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Abstract
Vocabulary has not always held the central role it presently enjoys in SLA pedagogy and SLA research.
Throughout a succession of SLA theories, the learning of vocabulary was ignored while the teaching of grammar
was emphasized. Research posits that 1) native English speakers’ vocabularies are not too large to master, and 2)
the first two to five thousand words of English provide extensive coverage of native spoken and written
discourse. Therefore, findings provide compelling reasons for students to learn vocabulary. However, despite
these findings, the degree to which teachers facilitate vocabulary learning is limited in practice. This article
summarizes vocabulary-learning techniques from Laufer, Meara & Nation (2005) and finally considers the role
of CALL in the development of a student’s lexicon.
Keywords: vocabulary acquisition, history
1. Introduction
1.1 Insight from Lexical Research Knowledge is not Making It to the Syllabi
This article explains that despite the current central role of vocabulary in Second Language Acquisition (SLA)
research, vocabulary learning still appears to be largely absent in the EFL classroom. This paper points toward
ways in which teachers can assist students in learning vocabulary for communication. Although the field of SLA
is young, it has seen many changes in its theories that were often fuelled by shifts in pedagogical fashion rather
than informed by empirical evidence (Ellis, 1995). While theorists varied in their emphasis on lexical knowledge,
the benefits from the direct learning of vocabulary were often largely unknown, ignored, or not believed.
However, Meara’s (1980) paper describing vocabulary acquisition as a neglected aspect of SLA changed that
situation. Starting in the 1980’s, vocabulary acquisition has been one of the most actively researched aspects of
SLA (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Two factors had previously kept vocabulary in a background role. Successive
SLA theories emphasized grammar instruction at the expense of vocabulary learning, and overestimates of L1
vocabulary size made the direct teaching of vocabulary seem futile (Browne & Culligan, 2008). Two more recent
trends brought greater attention to vocabulary learning and teaching. Growing empirical research has shown the
efficiency and effectiveness of direct vocabulary teaching. Corpus linguists demonstrated the broad use of
high-frequency words in native English speakers’ L1 spoken and written discourse, and the importance of this
high-frequency vocabulary to learners of English. However, it seems that university English teachers in Japan
lack consideration of students’ lexical knowledge when planning and teaching, which might explain why
second-year university students have smaller vocabularies than first-year students (Okamoto, 2007). EFL and
ESL students would benefit from teachers establishing students’ vocabulary sizes and using this information
when designing and conducting learning activities. This article then recommends the vocabulary-learning
methods of three leading vocabulary researchers (Laufer, Meara, & Nation, 2005) within the framework of the
four strands (Nation, 2007). Finally, the role of CALL in lexical knowledge development is considered.
2. Vocabulary Teaching Ignored by Consecutive Perspectives
During the era of the grammar translation teaching method, worldwide, the role of vocabulary was only to assist
in illustrating grammatical rules (Kelly, 1969). It should be pointed out that the grammar translation method is
still common in Japan. The belief was that once grammatical rules were mastered, the learner would simply be
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able to substitute new lexis in syntactic frames to generate new sentences (Browne & Culligan, 2008).
During the reform movement against the grammar translation method between the 1880’s and the 1920’s,
theorists and teachers emphasized pronunciation and the fluency of reading aloud or speaking. This led to a
neglect of lexical instruction (Zimmerman, 1997). In addition, during this period, although vocabulary lists based
on statistical methods were considered, their purpose was in part to limit instruction to prosaic, uninteresting
words to ensure that interesting vocabulary did not distract students from developing their pronunciation and
reading skills (Howatt, 1984).
The proponents of the direct method did not value the translation of meaning. Instead, they taught meaning
through the target language. As a result, they were somewhat concerned with teaching high-frequency
vocabulary (Zimmerman, 1997). This method, which was not readily accepted within state schools in America
and Europe, was used widely in the private language instruction industry, including Berlitz schools, which taught
basic, high-frequency vocabulary (Howatt, 1984).
It was not until the reading method and situational language teaching rose to prominence in the 1920’s and
1930’s that the importance of vocabulary was stressed in SLA. In his work, Michael West placed importance
upon learning high-frequency words, and learning vocabulary through speaking and using new words
(Zimmerman, 1997). These principles seem to mirror three of Nation’s four strands (Nation, 2007): form-focused
instruction, the provision of meaningful input, and fluency development.
From the 1940’s to the 1970’s, behaviorism exerted a great influence on foreign language instruction, especially
in North America. During this period, Nelson Brooks (1960) and Robert Lado (1964) developed the
audio-lingual method. Although the behaviorist tradition encouraged paired-associate learning (Elgort, 2011),
vocabulary items were selected for their simplicity, and were simply inserted into sentence patterns, which
