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Helping Students Foster Good Vocabulary Learning and Retention

Chen, Shesheng
Shanghai Medical University

1. Vocabulary learning is a major component in a foreign language learning. The accumu-
lation of vocabulary is connected directly with the improvement of learners’ abilities in
terms of speaking, reading, listening and writing. When learners have acquired basic
grammar rules, vocabulary even becomes an important factor for them to communicate
meaningfully and effectively. In a foreing language learning, students should be encour-
aged to develop their own personal learning styles for vocabulary in such areas as memo-
rizing and retaining new words. However, there is also a part teachers can play in help-
ing students accumulate and retain vocabulary in long-term memory, For this reason,a
particularly productive area teachers can exploit in vocabulary teaching is helping stu-
dents foster good vocabulary learning and retention.
2. Factors affecting vocabulary learning and retention

For most intermediate students,vocabulary accumulation is an indication that they
are making progress in foreign language learning. They spend much of their time and ef-
fort on the development of their vocabulary, but the outcome does not prove satisfacto-
ry. They feel that poor retention of vocabulary in long-term memory is a big problem in
vocabulary learning. This is especially true in the case of medical students in my univer-
sity. They take along with English many other subject courses, some of which also place
heavier loads on memory, and so interrfere with vocabulary retention. Apart from the
interference of other subject courses, there are also some other factors which are respon-
sible for poor retention in vocabulary learning. The two major ones are the following.
2.1 Vocabularry ﬁresentation in the textbooks

Vocabulary itself is a system in a language,but textbooks are not compiled on the
basis of the vocabulary system. Textbooks often present vocabulary items in chronologi-
cal order or provide an alphabetical list of new items with monoling-ual explanations or
translation equivalents. The students may find it convenient to refer to these items when
they read, but tliis is undoubtedly unfavourable for them when they are trying to memo-
rize words. In addition, there is a higher density of new items in the text, and many of
them appearing in one text seldom reappear in the next. Although following each text
are supplied certain types of vocabulary exercises, by which students can review and
consolidate the new items learned in the text, yet these exercises are basically within the

scope of one text. The words being learned bear little relation to the words learned pre-
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viously. They are not organized semantically for the benefit of mental storage.

2. 2 Students vocabulary learning strategies

Most students seem to get used to a memorization technique called ‘rote
learrning’. The common practice for this is that students use a bilingual list of items in
their coursebook and notebook: In order to memorize they repeat either silently or aloud
one side of target items as prompts and the other side of translation equivalents. This
rote-learning technique is quite useful in the early stages of language learning because
“it may be a legitimate means of transmmitting items into long-term memory where
there is a direct mother tongue equivalent”and “it gives the students the opportunity to
manupulate the oral and written form of language items”(Gairns & Redman 1986,90).
However, this mechnical learning technique has also its limitations. Committing items to
long-term memory requires a far deeper level of processing and semantic organization,
not merely rote-learning, and memorization of this type may delay the process of estab-
lishing new semantic networks in a foreign language. (Gairns &. Redman 1986,87—90)
3. Proposed solutions '

As discussed above, one big problem students encount in language learning is poor
retention of vocabulary in long-term memory. Long-term memory, which is different
from the other type of memory, (e. g. short-term memory) is our ability to store and re-
call information weeks and years after the original input. However, how is the vocabu- -
lary of a second language stored in learners’ mind and made retriveable when required?
So far the answers to these questions are not complete and definite, but observations
made by some researchers suggest that the mind must store and process words in some
way. The ‘mental lexicon’ is highly organized and efficient. McCarthy (1990,34— 35)ex-
presses it in metaphors of dictionary, thesaurus, encyclopaedia, library and computer.
Whichever the metaphor is we may find they all have in common the idea of organization
among other things. This has the implication for teaching and learning that organizing
vocabulary in some way is an essential step toward improving learning and retention.

For organizing vocabulary,we would first suggest that students should be explicitly
encouraged in good note-taking habits, because keeping some ‘sort of well-organized
written record of new vocabulary is quite an important part of language learning and
“the very act of writing a word down often helps to fix it in the memory, even if only
with regard to its spelling”(McCarthy 1990,127). The vocabulary note-book is the most
common form of student written record, and the well organized notebook will lead to the
most efficient learning and long-term retention.

