
Vocabulary is a fundamental 
prerequisite of language. 
Without words, there can be 
no effective communication. 
We may get by with little or 
inaccurate grammar, but 
without vocabulary we can 
rarely understand others or 
make them understand us.

For the foreign language student, vocabulary may be acquired naturally through an association 
between an image and a word, but it can also be systematically taught by the EFL teacher.

How can vocabulary be taught?

Vocabulary can be taught through:
• Visuals, such as pictures, photographs, drawings
• Real objects (realia) that the teacher brings to class.
• Gesture and mime
• Explanations
• Similar words (synonyms), opposite words (antonyms)
• Contextualisation

Active vs. Passive vocabulary

Vocabulary is taught either for production (active use) or for recognition (passive use).

Passive Vocabulary:

Passive vocabulary is usually taught with a reading or listening exercise when the teacher ascer-
tains that unfamiliarity with certain words may hinder the students’ understanding of the passage.

The sole purpose of teaching such words is to facilitate the reading or listening activity and the 
students are not expected to be able to produce these words in ensuing speech. Students are, 
however, expected to recognize the words if they encounter them again.

These words can be taught by the following means:

a. Teachers should write the word on the board and try and elicit a brief explanation. If it is  
     not forthcoming, they should provide one.

b. When dealing with a reading text, teachers can provide a synonym and ask students to   
   À nd a match for this in the text. the passage which means, “seen,” for example. The word     
   in the passage could be “spotted”.

Although the teacher may model the word and allow the class to say it a couple of times for 
pronunciation, this should be brief and the teacher should move on quickly to the main activity.

Active Vocabulary:

Vocabulary is taught for active use when the students are expected to use the words in 
conversation or in writing. The teacher should ensure that the students know how to spell the words, 
and that they are aware of what part of speech these words are (adjective, noun, verb, adverb, 
modal verb etc). The teacher should also give students opportunities to practice the correct 
pronunciation and should set up communicative activities that encourage the student to use the 
new words in meaningful contexts.

Vocabulary

1



Certain guidelines should be followed when teaching vocabulary for active use.

• Limit the number of new words to be learnt in a single lesson to between 6 and 12, depend-
ing on the level of difÀ culty.

• As many of these words may already be known passively, to elicit them from someone in 
the class. This allows the learners to participate in the presentation of new vocabulary and 
it also allows the teacher to ascertain the extent to which the word is familiar to the class.

• In active vocabulary, teach words from the same lexical set (e.g. transportation) in the 
same lesson. This will be much easier for the students to remember as they can make chain 
associations.

How to elicit vocabulary

• Point to a picture or the real object and ask the class, “What do we call this?”

• If no visual aids are available, ask “what do you call it when…?.” or “what’s a word for 
………………………..?” and give a paraphrase of the meaning of the word.

• Remember to keep the language you use in the paraphrase simpler than the level of difÀ -
culty of the word you are trying to elicit from the class. “What do you call an opening in the 
wall that lets in light?” will not succeed in eliciting “window” from an elementary level class.

• Don’t use dictionary deÀ nitions of words unless they come from an English Learner’s dictio-
nary. Dictionary deÀ nitions are notoriously difÀ cult.

• If someone in the class knows the word, get him/her everyone. If no one knows the word 
don’t waste time, provide it yourself. 

• Check that the paraphrase of the word has been understood by those students unfamiliar 
with the new word.

• Highlight relevant pronunciation features, particularly stress, by repeating the word clearly.

• Practice the pronunciation features, (particularly stress), with the class as a whole (choral 
drilling), then with half the class, then a quarter and eventually with individual students. This 
gives all students in the class ample opportunity to master the new sounds, no matter how 
difÀ cult they may be.

• Make sure the students get the stress right as incorrect stress may impair the listener’s recog-
nition of the word. 

• Ensure that both the word and the deÀ nition are written on the whiteboard. Stress markers 
should be added to show where the stress falls.

• If the word is a verb, write it in the full inÀ nitive form. If it is a noun write it with deÀ nite or in-
deÀ nite article and show if it is countable. Label other parts of speech such as adverbs or 
adjectives.

• Recycle the new words often in the ensuing lessons. Without active use, the students are 
unlikely to internalise these words. Quizzes and word games are an ideal way of revising vo-
cabulary and having fun at the same time.
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Pronunciation

Unless a student learns to speak a foreign language at a very early age, he/she will probably always 
have an accent. This is quite natural, and as long as the speech is clear and comprehensible to 
the listener, it is probably not worth then time spent trying to make the learner sound like a native 
speaker.

