessons, you will have to help them work
out the meaning of the words themselves. You will ask your pupils to guess
the meaning of these new words from the context or with the help of a
picture, etc.  In this way, you are encouraging your pupils to be independent
and you are teaching them how to learn vocabulary.

Strategies for Guessing the Meanings. You can help your pupils to
work out the meaning through using different guessing strategies. Following
are examples:



• Picture Context. Use the pictures in the text or those you have prepared
at home to help your pupils guess the meaning.
Example:
In Hello! 1 Unit 4, you can use pictures to show the meanings of the new
words like desk, chair, teacher, boy, and girl.

• Students' Knowledge. Use your students' knowledge of the world to
help them work out the meanings of some words.
Example:
In Hello! 1 Unit 8, you can use the picture to create the context to help
them understand the meanings of the new words like wedding, clapping,
singing, etc.

• Comparing English with Arabic. Encourage your students to guess
the meanings of some words by comparing the words in English with the
words in Arabic.
Example:
In Hello! 1 Unit 13, there is no need to teach the word 'galabeya' as it is
the same in Arabic. There are also some other words like telephone,
television, sherbet and ice cream, which are similar in the two languages.

• Textual Context. Use the other words in the text to help your students
work out the meanings of the new words.
Example:
In Hello! 2 Unit 13, the word address is new in the context of "Our address
is Flat 2,124 Mohammed Ali Street, Attaba". All the words in the sentence
except address are known by the pupils. You should, therefore, encourage
them to work out the meaning of the word address from the context.
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Guessing Strategies
• Encourage your students to use such guessing strategies to work out

the meanings of the new words by themselves.
• In helping your students work out the meanings of the new words,

you will need to:
- guide them to use the guessing strategies
- check that they have correctly discovered the meaning
- teach the meaning of the word directly if your students cannot

work it out
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So far we have looked at general techniques for teaching words. The remainder
of this section will deal with more specific techniques for building up and
recycling vocabulary.

6. Spidergram or Word Web
1. Choose a word you are teaching or have taught
2. Write it in the middle of the board
3. Build vocabulary by asking your students to give you other words that

this word reminds them of, or that go with the word. The following
diagram lists characteristics of a dog (Marzano & Marzano 1988). See
Chapter 15: Teaching Early Writing for an example of how this
brainstorming activity can be used as a pre-writing activity.

More complicated relationships can also be visually indicated using the
graphic organizer called the "Spidergram" or "Word Web."

7. Comparison Matrix (Marzano & Marzano 1988)
• In columns, write the adjectives you want students to learn.
• On the right write some nouns.
• In groups students tick "-" for no or "+" for yes, e.g.,

food

shrimp

fish

vegetables

potatoestomatoes

fruit

apples
watermelon

kettle
teapot

jar

four legs

barks

hairy

has a tail

Dog
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• Have pupils ask one another questions about the information on the
chart, e.g.

Is a dog furry? Does a bird bark? Has a horse got four legs?

8. Wordsplash  (Hammond, cited in Saphier & Haley 1993)

• Choose some words from any lesson in Hello! and write them at random
angles on the board.

• Be sure to include nouns, verbs, and other structures needed to create a
sentence.

• Let students, before reading the lesson, work in groups to think of how
the words are related.

• If they can, ask them to write sentences.
• A leader from each group shares the sentences with the large group.

The example below is taken from Hello! 2, Unit 13. This lesson is about
products which can be purchased at different shops. The sentences the children
might create are:
You can get a blouse from the clothes shop. You can get some onions from
the supermarket.

four legsfurry barks

-
+

-

-

-
+

-

-

-
+

-

+

     Adjectives

Animals
Snakes

Dogs

Birds

Horses

clothes shop

supermarket

go shopping

a blouse

some onions
Hassan’s town
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9. Semantic Features Analysis (Allen, & Allen 1982)

• Write some of the words you have already taught and that are related, e.g.
family members or animals in the right-hand column of a chart like the
ones below.

•Write features that some of the words share at the top of the other columns
of the chart.

• Ask students to tick the box to identify the correct attribute.
• This is a good activity for pairwork.

10. Word Sort
• Read out a list of words the children have learned.
• Have the children write the words in the correct column.
• Alternately, have them work in pairs to sort word cards into two groups.
Words to sort: giraffe, egg, elephant, fly, bee, house

Comparing Words

Animals

dog
Snake
Cat
Turtle

Mammal

√

√

Reptile

√

√

Word

She
Samia
Daughter
Son
Ahmed

Girl

√
√
√

Boy

√
√

Small

Word Sort

Big
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Other word sort activities which lend themselves well to the primary level
are sorting things into round or square, sorting things into colors, sorting into
categories such as food and animals, etc.