always remained the central focus of instruction.
The rejection of the behaviorist approach to language acquisition, which was triggered by the work of Chomsky
(1955), resulted in the cognitive approach. In the cognitive approach, the focus changed from habit formation to
command of grammatical structures, and vocabulary was given some importance. However, given that native
speakers can better understand ungrammatical utterances with appropriate vocabulary than grammatically
accurate utterances with inappropriate vocabulary (Widdowson, 1978), it is difficult to understand why
vocabulary did not occupy a more central role during this period.
While the importance of the direct learning of vocabulary was ignored by successive methods, under the direct
method and the natural approach it was banned. This was a result of Krashen’s (1981) monitor model, which
stated that explicitly taught structures and vocabulary can never become implicit knowledge. While the monitor
model was strongly criticized (McLaughlin, 1978; Swain, 1985; White, 1987), Krashen’s ideas held intuitive
appeal, especially among teachers rather than researchers (Brown, 2007). The present day sees the fashionable
but often uncompromising communicative language teaching losing ground to cognitive teaching approaches in
mainstream SLA, due to such researchers as DeKeyser (2009). Yet, at the same time, regardless of how much
some researchers and teachers dislike the direct learning of vocabulary, an already large and growing body of
empirical research makes it difficult to ignore direct vocabulary learning.
3. Research Demonstrating the Effectiveness of Direct Vocabulary Learning
From the late 1980’s, the tide started to turn in favor of the direct learning of vocabulary. Empirical evidence
showed the effectiveness (Fitzpatrick, Al-Qarni, & Meara, 2008; Laufer & Shmueli, 1997; Waring, 1997; Webb,
2007), efficiency (Fitzpatrick, Al-Qarni & Meara, 2008; Mondria & Mondria-De Vries, 1994, Mondria &
Wiersma, 2004), and durability (Bahrick et al., 1993; Bahrick & Phelps, 1987) of decontextualized
pair-associated learning. However, despite such empirical evidence, many researchers have questioned whether
the direct learning of vocabulary results in acquisition (Judd, 1978; Krashen, 1989), implicit knowledge, and the
natural use of the learned vocabulary (Oxford & Crookall, 1990). In 2011, research demonstrated that vocabulary
knowledge gained through direct learning was stored and accessed in a similar manner to existing L1 and
high-frequency L2 knowledge (Elgort, 2011), potentially laying to rest Krashen’s dichotomy between learning
and acquisition. At the same time, empirical research showed that incidental vocabulary acquisition through
reading is inefficient. Laufer (2003) has estimated that from reading 200,000 words, a reader may learn 108
words in the target language. Waring and Takaki (2003) questioned the durability of what little vocabulary is
learned from reading; on delayed tests administered in their study, only one of 25 words learned through reading
was correctly recalled.
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4. Toward a Meaningful Definition of Vocabulary Size
The first estimates of native speakers’ vocabularies hugely overestimated native L1 vocabulary size, making the
direct learning of vocabulary appear futile, and thus discouraging it. Hartman (1946) and Diller (1978) both
claimed that the receptive vocabulary size of native English speakers was over 200,000 words. In 1984, Nagy
and Anderson claimed that high school students were exposed to 88,500 word families. Then, in the
appropriately titled article, “Toward a meaningful definition of vocabulary size,” D’Anna, Zechmeister, and Hall
(1991) found that college students had a vocabulary size of 16,785 words, which was similar to the figure of
17,200 base words suggested the year before by Goulden, Nation, and Read (1990), who worked on defining
known words and methods for measuring known words. By the mid-1990’s, it was clear that native English
speakers’ vocabularies were not too large for a non-native speaker to consider mastering.
5. The Broad Coverage of High-Frequency Words in Native L1 Discourse, the Gap in Students’
Vocabulary Size, and the Necessity for Learners to Become Independent
The growth in corpus linguistics, which allowed researchers to establish the frequency with which different word
families are used (Nation, 1990, 2001), provided further reasons for learners to master the most frequent 2,000 to
3,000 words of English. The first 2,000 words of English provide 87% coverage of a general text (Nation, 1980)
and 80% coverage of academic texts (Hunt & Beglar, 1998). However, there is a shortfall between Japanese
university students’ lexical knowledge and the lexical knowledge necessary to independently use the target
language. To understand text unassisted, an understanding of 98% of the words of a given text is necessary (Hu
& Nation, 2000). However, university graduates in Japan have a vocabulary size of around 2,000 English words
(Barrow, Nakanishi, & Nishio, 1995; Shillaw, 1995). As a result, for students to become more independent
readers and writers, teachers need to raise students’ vocabularies to the 5,000-word level so that the students can
access authentic texts unassisted.
6. What Happens in Practice: Not Noticing the Gap
The authors investigated the degree to which thirty experienced university instructors in Japan consider lexical
knowledge when planning and teaching, and the degree to which these instructors’ students conducted deliberate
vocabulary learning (Table 1).
Table 1. The importance of lexical knowledge when planning and teaching (N=30)
Methods of consideration of students lexical knowledge

