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Rather than asking this in the abstract, suggest make it concrete.  Choose a word (e.g. ‘fish’) 
and ask them to think of all the different things they know about it.  Make a mind map on 
flipchart or whiteboard.  For example: fish (noun), definition and examples of a fish, 
associated with parts of fish such as fins, gills, etc., also types of fish, e.g. salmon, trout.  To 
fish is a verb with associated forms – fishing, fishes, fished; derived forms such as fishy and 
the register restrictions on this (it is informal); compounds such as fisherman, fishing rod, 
fishmonger; related form phishing (and this says something about our knowledge of SSC).  
And so on…
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First step in asking what it is to know a word = what is a word in the first place?  This is to get 
people thinking about things like: types (48) versus tokens (67); lexemes (to read, reading, 
read (past)); word families (read, readable, reader); phrasal verbs (read out loud, help out –
where ‘out’ does not have the same meaning as it would in isolation).  
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These can be seen as the three most ‘basic’ components of word knowledge.   
For each of these, the knowledge can be receptive / productive.  
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Another way of looking at it.  We are used to dealing in ‘breadth’ (size) i.e. how many words 
someone knows – but there is also depth and fluency.  Fluency is particularly important for 
being able to produce and comprehend language rapidly.  Eventually we want automaticity, 
allowing us to recognize and produce words without using up working memory capacity, thus 
freeing up resources for other aspects of communication.  
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Thinking more about depth and the different aspects of word knowledge.
This can be compared to the mind map made earlier (slide 3).
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We won’t have much time to cover these but we just want to note that they are 
important in language use (both L1 and L2).  Using formulaic sequences is likely to be 
a key factor in fluent language use – reduce processing time and burden.  Therefore
we should not forget these in our teaching!
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Strategic competence – strategies can be used to compensate for gaps in vocabulary 
knowledge – as exemplified in games like Taboo and Articulate.  BUT!  Vocabulary 
knowledge is still crucially important.  Recall the quotation on slide 1 (title slide) – i.e. 
without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.  
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This is what Fabio Capello said in 2011 when England manager.  This is intended as a 
light-hearted and provocative introduction to the questions that follow.  Invite 
participants to reflect on these questions.  Encourage them to come up with actual 
figures (e.g. x hundred or y thousand words).  Of course it does depend what you 
want to do with the language (as Capello rightly notes here).  
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One answer to this question is: the more the better.  
But the next slides have some figures suggested by Milton in relation to different 
proficiency levels / exams, both internationally and in the UK.  
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Data gathered from one school only, and >10 years old.  But this shows that for A 
Levels too, vocabulary size correlates with grade outcomes.  (Note however that even 
a grade A at this level is associated with a rather lower vocabulary size than its 
supposed CEFR level equivalent, as per previous slide, which is one of Milton’s 
arguments in this article: “Learners approach GCSE after five years of study with 
fewer than 1000 words on average, and ‘A’ level with fewer than 2000 on average. 
These levels appear small in relation to the placement of these exams within the 
Common European Framework for languages.”, p. 202).  Note also the range of 
vocabulary sizes at each grade level, and on previous slide.  So, for a given vocabulary 
size, some people are more / less effective at making use of the language knowledge 
they have.  Some of this will be exam technique of course but there is likely also the 
issue of strategic behaviour, to compensate for vocabulary gaps and help people 
make the most of the knowledge they have.  Nonetheless, it is clear that vocabulary 
knowledge is very important for language performance – and in all four skills.
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A look at reading comprehension in particular as this has been the focus of much 
research.
Some of these points are then illustrated in the graph on the next slide…
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Note that at 2,000 words (reference line), you get around 95% coverage of general 
conversation, likely to give adequate comprehension (but only 70% of written 
language – well below what is generally thought to be needed for adequate 
comprehension).
Note also the very steep slope of the curve early on – i.e. huge ‘bang for buck’ in 
terms of learning highest frequency words!
Also note Milton’s comment on a vocabulary size of <1000 words.  
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Could invite participants to come up with summary of any key points so far (they 
could do this in pairs and feed back).  Then show this list.  Or if preferred (or if short 
of time) just show this list summary so far.  
Any comments / reflections?
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Häcker (2011) and the PR in agreement on this point! 
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Elicit participants’ views on frequency of these words.  Therefore, how useful are 
these words across topics?

19



Recommend this as a way of checking lexical profile (i.e. frequency of words used) for 
texts used in class.  Only available for French though, as far as I know.  
Note the proper noun ‘Poitiers’ has been deleted before profiling.  
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Other problems of topic-based teaching beyond the ‘specialized vocabulary / low
frequency’ issue…
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too many words of the same word class that can just slot in to the same sentence 
formation
e.g. Ich spiele + lots of sports, Je porte + lots of clothes reduce the attention given to 
the verb and subject, as sentence formation is reduced to varying the noun (object) 
only.
In addition, there is some research that suggests that clustering words of the same 
word class together for learning can make them harder to learn, so it may be helpful 
to think in terms of learning a set of words with several different word classes but 
linked by a common theme.  E.g. Tinkham, 1993.  
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…and how can we as teachers best support this?
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A look at some of the different kinds of tasks that might be used for different stages 
of vocabulary learning / teaching. 
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