As well as being fun, this activity has a sound theoretical rationale. In an
experiment by Wilson and Bramsford cited in Gairns and Redman (1986),
three groups of subjects were given three different vocabulary-related tasks.
The first group was given a list of thirty words and told that they would be
tested on the words. The second group were given the same words and told
to rate each word according to its pleasantness or unpleasantness.  They were
not told they would be tested. The third group were also given the same group
of words and told to sort them according to whether or not they would be
useful on a desert island. They were also not told they would be tested.
However, when all three groups were tested it was the third group which
scored the highest.  The first and second groups actually had very similar
scores. This experiment illustrates a couple of important points:

1. It is not enough to have the intention to learn words and to try to learn
them.

2. We learn better when we are actively engaged in a meaningful task.

11. Games
Many games lend themselves to building up vocabulary.  Following are
two examples.

The Five Senses Game
• Write the words for the five senses (see, hear, smell, taste, touch) on cards.

• Write other related words you have already taught each on cards, for
example, skirt, smoke, cake, knife, chicken, etc.  (You can use more than
five words.)

• Ask five or six students to come to the front and match the cards with
senses that go with it.

• Extension: Use word cards frequently in class.  Have the children use these
cards in pairs, quizzing one another on new vocabulary.

The Family Tree Game  (Allen & Allen 1982)

• Ask students to write the names of their family members on separate cards.
• Each draws a tree with leaves.
• On the leaves, they write only the first letter of each name they have on

the cards.
• Have the pupils work in pairs asking each other to guess the whole name

on the card.
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Conclusion
Research has shown that vocabulary learning in a foreign language is a
fundamental element for the development of language proficiency (Harley,
1996, Carter and McCarthy, 1988), yet vocabulary teaching has long been
neglected in our schools. It is time for teachers to help students not only to
build up their vocabularies, but also to enjoy doing so. The goal of this
chapter is to help teachers along the way.

A

family

grandfather

grandmother

fathermother

sister

brother

baby

Technique : Building up Vocabulary
Voice: Manal Gamal Abdel Mohsen,
Gamaet Al-Asdekaa School, Road El Farag, Cairo Governorate
36 students (4th Primary), 32 students (5th Primary)
Date: Wednesday, 28th of March,
WORD WEB

Food

fish
tea

milk
tea with milk

coffee
orange juice

sugarcane juicespinachsandwiches
biscuits

ice cream
cake
meat

bread
cheese
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Building Up Vocabulary: with the 4th Grade
Voice: Rabab Abdel Moneim Mohamed
School, Ahmed Abdel Aziz, Roda El Farag, Cairo Directorate

Supervisor: Mrs. Nadia Naguib Zaky
I used this technique with my students. I gave the class some words to classify according
to their kind.

red - shorts - fish - jacket - meat- blue -
fish - oranges - ice-cream - bread - shirt - yellow

I used pictures at the top of each column to act as a memory aid for students. I got
students to check their lists in pairs and we discussed any problems together

Clothes Colors Food

I chose two words from Hello!,  i.e., "family" and "food".
To clarify the technique, I began with the first word and wrote it in the middle of
the board. I explained (in Arabic) that this word reminded me of other related words
such as baby, brother etc... I asked the pupils to tell me other words related to the
word on the board. (see the first web above)
Then I wrote the word "food" on the board (see the second web above) and asked
students to give as many related words as possible. The students were excited and
shouted the words shown in the second web. I found this technique useful as students
participated and it was a good way to remind them of the words they had studied
before.
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Key Terminology
Passive Vocabulary
Words the teacher wants students to understand but not necessarily be able
to use, e.g. the language the teacher uses to give instructions for an activity
Active Vocabulary
Words the teacher wants his students to understand and use to communicate
orally and in writing
Guessing Strategies
Strategies the teacher uses to teach his students to understand the meaning
of words independently
Realia
Real objects that the teacher brings into the classroom
Collocation
When words are used together in a certain way
Lexical item
A unit of meaning which can be more than one word in length, e.g., stand up

Understanding Check
1. What do we mean by direct vocabulary instruction?
2. Mention two vocabulary-building activities that you can use with a 4th

year class. Why do you think they are suitable?
3. Decide on appropriate presentation techniques for the following words:

dining, playing, music, square, woman, videotape, meat, shoes, rubber,
green, dangerous, bottle, moon, factories, money, flowers.

4. Is it useful and possible to teach 4th & 5th graders guessing strategies?
Give the rationale for your answer.

5. In each sentence below, the student has made a mistake in one word.
What did these students not know about the word that they should have
known?

• This is a very comftable chair.
• Don't bull the door, bush it.
• You must make your homework now.
• The gray car with the open boot was parked on the sidewalk.
• He is an old-hand teacher.
• She listened to the news on the wireless.
• I want to travel to United States.
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Summary Handout for Chapter 8:
Vocabulary Development

Knowing a word can involve many things including

• How to pronounce it

• How to use it correctly in meaningful sentences

• How to understand it in speech and writing

Techniques for teaching a new word:

• Context

• Description

• Real objects

• Board drawings

• Miming

• Synonyms

• Antonyms

• Pictures

• Wall charts

• Scales

• Arabic translation

Steps for Teaching New Words

• Showing meaning

• Showing form

• Checking understanding

Teaching vocabulary is not the same as learning vocabulary. You need to provide
examples for practice and instill good habits in the learners.
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