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Chapter

Introduction

In the Park
“Pray for the mute who have no word to say.’
Cried the one old gentleman, ‘Not because they are dumb,
But they are weak. And the weak thoughts beating in the
brain
Generate a sort of heat, yet cannot speak.
Thoughts that are bound without sound
In the tomb of the brain’s room, wound. Pray for the mute.’ v

Stevie Smith quote in Aitchison (2003)
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The short poem vividly depicts the circumstances people sometimes
are stranded in when they feel weak in not knowing the words to
express themselves. Actually, to have a good command of words and
to manipulate them freely is a dream of many people.

Then, what is word?

More often than not people are told that it is the most elementary part
of language. However, it is more or less an academic definition. To
this question, most of ordinary people, instead of thinking it
theoretically, would think about its function. To them, words are
magic, which exert multi-polar roles in their daily life. Words make
people laugh exultantly, sometimes almost losing control of
themselves when comedians like Dawn French, Catherine Tate or
Joan Rivers start to speak, witty remarks, exact but common words,
flooding out, full of humour, analogy or metaphor, in their programs.
Words are also inspiring when Ken Livingstone, Mayor of London
lists what London has achieved and what problems and challenges
London faces in London Debate. Words are also disappointing both
for the audience and the speaker if one is unable to retrieve a right
word to express one’s ideas clearly. In brief, it is all admiring when
one can be the master of words, eloquently in delivering speeches,
fluently in reading, writing and comprehensively in listening.

Words also play a similar multi-role in ELT(English Language
Teaching) classroom. Students often nickname their course-mates
‘living dictionary’ to show their admiration for those who have a
large vocabulary. However, the most time consuming and annoying

2
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part for an ELT teacher at university level is nothing but have to
explain the unknown words one after another to students when
reading is being impeded. One cannot help commiserating when
seeing many students with dictionaries in their arms trying to load
them by heart, or forcing themselves to recite one by one
alphabetically, but not long after their embarking on the journey,
some of whom, felt extremely dull and suffering, often gave up, half
done in A, started with Z next time or just thumbed through
somewhere in the middle part of a dictionary and eventually ended up
with nothing. To them, it is really an ordeal. Yet, worst of all, the
cycle repeats before every exam, national or local.

It is undeniable that many students learn English for further
development because a good command of English can be taken as a
springboard for a good job or more opportunities in the context of
globalization. But what most of the students want at the university
level is very practical — to get a certificate of College English Test 4
(CET4) and CET6, a key, for some students, to guarantee their
graduation from university; for the majority, to obtain a job or a better
job after graduation because many work units only employ thase who
have these documents.

The connection between the students’ ordeal in memorising words
and the tests is not the focus of this research but indispensable
background for it. The problem is the mismatch between teaching and
learning or the students’ needs. What the teachers think is different
from what the students believe. In the teachers’ opinion, the reason
that the students cannot pass the CET4 and CETS6 lies in the low

3
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proficiency of their 4 linguistic skills: listening, speaking, reading and
writing. What the teachers endeavour to do is trying to help students
improve these skills. In class, for example, teachers explain the texts
by discussing or pointing out where the main idea is, what the
supporting arguments are and where the language difficulties lie. In
the students’ eyes, the biggest hindrance for them to pass the tests lies
in the limited vocabulary. The reason that they cannot do the reading
well, cannot understand the listening material, cannot write and speak
well is all because of their limited vocabulary.

Here is a transcript from an interviewee, a first year undergraduate of
mine, who related her understanding about EFL(English as a Foreign
Language) teaching and leaning at the university level.

I am from Shandong province. According to my experience,
our English class in high school focused on grammar. I
believe that there is no problem with my grammar. But we
attached no importance to vocabulary. Few students could
grasp the whole words in the text books, less alone the

words outside the classroom.

The reason that I could get enrolled in Renmin University
of China is, first of all, that I was the best in my
hometown. ... (Read Appendix 1 for further details.)

In brief, our English was based on the knowledge of
grammar and on the feeling acquired by accumulation of
practice. The amount of vocabulary is rather limited.
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That is to say my problem is absolutely not grammar. ... as
long as I can understand some advanced words, or one
hundred percent true English words, my English will go up.
The vocabulary is the key problem.

If teachers in the university do not teach vocabulary, what’s
the use of going to classes? I doubt ... basically speaking, if
only my vocabulary is large and is of some depth, 1
basically have no problem. What will the teachers teach if
they do not teach vocabulary? Grammar? To be frank, it is
unnecessary for the students from Shandong province. Isn it
it deplorable? The situation is similar in other provincial
areas. Yet it is more evident in Shandong which has been
famous for its highest score for the national entrance exam
for the university.

Though it is not a rounded and full account of respondents’ feelings,
(but rather just what happens to be uppermost in her mind at the time),
it is thought-provoking and representative to some extent.

If what is discussed above is intended to project the problem in a
nationwide angle lens, what happens in the short focus is also similar.
According to my experience, observation, and the data collected and
analysis after the evaluation of the term exams, the students also lose
their marks mainly in the parts of vocabulary items in their term
exams because of the words they don’t know, which are included in
their teaching materials. '
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Then a question may be popped up for us to speculate — is it true or
a fact that teachers at the university level do not give instructions on
words. Actually, this may not be the case. Teachers are not
encouraged but there are teachers, not in a small group, who employ a
lot of time in class explaining words.

The question that was always hovering in my mind was what on earth
the students’ problems on vocabulary learning were. Definitely, there
might be a reality out there waiting prone to be discovered.

In retrospect, it was not until 2004 did I start to put my focus on the
students’ problems on vocabulary. The whole survey went through
three stages. At first, I simply asked two classes of mine, about 60
students, to write down whatever there were about their problems in
vocabulary on a piece of white paper — what problems did they have,
how did they learn the new words, any experience and lessons they
would like to tell and share, did they have any suggestions for
teaching, what did they want most from their teachers — and viewed
them as a reference to improve my teaching, to see whether I could
do something in class, yet without intention of doing some further
research.

The findings of this open questionnaire did render me reflecting some
of the problems and ignited me later on to design some tasks on
vocabulary to help my students to have a better command of their
vocabulary. In 2005, another two classes did the same open
questionnaire and the findings were similar and interesting. It was
after the second open questionnaire that I started to think about
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