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Abstract

This article mainly discusses the need of the direct instruction of vocabulary. We would like to emphasize the

studentsû need to acquire vocabulary in order to understand the language and also able to use the language.

First, we explore the importance of vocabulary knowledge in language learning and especially in reading

comprehension. Then we will look at approaches to vocabulary learning. Finally, we will discuss how vocabulary

should be taught.
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Introduction

University students need to read textbooks on academic area on their specific field of study. The lack of

vocabulary knowledge will hinder their reading comprehension. The current teaching of vocabulary since the day of

communicative approach has put less emphasis on direct teaching of vocabulary. We may see from many of today

textbooks that they provide little instruction on vocabulary directly. Many have assumed that learners will learn the

vocabulary from the context, thus devote little time to vocabulary teaching. It seems to be true that students learn

from the context like the way L1 (first language) learners do, but do L2 (second language)  or EFL learners really

learn vocabulary from context the same way L1 learners do? Even though incidental learning of vocabulary does

occur in L2 learners, they are less exposed to the environment of the L1 learnersû.

This article serves to trigger our thoughts on the direct instruction of vocabulary. We would like to emphasize

the studentsû need to acquire vocabulary in order to understand the language and also able to use the language.

We do not intend to say that other approaches are not right, but we would like to bring the attention to the

necessity of direct or explicit teaching of vocabulary after reading.  This article will first explore the importance of

vocabulary knowledge in language learning and especially in reading comprehension. Then we will look at

approaches to vocabulary learning. Finally, we will discuss how vocabulary should be taught.
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What is Vocabulary?

Vocabulary as defined in Wikipedia (2006) is a

set of words known to a person or other entity, that are

part of a specific language. It is all the words of a

language. It is the sum of words used by, understood

by, or at the command of a particular person or group.

Also, many researchers and scholars have already

defined the term ùvocabularyû as follows: According

to Morris (1984) vocabulary refers to every word in a

language that is used for making understanding

especially between persons. Vocabulary is the list of

words or phrases of a particular language along with

their meanings. Richard (1985) defines vocabulary as

every word of a language such as single words,

compound words, and the idioms of the language. For

Sesnan (2001) vocabulary is çtotal number of words we

know and are able to useé. Vocabulary is çall the words

that someone knows or usesé

The Importance of Vocabulary

çWithout grammar very little can be conveyed;

without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.é (Wilkins,

1972 p. 111)

çWhen students travel, they donût carry grammar

books, they carry dictionaries.é (Krashen in Lewis, 1993

p. iii)

çThe more one considers the matter, the more

reasonable it seems to suppose that lexis is where we

need to start from, the syntax needs to be put to the

service of words and not the other way round.é

(Widdowsen in Lewis. 1993 p. 115)

Generally, it is acknowledged that vocabulary

in English language learning is a very important part,

and no one can communicate in any meaningful way

without vocabulary. Also, it is widely accepted that

vocabulary is the heart of language learning. Without a

sufficient vocabulary, one cannot communicate or

express ideas effectively. A barrier that prevents

students from learning a foreign language is also having

a limited vocabulary. (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997)

Many scholars assure that vocabulary is key to

language learning. There is a strong relationship

between vocabulary (word-meaning knowledge) and

the ability of students to construct meaning. Stoel (2005)

stated that vocabulary is a must for learning as without

vocabulary one cannot string together words into

sentences. Additionally, the Report The National

Reading Panel (2002) concluded, çThe importance of

vocabulary has long been recognized in the

development of reading skills.é

Language teachersû experiences show that the

single, biggest component of any language course is

vocabulary (McCarthy, 1990). Most students learning a

foreign language have agreed that the most important

part of learning a foreign language was vocabulary,

knowing a lot of vocabulary can enable language

learners to learn and understand English better. Learners

feel that many of their difficulties, in both receptive

and productive language use, result from the lack of

vocabulary knowledge.

Learning vocabulary is essential to learning a

foreign language.  Lewis (1993) emphasizes that

vocabulary is the center of the language and even

stated that it should be part of the syllabus because

language consists of ùgrammaticalized lexisû, not

ùlexicalized grammar.  To understand the foreign

language, one needs to acquire thousands of words.

In order to read and write, students may need to know

twice of the number of words needed for speaking.

