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Chapter 1

Introduction: Shift in Attitude Toward the Lexicon®

Now it is generally accepted that vocabulary is central to language
and is of critical importance to the language learner, and lexical
knowledge is now known to be an absolutely crucial factor across the
whole spectrum of L2 activities (Kelly, 1991; Koda, 1989; Laufer,
1992; Laufer & Nation, 1995). Paradoxically, however, it has long
been neglected by linguists, applied linguists and psycholinguists,
who used to prioritize syntax or phonology as central to linguistic
theory and more critical to language pedagogy.

Theoretical linguists have regarded syntax, which involves
combinations of words, as more important than the words themselves
(Aitchison, 1987:25). The principal task of linguistics, Brown

@ There are two different uses of lexicon. It refers, first, to the overall
system of words. In this connection, it is often used roughly in the same sense
with vocabulary, which refers to a list or set of words for a particular language.
The term is also used to refer to the way that forms might be systematically
represented in the brain, the mental lexicon (Hatch & Brown, 2001:1).
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(1984:10) has noted, is to investigate and describe the ways in which
words can be combined and manipulated to convey meaning.
Bloomfield (1933:274) expresses a similar view, which regards the
lexicon as an appendix of the grammar, a list of basic irregularities.
Only recently has this viewpoint been challenged, and much that was
ignored or placed elsewhere in a grammar is now being shifted back
into the lexicon (Aitchison, 1987:26).

In language teaching, vocabulary used not to occupy such an
important position as it does today. In fact, vocabulary used to be
referred to as Cinderella or a poor relative and has been largely
neglected or undervalued throughout the varying stages of second
language acquisition. The secondary status of vocabulary can be
traced back to the traditional grammar translation method. As its
name indicates, the focus of this method is grammar, and its primary
goals were to prepare students to read and write classical materials
and to pass standardized exams (Howartt, 1984; Rivers, 1981).
Students using this method studied literary language samples that
used primarily archaic structures and obsolete vocabulary. They were
exposed to a wide literary vocabulary (Rivers, 1981) that was
selected according to its ability to illustrate grammatical rules, and
direct vocabulary instruction was included only when a word
illustrated a grammatical rule (Kelly, 1969).

The Vocabulary Control Movement in the 1930s echoed a
similar neglect of vocabulary. The two most influential works related
to the movement are Basic English of C. K. Odgen (1930) and I. A.
Richards (1943) and A General Service List of Michael West
(1936/1953). Odgen and Richards’ Basic English was a project
designed to provide a basic minimum vocabulary for the learning of
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the English language. The project involved a word list of 850 words
and it was claimed that these words would both serve to express
complex ideas and be in themselves easy and fast to learn. West’s 4
General Service List was developed along similar lines to Basic
English. The list consisted of 2000 words with semantic and
frequency information drawn from a corpus of 2 to 5 million words.
It was claimed that knowing these words gives access to about 80%
of the words in any written texts. _

In the 1940s to 1960s, structuralism pushed vocabulary further
back into the background and relegated its importance to a secondary
level in the teaching and learning of foreign languages. In his
Teaching and Learning English as a Foreign Language, Fries (1945)
claimed that the problem of learning a new language was not learning
its vocabulary but mastering its sound system and its grammatical
structure, and that all the learner needs at first is enough basic
vocabulary to practice the syntactic structures. Almost at the same
time, the audio-lingual method, which grew out of structuralism,
contrastive analysis and behavioral psychology, was also against the
teaching of much vocabulary. With grammar or structure as its
starting point and the belief that language learning is a process of
habit formation, this method paid systematic attention to
pronunciation and intensive oral driiling of basic sentence patterns. It
was suggested during this period that learning too much vocabulary
early in the language leaming process gives students a false sense of
security (Zimmerman, 1997).

The 1960s saw a shift to Chomsky’s Transformational
Generative Grammar. But this shift only served to reinforce the idea
that lexis was somewhat peripheral, an irritating irregularity to an
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otherwise ordered grammar. Chomsky assumed that language is
represented in the speaker’s mental grammar by an abstract set of
rules that is most clearly reflected in a speaker’s unconscious
intuitions about language (Chomsky, 1965).

So for nearly 30 years, the argument for teaching heavy doses of
syntax went largely unchallenged. In the 1970s, however, some
researchers began to voice their discontent against the prevailing
view about vocabulary. Wilkins (1972) lamented the neglect of
vocabulary in the audio-lingual years. His much quoted statement
about the importance of vocabulary runs as follows: “Without
grammar, very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can
be conveyed.” Similarly, Widdowson (1978) found that native
speakers can better understand ungrammatical utterances with
accurate vocabulary than those with accurate grammar and inaccurate
vocabulary. In the mid-1970s, more researchers became concerned
with the relations between vocabulary and the learning task and with
vocabulary teaching. Among them was Lord (1974), who argued that
vocabulary should no longer be the Cinderella of language teaching.
Lord’s arguments represent a further shift from - the
vocabulary-control approach. Interest in vocabulary continued and
more articles were appearing (see Brown, 1974; Anthony, 1975; and
Nilsen, 1976). And in 1978, Judd reiterated that we: should give
vocabulary the status of a skill in its own right and that not only
should it not be seen as subservient to syntax, but it should not be
seen as an appendage to reading and listening comprehension either.
By the end of the 1970s, vocabulary teaching was coming of age.

And since the early 1980s, there has been a positive explosion of
publications on vocabulary. Among them were the three significant