Number of instructors

Instructors that measure students’ lexical knowledge

3

Method – Vocabulary Levels Test

2

Method - Word Engine’s V-check test

1

Instructors that use measurements of current or previous students’ lexical
knowledge when designing syllabi

3

Instructors that use intuitive knowledge of previous years’ students when designing
syllabi

22

Instructors who consider intuitive evaluation to alter material lexically

7

Instructors who teach speed-reading

9

Instructors who integrate vocabulary learning into syllabi

12

Method – Deliberate paired associate vocabulary learning in class

3

Method – Deliberate paired associate vocabulary learning out of class

7

Method – Extensive Reading

13

Method – Deliberate integration of vocabulary into learning materials

4

Method – Integration of vocabulary into pre-existing learning materials

12

Description: Results of questionnaire investigating the degree to which lexical knowledge is considered when
designing syllabi, and the degree and method for lexical learning. Some instructors used more than one method
of the listed methods.
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Compared to the research on self-decalred Japanese university student vocabulary sizes, it was clear that
non-native English instructors over-estimated their students’ vocabulary size, and native English instructors
underestimated it. When this pattern was investigated, it seemed to be the result of non-native English instructors
1) being influenced by high school teaching, and 2) considering students’ receptive lexical knowledge instead of
their written or spoken productive capabilities. These incorrect estimates are due to the university convention of
non-native English instructors teaching reading comprehension classes, while native English instructors often
teach classes which concentrate on the oral production of English. Interestingly, as published figures for
Japanese university students’ vocabulary sizes are made from receptive instruments, it is not possible to establish
whether the relatively small estimates of students’ productive use of vocabulary are correct or not.
Despite estimates not being in line with published literature, only three of the instructors interviewed actually
measured their students’ vocabulary sizes. This was the case even for fluency exercises, despite Nation’s (2007)
statement that fluency exercises should not contain unfamiliar lexical items. Only nine instructors conducted
paired associate vocabulary learning activities either in or out of class. This shows clearly that evidence of the
efficacy of paired associate vocabulary learning activities is not known, not considered, not trusted, or ignored.
Instructors who did not conduct paired associate vocabulary learning activities in or out of class stated that they
felt that such practice did not assist students when communicating. This is quite consonant with the
communicative language teaching credo which dominates in Japanese university English teaching, despite it not
being in line with balanced teaching practices, based on such principles as the four strands (Nation, 2007).
6.1 Bridging the Gap: A Review of Methods for Facilitating Vocabulary Growth
Arguments for the effectiveness of lexical knowledge development through decontextualized paired-associate
vocabulary growth were made in Section 3. This paper will now consider recommendations from leaders in the
vocabulary field within the structure of the four strands (Nation, 2007), in a similar way to Beglar and Hunt’s
investigation (2005), and the role of technology in lexical knowledge development.
Batia Laufer, Paul Meara and Paul Nation provided The Language Teacher (Laufer, Meara, & Nation, 2005) with
their respective ten top tips for vocabulary teaching (Table 2).
Table 2. Ten best ideas for teaching vocabulary
Batia Laufer

Paul Meara

Paul Nation

Teach your students to use a
mnemonic system.

Apply principles of teaching and
learning.

2. Create your own lexical syllabus.

Set demanding vocabulary targets
for your students.

Approach
highand
low-frequency words differently.

3. Do not count on guessing strategies
to replace vocabulary knowledge.

Teach words in context.

Use the four strands.

4. Increase learners’ vocabulary size.

Get the students to read something
new every day.

Implement an extensive reading
program.

5. Recycle words that have been
introduced earlier in the course.

Get your students
something every day.

write

Carefully design speaking and
writing activities.

6. Give frequent vocabulary tests.

Get students to review
vocabulary regularly.

their

Use a variety of activities aimed
at fluency development.

1. Do not rely too
uninstructed acquisition.

much

on

to

Play word association games.

Provide extended training and
practice in guessing unknown
vocabulary from context.

Watch videos with subtitles.

Train students to use word cards.

9. Allow the L1 translation of words.

Listen to songs.

Teach high frequency affixes.

10. Practice the use of collocations
that differ from the learners’ L1.

Learn a book by heart.