Waring, R. (2002) mentions that foreign language

learners need about 3000-5000 word families to be quite

competent in speaking and listening. So foreign

language learners need to acquire this minimum

level as soon as possible in order to understand the

language and improve themselves to a higher level of

understanding especially for the specific field of study.
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The question of vocabulary size may arise when

we talk about teaching and learning vocabulary.

How many words do students really need in order to

understand the content of their reading? The number

of words is determined differently by different

researchers because they are considered on different

basis.  Vocabulary size has been examined by different

researchers on different approaches. So the answers

may vary. If we consider the words in terms of word

family, the average numbers of words suggested

for considerable census among researchers are

approximately.  This implies that students have an urgency

to acquire the minimum vocabulary before they can

comprehend the text or understand the language. When

we think of a word in English, we need to be aware

that there are several aspects of lexis. When teaching

vocabulary, we need to consider these aspects such

as boundaries between conceptual meaning,

polysemy, homonym, synonym, connotation and

denotation, chunks of language, grammar of vocabulary,

and pronunciation (Gains & Redman, 1986).

What does ùto know a lexical itemû mean? To

know the lexical item does not mean just to know its

meaning or the L2 translation. Lewis (1993) has put the

emphasis on collocational component when referred to

ùknowû a word. Hill (1999) also states the problem of

fluency among learners with good vocabularies lie in

the problem of limited ùcollocational componentû.

To know a vocabulary also does not mean

knowing how to spell it. To know its meaning is just only

the receptive knowledge.  Learners need to have the

productive knowledge too.  Learners need to know

how to use the language appropriately.  This requires

the knowledge of formality, style, connotation and

detonation, etc.  When words are learned incidentally,

students may not be able to acquire all this information

related to the word. Students should be encouraged to

turn their receptive knowledge into productive

knowledge.  In this regard, teachers can facilitate the

students by creating the activities which promote the

productive use of the language.

Miller and Gildea (1987) states that knowing a

word is not just knowing its meaning from dictionary but

it means knowing how to use the word correctly and

understand it when it is heard or seen in various

contexts.  By their definition, students need to be

exposed to many contexts before they really know the

word.  Thus, reading is a valuable source for students

to learn vocabulary.  Moreover, knowing a word does

not mean that students have to know all different

meanings a word has at one time. Beck and McKeown

(1991) and Nagy and Scott (2000) explain that ùknowingû

a word is a degree and not all or none proposition.

Any student who has little knowledge of

vocabulary will usually have trouble in both receptive

and productive skill. Biemiller (1999) has found that

students who have poor knowledge of vocabulary have

problems with reading comprehension even if they have

good reading skills. Vocabulary has a great contribution

to reading comprehension. The National Reading Panel

(2002) has come up with the conclusion on reading

comprehension that vocabulary knowledge plays an

important role to reading comprehension. Students

must be provided with instruction that builds up their

vocabulary knowledge.

There are common findings among researchers

on vocabulary in relation to reading that vocabulary

knowledge strongly influences reading comprehension

and overall academic success. (Baumann, Kameùenui,

& Ash, 2003). Vocabulary and reading comprehension

are interrelated.  This is what Stanovich (1986) calls

çMatthew Effect.é  His application from Matthew is that

students with poor vocabulary knowledge are likely

to avoid reading. When they read less, they will

consequently have less opportunity to learn new words.

Therefore, we must help students to acquire knowledge

of vocabulary to the level that they can comprehend

what they read and in turn learn more new words

which will benefit them for their future reading.
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Approaches to vocabulary learning

Vocabulary instruction involves more than

looking up words in a dictionary and putting the words

in a sentence. Students can acquire vocabulary

incidentally through indirect exposure to words and

intentionally through explicit instruction in specific words

and word-learning strategies. According to Graves

(2000), an effective vocabulary program, they are four

components:

1. wide or extensive reading

2. explicit instruction in specific words

3. instruction in  word-learning strategies, and

4. high quality spoken language

Vocabulary learning, there are two major

approaches. They are incidental learning and explicit

learning.  Incidental learning of vocabulary is when

students learn vocabulary as a by-product of any

language activities such as reading or listening. Nagy

(1997) states that L1 learners learn a lot by this method

and it is the important path of vocabulary acquisition

of the L1 learners. L1 learners have an extensive reading

and listening in their everyday life. So, it is understood

that L2 also can learn the new words by this way too,

but how much they learn may not be exactly the

same because L2 learners do not stay in the same

environment like that of L1 learners. They have fewer

exposures to the language and do not spend the same

amount of time the L1 learners do.