Some cultures, however, do have problems with particular sounds seriously impede understanding. 
(See How to Wrap a Rabid Rabbit in the appendix). Even worse, it can cause the speaker to be 
ridiculed by insensitive English speakers. A good example of this is the stereotype of an Asian calling
fried rice “Á ied lice” Where problems with pronunciation result in incomprehensibility or ridicule, it is
incumbent on the EFL teacher to incorporate remedial exercises into her classes.

Considerations in teaching pronunciation

Natural Speech
As English teachers are the main models of speech in the classroom, it is important that they speak 
naturally. If they speak too slowly, it destroys the rhythm of natural speech and provides the learners 
with a stilted, artiÀ cial example. In addition, it will not help students come to terms with some of the
characteristics of natural speech, such as reductions, elision and assimilation. 

Reductions:   Unstressed syllables are reduced
    e.g. ? From Cape Town.

Elision:    Some sounds may be dropped. 
    For example  is said his-tree not his-tory
    Family is said  not fam-i-lee
     not Wed-nes-day   

Assimilation:   ten boys = temboys ten minutes= tem minutes

✓ ×Do: Don’t:
Do’s and don’t’s of teaching vocabulary

• Check understanding by asking pertinent ques-
tions. If you are teaching the word “frame”, ask 
what other objects have frames.  

• Try to predict lexical problems in your lesson material 
and prepare accordingly. That is the purpose of the 
“anticipated problems” section in your lesson plan.

• Teach a word in context and make its meaning quite 
clear in this context.

• If you have taught a word in one context, don’t as-
sume that the students will understand it in another 
context. Teach one meaning at a time.

• If a student asks the meaning of a word, see if any-
one else in the class knows it and can explain it or 
give an example. Then conÀ rm or clarify this.

• Avoid asking beginners what 
a word means. (For example: 
What is a bank?). While they 
might very well know what a 
bank is, they may not have the 
necessary verbal skills in English 
to explain this to you. It is better 
to say “What do we call a build-
ing where we keep our money?”

• Avoid using words in your ex-
planation that are more difÀ cult 
than the word you are explain-
ing. For example, to behave = to 
comport oneself.
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In natural speech all of these characteristics are present, particularly in informal and fast speech, 
and if learners want to sound reasonably natural in their conversations with native English speakers, 
they will have to both listen for and use these features of the spoken language.

Intonation

Intonation is used to express how we feel about the topic. The rise and fall of our voices tells our 
listeners more about our emotions than the actual words we use. Intonation is also used for turning 
a statement into a question, and for sounding either deÀ nite or hesitant.

Intonation can be taught many different ways:

1. Analyse the meaning of the same sentence spoken with different intonation.

2. Get students to use intonation to create a variety of effects. For example, expressing anger 
or gratitude, or showing surprise.

3. Students can try and guess the speaker’s attitude from a tape-recorded passage.

4. Students can study sentences and make collaborative decisions about where the tonic 
falls.

Stress

Stress is the emphasis placed on a syllable or word. The stressed word or syllable is usually 
enunciated very clearly.

Word stress

There is usually no problem with stress in words of one syllable e.g. , 

Problems often arise with words of more than one syllable e.g. , .

Sometimes the stress shifts when the word changes its part of speech e.g. export (verb) export (noun).

Sentence Stress

The important words in a sentence are usually stressed while the unstressed words in between are 
said rapidly and indistinctly.

Self Assessment Task
Read out the following sentences to convey the two 

meanings indicated.

“He might have asked me.”

1. The speaker is uncertain

2. The speaker is indignant

“If you think the nurses are bad, you should see 

the doctors”

1. The speaker is giving advice

2. The speaker thinks the doctors are very bad

“Where do you think you’re going?”

1. The speaker is asking for information

2. The speaker is ordering someone to stay 4



A syllable is a unit of pronunciation forming whole or part of a word, usually consisting of a vowel 
sound with consonants.

1. How many syllables do the following words contain?

2. Cross out the syllable that is “lost” when these words are spoken.

3. In these exclamations, underline the syllable that has the highest pitch. 

4. Identify and underline the longest syllable in each word 

5. Put a line through the syllables that have weak vowels

6. Mark the main stress in the following words 

7. Identify the stress patterns on the words below using bubbles e.g. Ooo or oOoo

8. Match the word on the left with the correct bubble on the right.

   a. characteristic   1. ooOo
   b. penultimate   2. oOo
   c. refugee    3. ooOoo
   d. record (v)    4. ooO
   e. import (n)    5.OOo
   f. attitude    6. oooOo
   g. explicit    7. oO
   h. university    8. oOoo
   i. independent   9. Oo
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