Encourage learner autonomy.

7. Draw learners’
“synforms.”
8. Pay attention to
semantic differences.

attention

to

interlingual

Description: The ten best ideas for teaching vocabulary from Laufer, Meara and Nation (2005).
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6.1.1 Bridging the Gap: Input
Many of the suggestions made by Laufer, Meara, and Nation (2005) apply to beginners and advanced
proficiency learners alike. The three researchers recommend the provision of both decontextualized and
contextualized input. Through this, learners receive mutually reinforcing and complementary, temporarily
decontextualized target vocabulary input and large quantities of comprehensible, engaging contextualized input.
Teachers should ensure that they provide beginner and pre-intermediate students with high frequency
decontextualized vocabulary learning opportunities, and abler students with academic vocabulary from the
Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000). Teachers should be highly selective regarding target lexical tokens:
otherwise, even the optimally effective vocabulary teaching and learning methods will do little to assist students’
useful language development.
Next, contextualized communicative opportunities for vocabulary acquisition are recommended. Intensive and
extensive reading and listening are suggested. The recycling of high frequency vocabulary deepens vocabulary
knowledge though generative use (Joe, 1995). Extensive reading and listening greatly facilitate this process.
6.1.2 Bridging the Gap: Output
Just as posited by Swain (2005), output allows students to notice gaps in their interlanguage knowledge, and
allows students to develop their own voices. Nation, (in Laufer, Meara, and Nation, 2005), suggests that writing
and speaking tasks and linked skills tasks be created to facilitate vocabulary acquisition. Linked skills tasks are
especially effective in facilitating generative use of target tokens.
6.1.3 Bridging the Gap: Language-Focused Learning
Explicit language-focused learning facilitates rapid language learning, and is necessary for highly accurate
performance. Facilitating L2 and L1 connections through temporarily decontextualizing lexical tokens facilitates
the learners’ focus on word form, and again, target items should be highly frequent, and recycled.
Language-focused learning additionally facilitates accurate vocabulary acquisition by attending to aspects of
vocabulary acquisition that otherwise will not be considered, or are expected to be problematic as a result of
semantic differences between L2 and L1.
6.1.4 Bridging the Gap: Fluency Development
Fluent language use, despite being highly salient, is often ignored (Rossiter, Derwing, Manimtim & Thomson,
2010). As a reuslt, fluency is important in lexical use, learning and teaching. One aspect of this is the formation
of multiple word units through combining existing, commonly used, single-item lexical items, which are
retreived as lexical chunks. Multiple word unit formation is facilitated through recycling items through linked
skills activities, comunicative tasks and review.
6.1.5 Bridging the Gap: The Role of CALL
Nakata (2008; 2011) describes many of the advantages of paired associate vocabulary acquisition through
computerized flash card use relative to wordlist and word card utilization. McLean, Hogg and Rush (2013) and
Nakata (2011) posit that computerized flashcard use facilitates retrieval practice, increasing retrieval difficulty,
adaptive sequencing and expanded rehearsal more effectively than wordlists and paper flashcard use.
Computerized flashcards can also present multiple aspects of word knowledge, such as pronunciation, images
and collocations. These advantages were also used to explain great vocabulary acquisition through the use of
Word Engine, an online computerized flashcard site, in a paper by McLean, Hogg and Rush (2013). The
out-of-class use of such online programs as Word Engine, combined with in-class recycling of high frequency
vocabulary, deepens vocabulary knowledge through generative use (Joe, 1995). Extensive reading promotes this
process even further. However, a wealth of empirical research indicates that unless students first directly learn
decontextualized vocabulary, and then perform tasks designed to develop the fluent use of learned words, they
are not learning efficiently. These results argue for teachers to consider vocabulary more during all stages of
planning. Paul Nation’s videotaped seminars on his Victoria University webpage offer insights on how to
incorporate vocabulary into tasks, lessons, and syllabi.
7. Conclusion
Although vocabulary teaching and learning has, in spite of its neglect by successive pedagogical perspectives
and methodologies, come to have a central role in SLA research, the degree to which teachers consider
vocabulary when planning and teaching today seems limited. If teachers hope to provide a balanced pedagogy
based on empirical research, then the role of decontextualized vocabulary learning should be considered.
However, as suggested by Laufer, Meara and Nation’s (2005) tips for teaching vocabulary, the decontextualized
47

www.ccsenet.org/elt

English Language Teaching

Vol. 6, No. 10; 2013

learning of vocabulary is only the first step in building students’ vocabulary size. Meaning-focused input,
meaning-focused output and fluency development also have essential roles in developing students who can use a
wide range of lexical items both productively and receptively.
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