This indirect learning of vocabulary expects

that vocabulary expansion will happen through the

practice of other language skills, which has been proved

not enough to ensure vocabulary expansion. Many

researchers have found that number of words learned

in the classroom is limited as words can be taught

effectively and students learn best when they there are

not more than 8-10 words each week (assume that

students study once a week) So students need to find

ways to learn new words outside the classroom.  Part of

this learning is also contributed by incidental learning.

However, there is no guarantee that students will not

get the full meaning of word nor can they acquire

in-depth meaning (Fukkink & de Glopper, 1998)

Moreover, this kind of learning may not promote

word-learning strategies which enable students to

become independent learners. When referring to

incidental learning of new words by L1 learner, we

should also note that environment of L2 and EFL

learners are different from that of L1ûs. Therefore, the

amount of words learned and the depth of meaning

undoubtedly differ considerably. A scientific research

study on vocabulary instruction shows that students

learned most vocabulary incidentally, and students learn

some vocabulary directly. (Cunningham & Stanovich,

1998).

Besides, students learn vocabulary directly

and explicitly both single words and strategies of word-

learning.  Explicit vocabulary instruction helps students

in reading comprehension. When students learn

vocabularies explicitly, it helps students learn difficult

words.

Teaching vocabulary directly helps students

improve their ability to construct meaning effectively

when they were taught few words key to the selection

are thoroughly and meaningfully (Nagy & Herman, 1987;

Wixson, 1986), when students integrated the words with

the activation and development of past knowledge

(Nagy & Herman, 1987), and when the teaching of a

strategy to help students freely decode words and infer

words meanings (Calfee & Drum, 1986; Graves, 1987).

This strategy would help students complete the overall

goal of independence in building meaning.

How should we teach the students?

According to the Report of the National

Reading Panel (2000) shows that teachers should teach

vocabulary both directly and indirectly and that the

most effective approaches utilize multiple methods of

instruction. In other words, teaching vocabulary
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intentionally and explicitly, it is essential. Moreover, teachers

must aid students to develop strategies in learning

independent word and support them to aware of when

and how to implement these strategies in self-selected

situations.

Since vocabulary affects reading comprehension,

we need to ensure that students have enough vocabulary

knowledge or understand the meaning of words

appeared in the reading to comprehend the text.  If

students are encouraged to do the independent

learning and they still cannot get the meaning from the

context or even do not  know which meaning in the

dictionary is the right one for that particular context,

explicit teaching is necessary.

Unfortunately, current teaching of English in the

classroom is geared towards communicative approach

and leave little room for direct teaching of vocabulary

(Lockavich, 2011).Either it is intentionally omitted or it is

caused by the time constraint, we must pay a close

attention to the vocabulary teaching as we all know

that vocabulary plays an important part in reading com-

prehension.  To say this, it does not  mean that commu-

nicative approach is not right, but it is not enough to

employ single approach in language teaching. We just

need something extra to add to the effectiveness of

language learning.  Beside teaching words form the

context, we also should teach them directly.

If incidental learning is one useful way to learn

new words, we should not neglect this learning method.

However, we should not forget to combine it with the

direct teaching of vocabulary so that students will make

most of their learning.  Explicit teaching of vocabulary

is needed in order to gain the effectiveness in reading

(Stahl &  Fairbanks, 1980). This is also confirmed by the

National Reading Panel (2000) that there is a need for

direct instruction for lexical items required for a specific

text.

If vocabulary is involved with its collocation.

Lewis (1997) suggests that we teach them in chunk

rather than an isolated item.  Similarly, recording of

vocabulary should be in sentence rather than a single

item because it will help with the contextualization.

Students then should be encouraged to record the

whole sentence instead of word list when they take

note of vocabulary. As Hill (1999) has mentioned about

the problem of learners in the limited knowledge of

ùcollocational componentû, he suggested that we should

build up collocational component from the vocabulary

they already know.

Learning in rich context is valuable. Students

should be encouraged to have multiple exposures and

see words in many contexts. Students should expose

themselves to many readings so that they will see

new words in different contexts. However, learning

vocabulary from context is no easy task for poor

learners, nor is it effective for poor learners. Therefore,

students must be assisted in learning. Incidental learning

cannot give full capacity to vocabulary learning by

poor students. That is, direct teaching of vocabulary

should be encouraged. Sonbul and Schmitt (2010) found

that incidental learning plus explicit instruction is more

effective than incidental learning alone and they also

agree that explicit teaching of vocabulary facilitates

the knowledge of word at the deepest level.

