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What this unit is about

This unit is about how you can help your students to learn, use and remember English
vocabulary. Many students struggle with the lessons in the textbook, even in Classes IX or
X. They don’t understand many of the words, and even after they are translated, students
can find it difficult to remember what they mean.
It has been found that students learn languages best when they experience it in context
and use the language independently in speaking and writing. As the Position Paper of the
National Focus Group on Teaching of English (National Council of Educational Research
and Training, 2006) states:
Research has also shown us that greater gains accrue when language instruction moves
away from the traditional approach of learning definitions of words (the dictionary
approach) to an enriched approach, which encourages associations with other words and
contexts (the encyclopaedia approach).
This means that translating a text word-for-word or memorising lists of words will not
necessarily help students to learn new vocabulary that they can use when they speak and
write in English. Students need to develop strategies to guess the meaning of new words
when they encounter them. You can help them do this by:

l showing similarities to words they already know

l using pictures to help your students guess the meaning of words

l miming.

However, learning a new word or phrase once does not mean that the student will
remember it and be able to use it. That is why students also need support in learning how
to record new vocabulary and repeatedly review it. If students improve their knowledge of
vocabulary, they can understand their lessons more easily and will write and speak better
in English, which can also lead to them performing better in exams.
The techniques in this unit help your students to become independent language learners
who are able to understand, record and learn new vocabulary by themselves.
As you try the activities in this unit, remember that:

l techniques may not work the first time you do them – think about what happened in
the lesson, make adjustments and try again
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l students may not understand what is happening when you try a new technique –
explain it to them and make the purpose of the activity clear

l you can use the activities in this unit as part of your normal classes – they do not
need to take up a whole class, or be extra work for your class or you.

Make your classroom an encouraging place to be; a place where you and your students
can try things out without fear of criticism.

What you can learn in this unit

l How to help students understand unknown English vocabulary from the context.

l Ways to help students remember their English vocabulary, for example by using a
vocabulary log.

l Effective use of dictionaries to help your students record and learn new vocabulary.

1 Helping students to understand unknown
English vocabulary in lessons
Lessons in secondary English textbooks can be difficult for many students. One of the
reasons for this is that they contain a lot of words and phrases that students don’t know.
As a teacher, your role is to help your students understand these words without making
them feel discouraged.

Activity 1: Introducing unknown words
This is an activity for you to do on your own or with a colleague.
Read this paragraph from ‘A Visit to Cambridge’ (a chapter from the NCERT Class VIII
textbook Honeydew):
Cambridge was my metaphor for England, and it was strange that when I left it had
become altogether something else, because I had met Stephen Hawking there. It was
on a walking tour through Cambridge that the guide mentioned Stephen Hawking,
‘poor man, who is quite disabled now, though he is a worthy successor to Issac
Newton, whose Chair he has at the university.’ And I started, because I had quite
forgotten that this most brilliant and completely paralysed astrophysicist, the author of
A Brief History of Time, one of the biggest bestsellers ever, lived here.
Now answer the questions below. If you can, discuss them with a colleague:

l Do you think that this Class VIII text would be easy for your secondary English
students to read?

l Which words do you think your students may not understand? Underline them or
make a note of them in your notebook.

l How could you help your students to understand these words and this passage?
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This passage might be quite difficult for some secondary English students to read, as it
includes some difficult vocabulary and complicated grammatical structures. Depend-
ing on your students’ levels, some students will know the word ‘disabled’ while others
won’t. Some might not understand the phrase ‘worthy successor’ or ‘completely
paralysed’.
A simple way to help your students come to understand unknown words is to translate
them into your home language. This can be useful, but there are also some
disadvantages to translating:

l If you translate all the words in a passage, it will take a lot of time. Some students
will get bored and lose interest in the text you are reading.

l Translating a piece of writing word-for-word doesn’t allow students to learn
English phrases and groups of words that usually occur together.

l Translating something into home language helps students to understand what
new vocabulary words mean, but it doesn’t always help them to remember those
words and use them in their own speaking and writing.

l If students always rely on you to translate words, they will not develop strategies
for understanding words when they are reading or listening to English by
themselves.

In Activity 2 you will look at how you can help your students deal with new vocabulary in
their lessons. This technique will help your students to understand the readings in the
textbook and develop strategies for learning new vocabulary. They will also help students
to become more independent, so that they will be able to learn by themselves outside the
classroom or in their future lives.

Activity 2: Helping your students to understand unknown vocabulary in a
lesson
This is an activity for you to try in your classroom. It helps students to guess the
meaning of new vocabulary in a text that they are reading. It also helps them decide
which words they should spend more time actively learning. You can use this activity
with any lesson, and with students from any class or any ability as they can choose
and learn different words.

1 Choose a lesson from your textbook that contains vocabulary that you think your
students don’t know. It could be the next lesson you will teach, including prose
and poems. If the lesson is long, choose a few paragraphs or verses from it.

2 Ask your students to read the lesson. They can read silently or aloud.
3 While your students are reading, write a table like Table 1 on the blackboard.

When they have finished, ask them to copy it into their notebooks.

Table 1 Blank table for unknown vocabulary.
Words you don’t know but you can guess Words you don’t know and you can’t

guess

p

p
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4 Before asking your students to do this activity on their own, ask the class for an
example of a word for each column and fill it in. This way you can make sure that
they understand what they need to do.

5 Tell the students to note down words in the relevant columns. They should do this
activity individually . Set a time limit for this (such as ten minutes) or ask for a
maximum number of words (such as ten).

6 When the time is up, ask the students to work with a partner and compare their
answers in the first column. They should tell each other how they guessed the
meaning.

7 After a few minutes, stop the discussion . Now ask different pairs to share with the
class the words they wrote in the first column and how they guessed the meaning.
They can do this in their home language.

8 Now ask students to read out the words that they couldn’t guess from the second
column. Write these on the board and help them practise the pronunciation of
these words by saying the words out loud and asking the class to repeat after you.
Instead of providing the meaning or translation of these words, try to help your
students guess the meaning.

9 You can help them guess by asking questions like:
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10 Tell your students to choose ten words that they think are the most useful, and to
learn them. You may want them to learn some additional specific words from the
lesson. Write these additional words on the board, practise saying them with the
class and discuss their meaning before telling students to add them to the list of
words to learn.
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