Vocabulary can be organized in several ways. For effective memorization and assimi-
lation, a better way of organization is in the form of sense relation and collocation within
the framework of word part of speech. Organizing vocabulary is an essential step toward

good learning and retention,  but it cannot ensure firm storage in long-term memory.
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In fact, learners still suffer lapses when they are unable to recall something that is
thought to be well established in memory. So there must be some other factors which af-
fect retention. One fact is the infrequent use of the items learned. According to one theo-
ry of forgetting which is called ‘decay theory’, the new input will gradually fade in the
memory and ultimately disappear if learners do not activate and practise it regularly.
This theary of forgetting clearly has implications for vocabulary revision and recy-cling.
Recycling and frequent use will facilitate long-term retention, so it should constitute an
important part of vocabulary learning. The vocabulary that a learner controls may be di-
vided into two categories: receptive versus productive. By receptive vocabulary we meant
language items which can only be recognized and understoad in the context of reading
and listening materials. Productive vocabulary are those language items which the learn-
er can not only recognize and understand when reading and listening, but also recall
and use appropriately in speech and writing. In recycling vocabulary, therefore, the pri-
ority should be gi.ven to maximizing the learner’s productive vocabulary. In the following
we will give three demonstrations of how teachers can help students to organize and re-
cycle vocabulary in a productive way.
4. Demonstration and Evaluation

We have discussed some factors affecting students’ vocabulary learning and reten-
tion, and also offered three solutions to the problems. We will see how these solutions
can be implemented with the textbooks currently used in college English courses, Some
evaluations will also be given following each demonstration.
4. 1. Organizing vocabulary in sense relation and collocation under the heading of the
part of speech

. Most English textbooks list vocabulary in a chronological order, e. g. in the order in

which new words appear in the text. Earlier we have discussed some disadvantages of
presenting vocabulary in chronological or alphabetical order for learning and retention.
We will take a unit from ‘College English Intensive Reading II’ (Zhai Xiangjun 1986)
to demonstrate haw students can organize vocabulary according to sense relation and
collocation within the framework of word part of speech;
NOUNS
Unit 1 Topic:environmental protection

atmosphere ;mixture of gases surrounding the earth, the air in the sky

canclusion ;come to a final conclusion '

draw a logical conclusion
hazard ; =danger
Smoking is a hazard to health.

planet; The Earth,Venus and Mars are planets which move round the Sun

photograph ; =photo, picture

6




take a photograph of/a colour phatograph
s:gnal traffnc signal ;warning signal

send out' receive signals

IELX TN ITIRTYY

s mae EYTETTY

VERBS *

Unit 1 Topic: environmental protection

compose ; =make up, consist of

Water is composed of oxygen and hydrogen
give off; =send out, emit
k give off a gas/a bad smell
pollute, =contaminate ; (opposite purlfy)
The watur has been polluted and is unht for use. _
set back ; =delay, put back .

The bad weather set back our bulldmg plan by 3 weeks.

TR L) TTR TN -

-
HTe
annany LTI

In the vocabulary organization above there are two features distinct from the
chronological list of words. One feature is that words are grouped under the heading of
the part of speech. The other feature is that the notion of _col[_ocai;i,on and sense relations
are applied in fhe grouping. Organizing words in this way has obvious advantages for
learning and retention. Firstly, each heading clearly shows which part of speech new
language items bclong to. Students may have a clear sense of what words they are learn-
ing. Secondly, some contexts are given so that students learn and retain words not in
isolation. but in sense relation to and collocation with other.words. This may str’engthen
the ';tudents awareness of different relationships between words when they learn and
memorize them. Thirdly, it helps students avoid entering new items in a random way,
and they can review words under each heading separately and according to their personal

need, Nevertheless, we should note that there are slight problems with sense relation
' applied to grouping vocabulary, One problem is with synonymy. Strictly speaking, it is
rarely the ease that two words are exactly syaonyn.ous:on every occasion. Synonymy
may differ in dialect, style, collocation; connotation and grammar. So. when we use
synonymy, we are actually talking about partial synonymy. The same is the problem
with antonymy. A word may have different opposites in different contexts. However, the
use of synoaymy and antonymy has great psychological validity for the majority of lan-
guage learners provided that these differences are highlighted; learning and storing

7



words as out-of-context synonyms and antonyms could be a useful organization prin-
ciple. (McCarthy 1990,17)

4. 2. Using semantic maps to recycle vocabulary outside the classroom
Maps can be used by students to recycle vocabulary productively outside the class-
room, for example, many of the new items learned in the text ‘Is There Life On Earth?’