When we teach students new words from

context, we must ensure that the context give enough

information to be the clue for students to guess.  Not all

contexts are helpful. If a context can mislead the

students because there are many possible guesses and

not all are correct, then we have to teach them and

tell them the right meaning. Each student also differs.

The same context can give a hint to one student while

it may not to others. This also depends on studentsû

background knowledge and ability to guess. In this

case, students who cannot make a good and correct

guessing will surely need assistance and in many

occasions need a direct teaching of vocabulary.
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If we are to teach them to guess the meaning

from the context, then the reading text should match

studentsû ability level. If the text is too difficult, it will not

be helpful. Rather, it may even bore them out. Students

should not be discouraged by too difficult text.

There are many studies done on incidental

learning and incidental learning plus explicit learning of

vocabulary. It was found that combination of both

methods is better than implicit learning alone. Schmitt

(2008) agrees that the incidental learning and explicit

learning are complementary and that they should be

combined when teaching vocabulary. Direct teaching

of vocabulary should be made after the incidental

learning to ensure that students get the in-depth  meaning

of the word being learned.

After students learn new words, they tend to

forget as time passes. One way to make students learn

and keep the memory of it is to have them exposed to

the new vocabulary repeatedly.  New vocabulary should

appear in a rich context.

To understand about vocabulary learning we

should understand how our memory works. Gairns (1986)

remarks that our short term memory will not be effective

if the number of chunks (multi-word verbs, idioms,

collocation, lexical phrase) of information exceed seven

while our long term memory is unlimited. This means that

we should not expect students to learn too many words

at one time or at a given class time. Learning new

words involve in short term memory first and then words

are stored in long term memory later.  If we teach them

too much at one time and they cannot absorb all we

teach them, they tend to forget what is beyond their

capability. Surely, they will not have much left for long

term memory either.

Gairns (1986) states that words that are semantic

related or vocabulary of the same field should be learned

together. However, this aspect of semantic link and

memory retention has been studied by many researchers.

Some agree, some argue. We refrain from discuss this

issue in this paper because it will be too much to

discuss here and there is no firm conclusion on this and

many studies were carried out in different environments

and among different variables. Moreover, they were

carried out among different groups of learners who are

at different levels and are in different fields of studies.

There are many techniques which are helpful

to learners to learn vocabulary and have long term

memory of those words. Again, we will not give details

on techniques in this article because many researchers

still argue on this and there is no solid conclusion for all

techniques. We believe that this issue can be discussed

widely and we should devote the whole article to

address this issue separately.

There is no definite answer to what is the

best technique in teaching vocabulary. Actually, there

is no best technique as students may have preference

to one over another. The teachersû task is to provide

students with varieties of technique and let the students

choose on their own.  Some techniques may be good

for some students at certain level. The same technique

which works well to some students may not be enjoyed

by others. However, having some techniques is better

than no technique at all.

Students should also be encouraged to be an

independent learner. Students at the intermediate level

up should be taught how to use monolingual dictionary.

This could replace direct teaching of vocabulary

because dictionary gives not only many different

definitions, but it also provides pronunciation, style and

register, an illustration of how to use the word in the

sentence, and etc. Examples of word in the sentences

given in the dictionary will help learners understand the

meaning and be able to have productive use of the

words after students have seen  them in sentences.

Students should be taught to be an independent

learner because they will not be in school forever. There

are many new words coming up each year and paper

dictionary cannot be revised soon enough for students
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to look up for those words.  Thanks to the technology

today, online dictionary is helpful to some  extent as it

is being updated faster. However, students may need

to search for the meaning of new words not yet

appeared in the on-line dictionary. Students may need

to learn from other sources such as on the Internet.

Conclusion

       Vocabulary is very important for foreign language

learners since it is the heart of language learning.

Without a suff ic ient vocabulary, one cannot

communicate or express ideas effectively. Explicit

vocabulary teaching is necessary for teaching the

core vocabulary, particularly for the learning of basic

lexical and semantic knowledge. Incidental vocabulary

acquisition should be encouraged for further lexical

and semantic development of the words learned

through explicit instruction and for learning additional

vocabulary. Students should also be encouraged to be

an independent learner, so that they can learn from

many sources.
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