(Zhai Xiangjun 1986) can be recycled through the following maps,

)
mets - take . )

hnol
photograph technotogy
Cntellie s tonomer

bealthy >~ survive 0 telescope
oxygen N ~ I

‘attosphere ) . Yenus

i

it
i

~carbon particle

monoxide :
out space

C_ hazard & ) e
environment — .
) g . prevention o : s

. protection . :

;3
§

'J
J

... In the maps, the word ‘EARTH?’ in the title of the text can be used as the central
pointy around which are words ‘satellite’, ‘astronomer?, ‘planet’ and- ‘atmosphere’,
which are all in a certain relation to the word ‘EARTH’, and are also given as cues for
students to recycle and recall other words. Students may complete the maps through
their association, and even add more personal words. If the maps are completed, we can

see most words, recycled are nouns. but verbs and adjectives are also likely to be recy-
8



cled. In the maps, for example, ‘oxygen’, ‘healthy’and ‘survive’ are associated .with
‘atmosphere’, ‘Oxygen’ is a kind of element in ‘atmosphere’ ;it is also a vital element
for a person to stay ‘healthy’ and to ‘survive’, thus, an adjective and a verb are recy-
cled in this part of the maps. . o
Furthermore, certain parts in the maps reveal word collocation and sense relation
such as the following: :

A. verb and noun collocation e. g.

launch a satellite) -

B. adjective and noun collocation e. g.

satellite) _a manned satellite) -

C. sense of oppositeness e. g.

(send versus receive)

P

F. part —whole relation-e, g.

G

are parts of

The fact that certain sense relations and collocations are reflected in the maps sug-
gests that using maps is not only a good way of recycling vocabulary, but also can make
students more aware of various relationships existing between words. On the other
hand; 'if the students.can apply the notions of collocation and sense relation to the maps,

then the scope of vocabulary to be recycled will be extended far beyond the limit of one
text or topic.

4. 3. Recycling vocabulary with listening activities

"Recycling vocabulary can be incorporated with other language activities, for exam-
ple, with listening activities. Recycling vocabulary incorporated with listeniﬁg is another
effective way to help learners to review and retain vo -1bulary related to a certain topic.

. Word-predicting is a kind of activity that can be performed at the beginning of a
class to aid recall and develop retrieval system. Take for example *College English Focus
Listening III’ (Yu Shumei &. Li Huiging , 1988). The listening topic in lesson 4 is
*School’. Before students listen to a passage, for instance. ‘Education in U.S. A.’,

they can be asked to predict10—15 words which might appear.in the material. Alterna-
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tively,the teacher can give the students some cues for vocabulary in relation to the topic
‘Education’, and then ask them to write out 10— 15 words, or phrases;

A. attend school/classes - B.full-time students
1. term papers 1. optional

2. pass - 2. system
3. 3.

arsnen ELLETYS

Obviously, the end-products of prediction may be different from one student to an-
other, and also different from what is in the listening material, but the word-prediction
itself is a highly productive activity, which relates studerits! persenal lexical knowledge
to the given context, Dual purposes are thus achieved through using the listening topic to
recycle vocabulary before listening.: activate students’ lexical knowledge and make lis-
tening less difficult in terms of vocabulary. Cr

Recycling vocabulary with listening can also be done as a post-llqtenmg activity. In
that case students are asked to work in pairs, fo pick out a cerrtain number of words
which serve as key words to the Mlistening togi'cl. This provides students with a further
opportunity to recycle vocabulary within a glven context. Thla,:past—hstemng vocabulary
work can be considered as a word-recognition aétwtty but it is more than word recogni-
tion, because it also helps students to have a deeper understanding of what they have
heard. . K . ‘

Whether used as a pre-listening or pasl-list_ening activity, fécycling vocabulary with
listening can make listening easier, make understanding deeper and make language items
more firmly retained in the r:nemory.
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